
        
            
                
            
        

    
[image: Vainglory 2]


VAINGLORY 2

©2025 PLUM PARROT

This book is protected under the copyright laws of the United States of America. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser. Any reproduction or unauthorized use of the material or artwork contained herein is prohibited without the express written permission of the authors.

Aethon Books supports the right to free expression and the value of copyright. The purpose of copyright is to encourage writers and artists to produce the creative works that enrich our culture.

The scanning, uploading, and distribution of this book without permission is a theft of the author’s intellectual property. If you would like to use material from the book (other than for review purposes), please contact editor@aethonbooks.com. Thank you for your support of the author’s rights.

Aethon Books

www.aethonbooks.com

Print and eBook design, layout, and formatting by Josh Hayes.

Artwork provided by Toby Willsmer.

Published by Aethon Books LLC.

Aethon Books is not responsible for websites (or their content) that are not owned by the publisher.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead is coincidental.

All rights reserved.


ALSO IN SERIES


Vainglory

Vainglory 2

Vainglory 3

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

Calling all LitRPG fans: be the first to discover groundbreaking new releases, access incredible deals, and participate in thrilling giveaways by subscribing to our exclusive LitRPG Newsletter.

https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/


CONTENTS


1. Secrets
2. Trogs
3. Ambush
4. Good Beer
5. Fire for the Spirit
6. Market Square
7. Blazewitch
8. Trading Words
9. Stories We Tell
10. A Fated Encounter
11. Aboard the Bounty
12. Murder
13. Secrets in the Blood
14. Midnight Confessions
15. Answers
16. Extending Trust
17. Westview
18. Alagenny’s Spire
19. Buzz Off
20. Clockwork
21. Clearing the Air
22. Loot Distribution
23. Cheat Code
24. A Walk in the Dark
25. Respect
26. Wasting Daylight
27. Readings
28. The Beast Within
29. Research
30. Wolf
31. Uninvited
32. Paid in Blood
33. Misdirection
34. Fear
35. Hunting the Hunters
36. The Love of the Hunt
37. A Place to Plan
38. Passenger
39. Evil or Not
40. Birds of a Feather
41. What Horrors Await
42. A Bad Feeling
43. The Sable Hall
44. Ritual
45. Wins and Losses
Thank you for reading Vainglory 2
Groups
LitRPG



1
SECRETS


Ward kicked his boots through the ash, stirring up some still-hot embers. “Huh. I thought maybe the mayor was exaggerating. You know, trying to keep us away.” The Graymane estate had, apparently, gone up in flames the same night that Ward killed Nevkin. The mayor was blaming the former employees, and they were blaming the warlock—saying he’d been careless in the way he’d piled logs near the hearth. Of course, that was something the workers would be responsible for in usual times, but most of them had fled when Nevkin killed Lord Graymane.

“There’s a lot left standing, though.” Haley peered up at the blackened rafter beams and scorched stones. Her voice wasn’t exactly hopeful, but Ward was pleased that her words hadn’t sounded defeated. He was starting to see what Grace meant about her always being deeply serious—“grave,” as his less-than-welcome passenger had put it.

“Look!” Grace cried, her excitement sufficient to carry the mood. Ward followed her slender arm and finger with his eyes and saw what she meant. Saddlebags, burned black by the fire, were piled in the corner atop the ashes and charred remains of what looked to have been a small table. “Maybe something survived! That’s thick leather.”

Ward grunted his acknowledgment. The truth of the matter was that he was already feeling like going back to the inn and lying down for a while. It wasn’t just the injuries he’d sustained from casting a spell far too potent for his body and mind—those were mostly healed. It was the after-effects he was dealing with. The healing wrought by the magical tonics, tinctures, and creams had taken a toll on his flesh. He’d dropped at least twenty pounds and felt like he’d been bedridden for weeks, not just a couple of days. Grace was sure he’d feel better with a bit of time and some mana absorption; he hoped she was right.

Ward stepped toward the blackened leather bags, frowning. “Doubt anything survived.”

Grace practically vibrated with excitement as she pushed past him, leaning close. “You just don’t want to get your hopes up.”

“Yeah, I suppose. I don’t doubt that his spells were here. He was racing back like a lunatic when he attacked us.” He turned to Haley, “Nothing was on his body?”

“Nothing much. A belt pouch with a few glories. I picked up his knife and my sword. His horse had a saddle—no bags.”

Ward squatted near the bags and gingerly pulled them close, frowning at the way the burned leather crumbled under his fingers. Still, they felt heavy; something was inside. As he used his knife to pry the stiff, black leather flap open, slicing through the old strap and buckle, he heard Haley ask, “Why don’t you wear shoes?”

“Ask him,” Grace replied, leaning close to stare at Ward’s slow progress.

“Ward?” Haley pressed.

“Hell if I know what she’s talking about.” He had the first saddlebag open and was sifting through burnt scraps of cloth—a blanket or some clothing, perhaps.

Grace tsked. “He’s lying, but he doesn’t know he’s lying. I look like I do because somewhere in his twisted little mind, he fancies a gal like this.”

“That’s some grade-A bullshit.” Ward snorted, grinning as his knife touched something solid. “I don’t have a foot fetish.” He brushed the ashes and burnt cloth aside and gripped the heavy object, lifting it out in a shower of ash and scraps. “What the hell?” What he gripped in his hand was a heavy metal container about the size of a tissue box, sealed with something like molten lead or pewter. “Shouldn’t that seal have melted in the fire?”

“Careful, Ward!” Grace hissed. “Look at those runes on the top.”

Ward brushed the ashes away and saw what she meant. Jagged symbols were etched into the metal, and they looked very foreboding; he had no idea why he thought that—he couldn’t read a single one, but something about them said, “Danger,” with a capital D. “It’s heavy.” He turned and held it out for Haley, and she took it in her hands, peering at it with her strange, pale-gray eyes that seemed to catch and reflect any light in the room.

“I think it’s holding something inside—the seal, I mean. I don’t think it’s meant to keep people out. You should leave it sealed until we learn more.”

“Yep. I’ll cast my ‘reveal secrets’ spell on it later.” Ward dug around in the other saddlebag but only turned up scraps of burned paper, cloth, and ash. “Well, it’s something. I suppose his spells are gone—burned up with the house.” He sighed, brushing his hands together as he stood. “I’d hoped for something more. I guess it was a longshot; if the servants really did torch the place, they probably looted anything they thought was valuable.”

Grace nodded. “Spells are valuable, Ward.”

“Do we wanna stick around this little village, interviewing peasants who have no reason to trust us, though?”

“Why not use your spell here?” Haley interjected. “If someone deliberately burned the place, wouldn’t that be a ‘secret’ that it might reveal?”

Ward thought about it for a moment, then he nodded. “All right. Let me go outside to prepare it; I don’t want to get covered in ash.” He led the way out, pushing through the remnants of the once-grand double doors, now blackened and hanging from twisted, loose hinges. When he stepped into the sunlit courtyard, he inhaled deeply of the fresh air and walked over to Nutmeg. “Hey, boy.” He rubbed his muzzle as the horse snuffled at him. “I’ll give you an apple in a minute. Let me just fish something out of my saddlebag.”

A few minutes later, Ward was sitting on a relatively clean section of pavers, going through the strange half-dance, half-meditation ritual to imprint the words of power into his mind. It was the first time he’d looked at a spell since he’d nearly killed himself by bringing Haley back from… beyond. He still wasn’t clear on how that whole thing worked. If her spirit or soul didn’t have the anima to move through the “veil,” then where had it been while her body lay lifeless? Haley claimed no memory of her time beyond the living, but Grace thought she’d been lingering nearby—a formless mass of feelings and thoughts that wouldn’t have survived long on this “plane.”

If all the spell had done was move her back into her body, he supposed it wouldn’t have been so powerful and had such an effect on her and Ward. It had done more, though; it had healed and changed her body. It had affected her demeanor in ways they were just starting to figure out. The spell had been rife with warnings, and one had said that her body would be “infused with a power that dwells in the twilight between life and death.” It explained the healing, but Ward wasn’t sure they were interpreting “power” correctly. He hoped it was just a description of the magical force used in the spell and not some kind of entity. He wanted Haley to be all right, which made it hard for him to be objective.

Grace startled him out of his reverie. “What are you doing?”

“Got distracted, I guess. I’m still a little foggy.”

“Well, I’m the one who said you should rest another day. Maybe you shouldn’t do this spell right now⁠—”

“I’ll be fine. Let me prepare it, and then I’ll know if it’s going to hurt or not.” He was hoping it wouldn’t. The silver tongue he’d taken from Nevkin had significantly increased the “tier” of his mana pathways. He’d been on the verge of being able to cast the “reveal secrets” spell without hurting himself before he got the tongue, so now he had high hopes that it wouldn’t be difficult at all. Before he got started, he glanced around the courtyard. “Where’s Haley?”

“Still inside. I think she’s poking around, looking for anything else that might not have burned.”

Ward almost told Grace to go keep an eye on her but remembered she couldn’t; she was bound to him and could only experience the world through his senses. Determined to make it quick, he opened his grimoire to the right page and began moving through the forms and reciting the words of power for his spell. He found his center quickly, and, listening to and feeling the thud of his heart, he timed the spell’s forms to the steady beat. When he looked up, Haley was there, speaking softly to Grace.

“…nothing but ruin.”

Ward closed his eyes, and in the darkness of his mind’s eye, he saw the words for the spell floating, throbbing, and yearning to be released. They were dark, wreathed in shadows and mystery, but they no longer looked dangerous to him. Where before they’d seemed sharp, jagged, and even scalding, now they were just secretive—filled with the mystery of things unknown. “I can cast it.”

Haley looked away from Grace, peering from the depths of her deep hood; she didn’t like to be in the sun without the hooded cloak she’d had made. “Hmm? Was there any doubt?”

“Nah. What I meant was that I can cast it without hurting myself.” Ward brushed his pants off and straightened his thick wool coat. As he did so, his eyes drifted over the neat, perfect stitches where Haley had mended it as he’d lain unconscious. She’d done a fine job; the thread was nearly the same color as the wool, and the needlework was precise. “Thanks again for fixing this, Haley.”

“You’re welcome. I’m only sorry I didn’t get your spear.”

Ward shrugged. “I can get a new one.” Haley had been in a hurry to get him some medical help on the night they’d confronted Nevkin and hadn’t retrieved his spear from the poor dead stallion. When they’d come to the burned-out manor, the horse’s corpse, along with the spear, had been gone. Ward turned back to the house and walked inside. When he stood in the burned remains of the central hall, he glanced over his shoulder at Haley. “Might want to plug your ears.”

She nodded solemnly and reached her hands into her hood. When she nodded again, Ward looked into his mind and recited the words floating there, “Shrovak gnyrath!” They whirled into motion, streaming from his mind to his tongue, where they flowed like water from a crystal decanter, smooth as could be. As soon as the sound of them entered the world, though, the smoothness faded as they echoed and cracked off the burned stone walls. They whirled around, stirring up ash, reverberating, and building off themselves into an echoing crescendo that had Haley leaning forward, pressing her hands hard against the sides of her head.

Soon, the echoes receded, and Haley lowered her hands. Ward watched as the stirred ash coalesced into faintly luminescent figures—two men, one with long, wild hair, the other wearing a thick woolen cap. Both were dressed like laborers in heavy boots, overalls, and warm, long-sleeved woolen shirts. “Orchard workers,” he grunted. They seemed harried, or perhaps just hurried, as they moved about the room, moving ghostly chairs and tables, opening drawers, and flinging objects from shelves. Finally, one stood in the corner where Grace had spied the burned saddlebags. “Here!” he cried, though his voice seemed to come from a deep tunnel a second or two after his lips moved.

The other man joined him, rushing over eagerly. They threw the bags open, rifling through the stuff inside. One man lifted a heavy, jingling pouch and crowed, “Glories!” The other hefted out a heavy, leatherbound volume adorned with inlaid runes that glinted in the ghostly light of the fire in the hearth.

“A spellbook! Imagine what they’d pay in Port—ack!” His words were cut off as he screamed, staring at his hand as it began to smoke. “It’s burning! I can’t let go!” Wide-eyed with panic, he looked at his companion, dancing back, away from the saddlebags. “Help!”

The other man, the one with the wool cap, snatched up a tattered shirt from the saddlebag he’d been digging through and used it like a potholder to grab the book away from his friend, eliciting a panicked scream of pain in the process. He didn’t hold the book; he flung it away—straight into the fireplace. “Dead gods! My hand!” the wounded fellow moaned.

“C’mon, Tem, we got the glories; let’s get out—” With a whistling pop, something exploded in the fireplace, interrupting the specter’s voice. Both men turned to the hearth to see sparks shooting forth, erupting like a pyrotechnic display. Little ghostly fires began to spring into existence around the room, and both men turned and fled.

“Those idiots.” Grace sighed as the ethereal light faded from the ashes, and they fell to the floor like they’d never been disturbed. The gloom that had shrouded the room while the spell was active faded, and sunlight streamed in through the burned-out roof. Ward walked over to the fireplace, and sure enough, he saw the remnants of a blackened, charred leather book cover. The pages were nothing but ash.

“Dammit.”

Haley stepped close, peering with him into the hearth. “I’m sorry, Ward.” He saw she had her hand inside her cloak, resting on the hilt of her father’s sword. They’d yet to figure out exactly how the sword worked, but it seemed to absorb spells aimed in its direction. He nodded and wrapped an arm over her shoulders, squeezing her into his side.

“At least those spells aren’t in someone else’s hands.” Haley allowed the embrace and even leaned into him a little, but she didn’t feel the same. She was stiff, and Ward inwardly wished he hadn’t made the show of affection—not because he didn’t care about her, but because he’d hoped to feel some warmth from her. All he’d accomplished was to remind himself of the reality that she was changed.

“Can you cast the spell again?” she asked, unaware of his inner turmoil.

Ward looked into his mind, saw the spell there, faint but ready, and nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go back out to the courtyard.” He let go of Haley and returned to the sunlight. “You got the—” His question became redundant when Haley joined him, holding the metal box in her hands.

As he looked at it, steeling himself to cast the spell again, Grace asked, “Do you think it’s worth hunting those workers down? That pouch of glories looked pretty heavy.”

“Nah.” Ward brushed some lingering ashes from the metal box, noting that the thing felt like it had been stored in a refrigerator, even with the sun beating down on it. “I’m not looking to hunt down some peasants and strong-arm ’em for glories that weren’t even mine.”

“By right of conquest, they were⁠—”

“No, Grace.” He nodded to Haley. “Set it down so you can cover your ears.”

“Oh!” She hastily set the box on the paver near Ward’s feet and stepped away, once again, reaching her hands into her hood.

Ward took a deep breath, stared at the metal box, and then released the words, “Shrovak gnyrath!” They rushed off his tongue, rich and deep, echoing around the courtyard as dust, blown ash, and fall leaves rushed around, rustling in the sudden breeze. The light dimmed as though dense clouds had blown in front of the suns, but when Ward looked up, he could still see them in the sky. The two stars had lost their fiery intensity, though; they glowed more like moons.

“Look!” Grace pointed to where shadows were gathering near the ancient wrought-iron gate of the courtyard. They glowed with weird, blue luminosity, and as they took shape, Ward realized one was a grave marker and the other was a man. As they solidified and the details filled in, Grace hissed, “Nevkin!”

Sure enough, the figure was clad in a dark, tattered robe adorned with black feathers. He clutched a small spade and grunted as he dug, the sounds echoing oddly in the suddenly dim courtyard. “I hear you. I hear you whispering. I’ll have you out of there!” Nevkin cackled as he continued to dig.

“He’s mad,” Haley observed.

“Yeah, but we knew that already.” Ward stepped closer, watching the scene play out. He already knew what was going to happen: Nevkin would dig up the metal box. He leaned close, trying to read the strange script on the rectangular gravestone. The words made no sense to him. “Can you read that?”

Grace shook her head. “If I could, you could, too.”

“Why is that?” Haley asked.

Grace smiled at her. “I have a gift of tongues, which carries over to my host.”

Ward ignored her, turning to Haley. “You can’t make sense of it?”

“No. Never seen that language.”

Nevkin giggled and spoke again. “Oh, such promises! Of course, of course! We’ll have many a long chat!” The shovel made a clanking sound, and he cackled, falling to his knees and scrabbling at the moist dirt madly with his hands. He panted and dug for several seconds before he pulled the metal box from the dark soil. “Here you are!” he crowed. As suddenly as they appeared, the strange shadows faded, and the glare of the midday sun returned. It wasn’t lost on Ward that Haley tucked her arms into the folds of her silky, deep-blue cloak.

Grace groaned. “Ward, why’d you choose that secret? I wanted to know what was in the box, not where Nevkin got it.”

“You think I choose? I just cast the spell, and it shows what it shows.” Ward stooped to pick up the box and walked out the gate, clicking his tongue and scratching Nutmeg’s neck as he tucked it into one of his saddlebags. “I guess we’re not going to learn anything about this thing today. I mean, other than it coming from a strange grave and that Nevkin thought it was talking to him. Anyway, if we’re going to make it to Children’s Crossing before dark, we need to get on the road.”

Haley pulled herself into Wind Queen’s saddle. “I agree—we should go. Children’s Crossing tonight, then a few days of hard riding, and we’ll reach Port Granite. There might be someone there who can tell you more about the box, Ward. It’s a much larger place than Tarnish.”

“And if not,” Grace added, “there’s always Westview and whatever city we land on when we travel to Springsea.”

Ward shook his head, spitting some phlegm that had gathered in the back of his throat onto the cobbles. “Grace, take it one step at a time. We don’t even know how much the passage on a living ship will cost. Let’s concentrate on getting to Port Granite.” With that, he clicked his tongue—something that made him cringe as it echoed resoundingly, reminding him of his new, magical appendage—and Nutmeg broke into a trot, clip-clopping down the cobbled drive past the scene of his battle with Nevkin. He was glad to be done with the strange warlock, but he still had many questions, not least of which was what had made him go mad. The tongue didn’t seem to be affecting Ward’s mind, but would he even know if it was?

To his delight, Haley interrupted his inner turmoil by racing past on Wind Queen, shouting, “Try to keep up!” She didn’t laugh, but her voice sounded far brighter than he’d heard it since their encounter with Nevkin. He hoped it was a sign of things to come, that maybe she’d slowly find her old self.

Then Grace was there, in the saddle behind him, nudging his ribs. “Let’s go!” Ward grinned and clicked his new tongue again, and Nutmeg broke into a gallop.


2
TROGS


Ward looked down the long, winding dirt road toward the distant horizon, where he could see the walls of Port Granite sprawled against the azure backdrop of the Cobalt Sea. He only knew so much because Haley had just explained it to Grace and him. “And Westview is on the far shore?”

Haley nodded. “Yes. I don’t know how long it takes to get there, but I imagine it’s no quick jaunt.”

Ward stretched, twisting in the saddle. He was weary, but he felt pretty good overall. They’d spent a relaxing night at Children’s Crossing, stocked up on food for the road, and then taken a leisurely, four-day pace toward Port Granite, stopping at two other inns and camping on the road one night. Ward had eaten like a teenager, and, in his opinion, he’d pretty much recovered from his ordeal with the spell that had nearly killed him. Of course, the hemograph disagreed. According to the cryptic device, he was still down roughly 10 percent from his former “longevity.”

“Tired?” Haley asked. Ward glanced at her, nodding. She’d shown remarkable stamina, and despite his attempts not to, Ward had spent too much time studying her behavior. She ate sparingly, usually only meat, and slept only a few hours a night. Still, she didn’t seem like any kind of “undead” he’d ever heard of. She breathed, she did eat, and though she was sensitive to the light, she didn’t burst into flames in the sun. He’d been over it a million times in his head, but the only undead creatures he knew about were from books, movies, and games. He just wished he could go back in time and tell Grace not to mention the damn word to him.

“I could use a rest. How far do you think that is?” He waved a hand toward the distant city and blue horizon.

Grace answered before Haley got a chance, “Looks like less than twenty miles. We made good time despite your lollygagging.”

Ward rolled his eyes and winked at Haley. “You see what I deal with?”

Haley smiled, though it looked forced, as she nodded. “I like Grace, but your banter makes much more sense now that I can hear you both.”

“I like you too, Haley!” Grace was, as usual, riding behind Ward, and she leaned in the saddle to say in hushed tones, “You know, I’m the one who talked Ward into casting that spell. If it weren’t for me⁠—”

“Grace, put a sock in it,” Ward grumbled. “Maybe she’s tired of thinking about all that.”

To his surprise, Grace didn’t argue. She leaned against his back and, more seriously, said, “Sorry, Haley. I shouldn’t bring it up.”

“It’s fine…” She didn’t get to say more before Ward clicked his tongue and started down the hill at a trot. The city was distant, but the road was broad and flat, and he could see dozens of other travelers strewn along its ribbon-like length. He was eager to be done with the saddle for a while and intended to give Nutmeg a chance to stretch his legs. He leaned forward over the sturdy gelding’s neck and quietly urged him on.

“Let’s go, boy!” Nutmeg did his best to keep the lead, but they’d only been thundering down the dirt road for about thirty seconds before Wind Queen came up, and Haley passed them by. The young woman leaned forward, her cloak flapping behind her while the beautiful mare’s mane whipped in the breeze of her passage. Nutmeg whinnied in frustration, and Ward could feel him digging deeper, trying to keep up, but the other horse was just too fast. “It’s not your fault!” Ward laughed. “I’m a lot heavier than she is!”

They raced like that for a good fifteen minutes, and Ward lost sight of Haley as she rounded a curve in the road harboring a stand of tall, broad-leafed trees. When he came around the bend, he saw her ahead and stopped. She was chatting with a man on a tall, steam-powered, brass and iron wagon. “Woah, fella!” Ward chuckled inwardly at his sudden cowboy vernacular. He pulled Nutmeg, snorting and huffing, to a walk and came up beside Haley and the man in the wagon.

She gestured to the stranger. “Ward, this is Lon Garrison, and he says there’s a woman up the way who needs help.”

Ward squinted up at the fellow, shading his eyes from the sun. He wore a wide straw hat and had something stuffed in his cheek that made Ward think of a ball player with a wad of tobacco. “Someone needs help?”

“That’s right! I told her I’d flag down anyone that I saw. Her daughter’s gone missing, and she’s convinced it’s a pack of trogs that’ve been living up in yonder hills.”

Ward raised his eyebrow, not sure he liked the sound of “trogs.” “How long’s she been gone?”

“What about the guard?” Haley asked at the same time.

“Her husband left to fetch the guard a half-hour ago, but he was afoot, hoping to catch a ride with someone going ta’ market. Even if he’s just got there, they won’t move too quickly. You know how them city guards are.” He spat a thick, viscous, brown squirt of saliva that confirmed Ward’s earlier suspicion. “As for the girl, her ma said she ain’t seen ’er since breakfast when she sent her out to check on the goats.”

Haley turned to look at Ward with those pale eyes of hers, but there was something new in them, something that almost looked like excitement. “We should help!” Ward could have cheered at the sound of purpose in her voice. He really didn’t care what the problem was; he would have gone to help find a lost cat if it would get that sort of interest from her.

“Will we see her from the road?”

“Aye, just about half a mile up the way. She’s hoping someone helpful will stop by, not an old codger like me with a knee that won’t bend half the time.” He lifted his stiff leg by way of illustration, and Ward nodded.

“I’ve had a bad knee before. No fun. Anyway, we’d better get moving if we’re going to be any use. Every minute counts.” He clicked his tongue, and Nutmeg immediately started moving. To Ward’s amusement, so did Wind Queen, and Haley had to scramble to get her reins in hand.

“Do you guys think this is smart?” Grace asked as Haley rode up beside him.

“Smart’s got nothing to do with it,” Ward grunted.

“That’s right. A girl needs help, Grace. You wouldn’t want someone you cared about caught by trogs.”

“No…” Grace sounded ashamed, and Ward wished he could see her face. “You’re right, Haley. I’m sorry.”

He looked at Haley. “What the hell is a trog? Do I want to know? Is that short for troglodyte?”

“Savage creatures!” she said, nodding emphatically. “They’re humanoid, but not people, trust me! They’re cannibalistic, have big fangs and long arms, and they wear the skins of anything they kill, including people! A traveling circus came through Tarnish once, and they had one. They kept it chained and threw live chickens to it as a kind of show. I only saw it for a minute before my auntie covered my eyes and pulled me away.” Haley sighed from within her hood. “I’d shudder, I’m sure, if I weren’t so damned unnatural.”

Ward looked at her sharply. “Hey!” He pulled on his reins, and Haley followed suit, slowing the horses to a near stop.

“It’s true, Ward. I’m not right. I have to tell myself that this is exciting. I have to remind myself that I should feel horrified for that girl.”

“Haley…” Grace started to speak, but her voice faded. Was she at a loss for words? Ward found it hard to believe.

“Listen,” he said, “I don’t know what exactly changed in you from that spell, but Haley’s still in there.” He reached over and grabbed her wrist, pulling it toward him. “Look at me.”

She resisted at first, staring down at her saddle horn. After a moment, though, she turned toward him, staring out from the depths of her hood. Ward locked eyes with her. “You’re still you, in there, Haley. If you have to remind yourself what that means from time to time, then do it. The more you practice, the easier it’ll get. Sooner or later, you’re going to feel what you know you should feel without even trying.”

“Do you really believe that?” she asked.

Ward nodded. “I do. You were affected by death and by the magic that brought you back, but you’re still you, and your spirit is too damn strong to get changed forever. Just keep remembering how you know you should be, okay? I think that’s important. Don’t let it slip away.”

She ducked her head, and when she looked up, her eyes were determined. “I won’t, Ward. I’ll keep reminding myself.”

“Attagirl.” Ward smiled and then nodded up the road. “See that woman waving at us? You were right to want to help her. Come on!” He nudged Nutmeg with his boot heels and clicked his tongue, and the horses both leaped into motion. Soon, they were rolling in a smooth canter toward the woman who kept waving the entire time they approached.

In his right ear, away from Haley, Grace whispered, “That was very well done, Ward. I hope you’re right. You sounded so sure. Do you really believe it?” Ward didn’t reply, but he tilted his head in the affirmative. Grace squeezed him around the ribs—Ward hated how she could shift position around him in an instant. Then he pulled on the reins, and he, Haley, and the huffing, snorting horses were before the woman.

She was short and stocky, with long, salt-and-pepper gray hair. She didn’t look old, though; her hair was just graying early. “Thank you for stopping! My daughter⁠—”

Ward tipped his hat up and smiled, waving his hand. “We got the story from the guy on the steam wagon.” He pointed behind her, past a big, yellow farmhouse, toward the hills beyond. “You really think trogs have your girl?”

“There’s a pack of ‘em up there, sir! They took a goat last week, and my husband made a report to the sheriff down in Port Granite. They’re supposed to hunt ’em out soon, but⁠—”

Ward nodded. “Okay, listen, keep looking for help, but point us in the direction where your goats graze. That’s the last place your daughter was, right?”

“Yes! Oh, thank you, sir!” She made a funny gesture, curling her hand into an O and pressing it to her forehead. “I wouldn’t have thought a sorcerer would stop to help the likes of me. Thank you, sir!” She turned to Haley. “Thank you, Milady.”

Ward just nodded, but Haley opened her cloak to reveal the hilt of her sword. She put her hand on it and asked, “How many trogs, do you think?”

“My husband said he was sure he saw five different sets of tracks. He said one was an alpha, ma’am, twice the size of t’others.” She turned and pointed to the left of a big gray barn. “The track my daughter takes is just yonder, past the barn. You can’t miss it; it’s worn deep from the goats. There’s a meadow about a mile up the track. It’s bordered with berry brambles, and the goats just love it up there.”

“How old is she? What’s her name?” Ward found his fingers reaching for his old notepad and suddenly wished he had one handy.

“My Rini’s just fifteen, sir.”

“All right. If your husband gets back with the sheriff’s men, make sure you let ’em know we went up there.”

“I will, sir! Thank you so much!” The woman had been wringing her hands nervously, but now she reached up toward Ward as though she wanted to squeeze his hand. He stretched down from the saddle and took her small, hard-calloused hand in his.

“We’ll do what we can.” Ward straightened and pointed to a gap in the fence a bit further on. “Let’s go, Haley.” He clicked his tongue, and Nutmeg started forward. Soon, he and Haley were trotting over the field, past the barn, and onto a narrow dirt trail leading into the hills.

“Can you track?” Grace asked. “If not, you should know I’m quite good at it.”

“Good.” Ward didn’t elaborate on the fact that he hadn’t hunted in more than twenty years. He didn’t doubt that he could spot clues that might lead him to the trog lair, especially if they weren’t exactly geniuses, but he was happy to let Grace do the tracking. As they followed the meandering track through the hills, he dug into his saddlebag and pulled out the knife Haley had taken from Nevkin. Ward had enchanted it and his other Bowie-style knife when they’d stayed in the inn at Children’s Crossing.

“Two knives against at least five trogs?” Grace asked, leaning over his shoulder.

“Two knives and Haley. Yeah, I wish I had another weapon, though.” Ward turned to speak over his shoulder to Haley. “Let’s stop for a minute so I can put my armor on.” The leather coat with its heavy metal rings was a decent piece of armor, but it was uncomfortable, so Ward preferred to ride in just his wool coat.

Haley nodded. “I want to run through my forms quickly.”

“Right. Good idea.” Ward pulled on the reins, bringing Nutmeg to a halt, then shrugged off his coat. The air was chilly but not overly so. The sun was high in the sky, and the weather had been nice. He dug his armor out of the pack he had slung beside his saddlebag, grunting as he worked it on over his head and shoulders. Once he was done, he sat, scanning the hillsides, waiting for Haley to finish going through her strange martial arts dance.

After just a few minutes, she nodded, her cheeks slightly flushed, and leaped into her saddle. “I only went through them once, but I don’t want to keep her waiting—trogs are nasty creatures, Ward. I’m not sure we can take five. What if there are more? If five were out hunting, there might be more in their lair. Do you think there’s any chance this girl is still alive?”

Ward lifted his hat from his saddle horn and settled it on his head. “I have no damn idea. I hope so. Maybe they’re eating the goats first.”

“Are your spells prepared?” Grace asked.

“Yeah.” Ward nudged Nutmeg, and the horse started forward. “Can’t be much further.” When they reached the meadow, it was evident that the goats had been there for a while. The yellowed grass was chewed down to the dirt, and the berry brambles were also well-trimmed back into a wide gully between two hills. Still, it wasn’t hard to see what had gotten Rini’s father running toward town for help—the bloody, skeletal remains of a goat sat in the center of the clearing, and all around it were deep, clawed, four-toed footprints.

Looking up the hillside leading further south, Haley observed, “I don’t think it’ll be hard to track them.” Ward followed her gaze and had to agree; the tracks were deep, but beyond that, the tell-tale drips and splashes of blood provided a bright reminder of the situation’s urgency.

“I’m guessing they live in a cave?”

“That’s how the story always goes.” Haley touched her heels to Wind Queen’s flank, and the horse started up the hill, following the trail of clawed prints. Nutmeg followed at Ward’s urging, but the horse was acting skittish, his ears swiveling left and right as he snorted. Haley glanced over her shoulder. “The horses don’t like the blood.”

“They going to be all right?” Ward patted Nutmeg’s neck. “Easy, boy.”

Haley peered up the sides of the hills; they were growing taller, and the foliage along their slopes thicker. “They’ll be fine if the blood doesn’t get much worse. Unless we’re attacked, I suppose. Neither of them is trained for combat. If they come at us, we should let the horses run so we can get clear and then circle back.”

“All right.” Ward studied the ground as they made steady progress over and around small hills, and soon, they were in the shadow of a deep gully. He scanned the hillsides, wary of ambush, trying to peer through thick scrub and short but densely leafed trees.

“Look,” Grace said, reaching past him to point. Ward followed her finger to a dark spot high on the slope to his left.

“Hold up, Haley. There’s a cave up there.”

Haley slid out of Wind Queen’s saddle and began rummaging through a saddlebag. “I’ve got a decent lantern.”

Ward got off Nutmeg and stretched while Grace walked around the horses, staring at the ground. “I believe that’s where they were headed.” She looked at Haley. “You should leave the horses loose so they can run.”

“I agree. I’ll not have Wind Queen become a trog’s dinner.”

Ward frowned at his saddlebags and pack. He loathed the idea of leaving all of his belongings unwatched. He unslung his backpack, ensuring the mana well and his grimoire were inside, then, grunting with the effort in his ring mail armor, slung it over his shoulders. “C’mon.” Without further delay, he started up the slope, using rocks, roots, and clumps of dry, yellow grass as footholds. He could hear Haley moving behind him, her steps far softer than his as he laboriously hauled his heavy frame, armor, and pack up the hill.

“On the bright side,” Grace said, daintily traipsing beside him, “I don’t see much cover on the way to that cave. I doubt they’ll—Look out!” Ward had already seen the missile coming—that was how Grace knew about it. He ducked his shoulder, and the rock sailed past him. He heard Haley grunt as she hit the deck. Ward scrabbled over behind a clump of wiry brush with tiny green leaves and peered up the slope at the figure that had emerged from a difficult-to-see depression in the hillside.

It looked like a man—a twisted, hairy, gray-skinned man with too few fingers, inch-long black claws, and red eyes set in deep hollows beneath a heavy, bony brow. It hooted, scooped up another fist-sized rock, and hurled it. Ward rolled to his left, and the stone whistled through the air, smashing through the branches of the bush he’d been hiding behind. “You need to close with it!” Grace shouted.

“No shit,” Ward grunted, getting his feet underneath him and charging up the slope, aiming for a large rock halfway between him and the trog. He was still three steps away from cover when the next rock came whistling through the air. Ward dove for it, and the stone just missed him as he slid on his chest behind the boulder. He glanced over his shoulder to see Haley also hunkered behind a clump of big rocks about twenty feet to his right. She saw him looking and nodded. Ward poked his head up, just for a second, to get a look at their aggressor, and the creature howled and threw another rock.

Ward ducked and waited for it to sail past, and then he was up, knife out, charging for the creature. He took two steps, crouching as he went, fighting the slope, and nervous about being hit with a follow-up stone, but the trog didn’t pick up a rock; it hefted a sharpened length of wood and spread its too-wide mouth into a savage, hungry grin, exposing dozens of pointy, saliva-slick teeth. “Not a good look, Ward,” Grace said. “He’s got the slope, the reach, and⁠—"

“Not helping, Grace,” Ward growled, moving around the trog to the left, hoping he could get it to expose its flank to Haley. That was when he heard the rustling in the brush, and another of the monsters came barreling down the slope, this one wielding a heavy, gnarled branch as a club. “All right.” Ward sighed. “Here we go.” He flipped his knife, catching the point between his fingers, and lifted it to throw. “Catch, asshole!”


3
AMBUSH


The enchanted knife whipped through the air and took the second trog right in the eye. It didn’t even yelp as it fell to the ground, sliding down the slope for several feet in the loose rocks and dirt. The first trog reacted violently to the death of his comrade. He—for Ward had been granted an unpleasant glimpse of his anatomy beneath his ill-fitting hide smock—began to hoot and howl cacophonously, his voice echoing off the hillsides as he went wild. He leaped down the slope toward Ward, flailing his sharpened stick madly.

Ward danced to his left, Nevkin’s knife now in his hand, crouching low, trying to keep his footing on the slope. The trog was fast approaching, and Ward thought about throwing the knife, considering it was also enchanted. He could see Haley creeping up behind the enraged trog, though, her father’s sword in a two-handed grip high over her head. Ward stooped, grabbed an apple-sized rock, and chucked it with his left hand, underhanded, toward the creature’s face. It roared and swiped at the missile, and then Haley’s sword cleaved the crown of his skull, and the trog fell at her feet, dragging her off balance as she tried to work her father’s sword free.

Haley slid onto her butt, grunting as she kicked at the trog’s shoulder and yanked on the sword. Ward was about to go to her aid when he saw movement up at the cave mouth. “More coming, I think!” he shouted. He scrabbled up the slope to the dead trog’s fallen spear, picking it up with his left hand as he fumbled with Nevkin’s curved knife, trying to slide it under his belt. By the time he’d gotten a sure grip on the primitive spear and looked up the hillside again, two more trogs had emerged and were working their way down the slope, still some thirty or forty yards distant.

“What’s the plan, old man?” Grace sounded worried.

Ward ignored her and held the spear in front of his face. “Ghruvon, Truvik, Prakhun!” The words rolled off his new tongue like a delicate prayer, but they began to echo sharply as soon as they entered the world. He heard Haley’s intake of breath, saw the trogs clap their hands to their ears, and then the spell slammed into the spear, carving glowing runes into the wood that blazed for a moment and then faded. Ward didn’t wait for an invitation; he pulled the spear back over his shoulder and hurled it forward in a vicious javelin throw.

The imperfect shaft wobbled in the air as the magic forced it to fly true, ripping through the air so fast that it whistled before slamming into the left-hand trog’s chest. It coughed out a rough, pained cry and flopped back. As its legs kicked and its clawed hands scrabbled in the scree, the other trog roared, lifted what looked like a stone hatchet, and renewed its downward scramble.

“Ward!” Haley called, and he turned to see her holding a massive trog at bay—it had to be the alpha. The monstrous humanoid looked like it weighed three or four hundred pounds, and its roars and grunts were visceral things—deep, hollow noises that Ward could feel in his chest like a bass subwoofer. If Haley weren’t so nimble, with her blue cloak flowing behind her as she leaped out of the way of the creature’s enormous sapling-sized club, she would have been utterly shattered by the blow. When the weapon impacted the hillside, Ward felt it in the soles of his boots.

“Run!” he yelled. Then, without thinking, he yanked Nevkin’s knife out of his belt and threw it at the hulking, gray-furred trog. The alpha was wearing several layers of hide, but Ward had thrown the blade well, aiming toward the back of his head, and the enchantment had the desired effect—the tip caught in the monster’s thick rolls of fleshy fat at the base of his skull, and the weapon might have driven deep enough to bring the beastly creature down, but the curve ruined things; it ended up slicing up and out, leaving a deep, ugly gash, but not killing the brute. It was enough to distract and further enrage the trog, however.

“You’ve done it now!” Grace cried. “Look out for the other one!”

Ward turned just in time to see the other trog closing the last few yards between them, its stone-bladed hatchet held high, its face twisted in a rictus, snaggle-toothed snarl. Ward, empty-handed, turned to his left and charged toward a thick snarl of thorny shrubs. He held his armored sleeves before his face as he crashed into the stiff branches, and the hauberk earned its price, sparing him from many cuts and bruises as he bullied his way through.

He’d just won clear and was scanning the ground for something he could use as a weapon when something smashed into his shoulder, sending him stumbling forward. Ward grunted in pain, but his armor had held; he’d have a bruise but nothing much more. As he stumbled, he scooped up a grapefruit-sized rock and continued, keeping his forward momentum going as he scrambled up the hillside. He could hear the smaller trog behind him, grunting and growling as it kept pace, but Ward had other things to focus on. He looked at the big rock in his hand, and, still driving with his thighs, climbing the slope, he said, “Ghruvon, Truvik, Prakhun!”

As the words rolled out and echoed around him, he grinned and laughed. He took two more wide, muscle-burning steps up the hillside, then turned, holding the rock high. The trog had paused, shaking its head as though to clear the echoing words of power from his mind, and Ward capitalized, hurling the ten-pound rock with all his might. The Strike True spell proved itself yet again, or, Ward supposed, he just scored a perfect throw. Whatever the case, the rock caught the brute in the forehead and cracked its thick skull like a cantaloupe.

Ward could hear the alpha smashing through the brush, could see his enormous head and shoulders surging overtop the thorny bushes, and he dove for his latest victim’s stone-bladed hatchet. “Can you cast it again?” Grace asked, her voice rising hysterically.

“I think so. I did before.” It was true; even before he had the tongue, he’d cast Strike True three times before he couldn’t remember the words. The hatchet had a rough, root-like handle that fit his hand well enough but seemed too heavy and unbalanced. Was it petrified wood? He didn’t know, but he was glad it was heavy, and the blade seemed sharp enough. He could see it was fastened to the handle with dried sinew and had time to wonder just how intelligent the primitive creatures might be before he snapped out of his contemplation and said, “Ghruvon, Truvik, Prakhun!”

For the third time, the spell echoed around the gully, and Ward saw the enraged trog alpha flinch at their sound. The creature’s eyes were red and wild with madness. It roared, baring a mouthful of fangs, and ripped its way out of the patch of thorny brush. Its hairy arms were torn and bleeding; its mouth drooled as it gnashed its teeth and growled. Somewhere along the way, it had dropped its enormous club, but Ward wasn’t heartened; the thing had claws like knives, and with its hands empty, it was scrabbling on all fours up the hillside, rapidly closing the distance.

Ward lifted the now-enchanted stone-bladed axe, eyeing his surroundings for a plan of action. He didn’t think he could take the brute in a head-to-head confrontation. “This way!” Grace said, indicating a relatively flat area to Ward’s right. He nodded but held his ground, trying to time things right. The trog cleared the distance and reared up, lifting its arms high as though it intended to rake all six of its claws down on Ward, ripping him to ribbons.

Before it could bring its claws down, though, Ward darted forward, hacked the heavy axe at the monster’s muscle-bound knee, and before he even felt the impact, dove toward Grace, aiming to roll over his shoulder. The axe, enchanted to do great damage, cleaved through flesh, sinew, and bone, nearly removing the monster’s entire lower leg. It screamed, Ward dove, and, as the trog fell, it reached out and hooked three of its long, deadly-sharp claws into Ward’s calf, stopping him short.

Ward cried out; the pain as the claws tore his flesh, halting his entire body weight mid-air, was nearly blackout-inducing. The creature didn’t stop there, either. It tightened those claws in a fist, securing its grip on his lower leg as it pulled itself forward with its other long, muscular arm. Ward growled, more angry than scared now. He still held the axe in his hand, and he contracted his core, pulling himself into a sit-up as he swung it back and down, chopping it halfway through the alpha trog’s wrist. Again, it screamed and reflexively slapped at the axe with its other arm, knocking it out of Ward’s hand.

The beast’s grip had loosened when Ward cleaved its wrist, and he pulled away, scrabbling backward through the dirt and loose rocks, panting in pain with each kick of his wounded leg. The alpha was still enraged, still trying to give chase, but two of its limbs weren’t working right, and its maddened mind was struggling to realize why. Ward scanned his surroundings, looking for something he could use as a weapon—a branch, a rock, anything.

He’d settled on a fist-sized rock and reached toward it when Haley appeared over the trog’s shoulder and drove her sword into the center of its back. It screamed and thrashed, but Haley pulled the blade free and drove it in again. This time, the monstrous creature retched a torrent of blood and fell, quivering, onto its chest. Haley stabbed it two more times before it finally fell still.

“Jesus! Where can I get a tetanus shot?” Ward groaned as he pulled his knee to his chest, turning it to see his mangled calf.

Grace leaned close. “You need a few stitches, but you’ll survive.”

“A few? That bastard had ahold of my bone!” As he pressed his palm against the oozing gashes, he looked at Haley and saw she was standing atop a nearby boulder, slowly turning in a circle and scanning the area. “Anything?”

“Nothing moving.” She looked down at him, her eyes glinting from the depths of her deep hood. “Do you have some salve in your pack?”

“Yeah,” Ward grunted, his breathing shallow from the throbbing pain in his leg. “I think so.” He gingerly lowered his leg and worked to get his pack off, wincing as his bruised shoulder protested. Before he even had one arm out, though, Haley was there.

“What pouch?”

“On the side. My, uh, left side.” Haley was quick to dig the jar of salve out. It was one she’d brought from Tarnish. She unscrewed the cap and squatted by his leg.

“Can you pull the pant leg up?”

“Yeah.” Ward did so, hissing through his teeth as the fabric brushed his cuts.

Haley liberally scooped the cream out of the jar, rubbing it into his deep puncture wounds. “Keep an ear open for more trogs.”

“Oh, God. That feels better.” The throbbing had almost immediately ceased as the cool cream went to work.

“Let me bandage this, then you’ll be okay to limp around for a bit. When we get to an inn, I’ll stitch you up.” Haley screwed the cap on and returned it to his pack, rummaging in the same pouch until she pulled out a length of off-white linen—another of her purchases. Ward held still as she wound the bandage around his calf. Then, with a surprisingly strong hoist from Haley, he was back on his feet.

“Let’s get up to that cave.” Ward stepped up onto a clump of brush grass, but then Grace cleared her throat.

“Ahem! You might want this.”

Ward turned to look and saw she was standing over his hat. “Oof.” Ward wiped a hand over his sweaty brow, then nodded. He limped over and retrieved the wide-brimmed hat, happy to have the bright glare of the sun out of his eyes. “Didn’t notice it coming off in all the scuffle.”

“I’m surprised it got this far! The way you charged through those thorn bushes…” Haley sighed, shaking her head. “I was afraid I’d catch up too late.” She walked back over to the alpha’s corpse and grunted as she yanked his knife out of the thing’s neck. Ward watched as she wiped it on the creature’s fur, then walked over and handed it to him.

“Thanks, Haley.” He clutched the weapon in a blood-stained hand, feeling comforted by the leather-wrapped grip.

She gave Ward an appraising glance, then nodded. “I’ll go scout the cave opening. Take your time and choose your steps carefully.”

“Hey…” Ward was about to tell her to be careful, but a glare from Grace stilled his tongue. “I’ll be right behind.”

Haley nodded, and then she turned and lithely scampered up the hill. “She makes you look like a garbage truck. You know, those big, automated ones that take up the whole road and hold up traffic when people need to get⁠—”

“All right, all right,” Ward groaned. “Give it a rest, would ya?” Grace smirked but relented, and Ward began laboriously clambering up the hill. Nearly ten minutes later, sweating from the effort and the renewed pain in his leg, he ducked into the dark, crescent-shaped opening, his knife held ready, only to find Haley grunting, leaning over, backing toward him. It took him a confused moment to realize she was dragging someone.

“You found her!”

Haley turned, and her eyes shone like a cat’s as she looked toward the light. “She was just up ahead past those piled boulders. They’d thrown her there, I think, along with two dead goats. She’s got a huge lump on her head, but she’s still breathing.”

Ward started struggling out of his pack. “Let’s put some salve on the bump. It probably won’t help if she’s got a brain bleed, but…” He shrugged, trailing off. It went without saying that it was all they could do for her at the moment. As he fished out the jar of salve, Haley pulled the girl closer to the opening, and Ward saw for himself that she had a massive, purple contusion on the side of her head, just past her temple. “They probably knock their prey out if they can. Keeps the meat from spoiling.”

“Yeah. The goats were already partially butchered. Well, eaten—I don’t think they exactly have a kitchen.”

“No, uh, sign of any others back there?”

“Nope. I think we killed the whole pack.” Haley took the salve and gently smeared it onto the lump on the girl’s head. She had to smooth her hair back, and Ward watched as she dug a tiny copper hairpin out of a pocket somewhere, gently putting it into the girl’s blonde hair, pinning it back behind her ear.

“You’re going to be all right, Haley,” he said, leaning against the stone cave opening.

She looked back at him, and for the first time since Nevkin, her lips moved into a genuine smile. “Thank you, Ward.”

He looked into her eyes and gave her a quick nod, then turned to look down the slope. From that vantage, he could see a much more accessible, smoother trail leading down off to the left, behind a copse of short, thorny trees. Further down, near the base of the hill, he saw Nutmeg and Wind Queen, and beyond them, the valley opened up, green and lush, all the way to the distant blue line of the sea. “There’s an easier path down, but I don’t think we’ll make it to the city before dark.”

“I’m not scared of the dark,” Haley said, grinning. Her words made Ward chuckle, but the clever comment also made him wonder where Grace was. He turned to peer into the cave but didn’t see any sign of her.

His voice was almost tentative when he softly called out, “Grace?”

“Did you miss me?” Her voice came from right behind him, and Ward flinched, eliciting a chuckle from Haley.

“Dammit,” he growled. “You’re lucky you made Haley laugh ’cause otherwise, you’d be back on my shitlist.”

Grace beamed, moving around Ward to look at the girl, watching Haley’s ministrations. “I was here—just relaxing inside your head. You should carry the girl, Ward. Keep her head up so blood doesn’t rush to her head. She might have a bad concussion.”

Haley shook her head. “No, I can carry her. I’m strong enough, and I’m not injured.” She bent, swinging the girl’s arm over her neck, then, cradling her back and knees, Haley smoothly stood. She smiled at Ward. “See?”

“Damn! After you.” When Haley started down the hill, Ward followed, and Grace skipped along beside him.

“I’ve been thinking.”

Ward raised an eyebrow, pausing to slide the curved knife under his belt. “Oh?”

“Wow! No jokes? Anyway, I think it might be interesting to see what the hemograph says about Haley.”

Ward opened his mouth, then closed it again with an audible click. He frowned, scratched his head, then slowly nodded. “Yeah. I can’t believe we didn’t think of that before now.”

“Well, to be honest, I did.” Grace shrugged, then in a much quieter voice, she whispered, “I was afraid it might say something… disturbing.”

“But now?”

“Now, I have more hope. She really does seem better.”

Ward nodded, watching Haley march down the hill, cradling the teenager in her arms; he figured the girl had to weigh at least a hundred pounds—not an incredible feat of strength, but definitely not easy. Haley wasn’t exactly large. “Yeah. We’ll ask her what she thinks tonight. Right now, I want to drop this girl off and get my ass to town.”

“You did good, Ward. Lots of thinking on your feet in that fight. I liked how you enchanted a rock in the middle of a battle.” Grace giggled as Ward snorted, but he didn’t have a clever response, so he just shrugged. Despite his sore leg, he felt good. It was nice to help people, and it really seemed like this world had plenty of folks in need. With that warm, fuzzy thought keeping a grin on his face, he tried to pick up the pace; Haley was leaving him behind.
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GOOD BEER


“Oh, mate! That’s the thing about Vainglory; it’s all in the name—you’ll find glory, sure, but seeking glory for its own sake is a fool’s errand. It’s something you do in ‘vain,’ see? Your buddy made that mistake! He bit off more than he could chew, went a bit mad with his pursuit of power, and now, where is he? It’s a tale repeated so often that they named the whole system after it!”

Ward glanced sideways at Grace, who, unbeknownst to the tavern patron he’d been talking to, also sat at the table. She shrugged, and he knew what she was thinking—she’d only repeated what she’d read about Vainglory. Any misinformation wasn’t her fault. He looked at the grizzled old fellow, noticed his beer mug was running low, and topped it off with the pitcher. “That’s why they call this place ‘Vainglory,’ huh?”

“Aye. Every child born in this world is raised up on the tales of folks seeking glory for glory’s sake and meeting with folly.” The old-timer paused to take a drink, and Ward considered his words. They didn’t exactly mesh with what Haley had told him. Hadn’t she said she’d grown up reading stories about great heroes taking on the challenges and climbing the ranks of power? “There’s a good reason you don’t run into many sorcerers, sir, begging your pardon”—he ducked his chin and touched his forehead in a gesture Ward had come to realize meant a person was being respectful—“but more folks with the touch wind up dead than powerful.”

Grace leaned her elbows on the table and spoke loudly over the clamor of the tavern. “Ask him if there are more sorcerers on the higher worlds.” Ward nodded, shifting his mug on the tabletop, pleased that he’d found an establishment that sold chilled beer. He watched the glass smear the condensation into the well-worn wood, contemplating his words while the old shipwright gulped about half his mug down.

“As you know, I’m not from these parts. I was a little surprised by how few ‘with the touch’ I’ve run into. Are there more on the higher worlds?”

The old fellow—Brant—rubbed the foam off his mustache and nodded. “Oh, aye! That’s how the story goes, but I ain’t never been off Cinder. Still, I’ve spoken to plenty of travelers, and they all tell the same kind of story: you’ll find more of the orders and academies on the higher worlds. You’ll find mages and sorcerers in every city and witches in the villages, but if you shake a stick at a crowd on Primus, you’d still struggle to come up with more than one or two with a glow in their eyes.”

Ward nodded, sipping his beer and enjoying the lively atmosphere while Barnt savored his drink. Ward had already treated him to three refills. He glanced out the window and across the street to the inn where he’d left Haley; after they’d delivered a groggy, concussed Rina to her sobbing, grateful mother, they’d made good time to Port Granite, arriving just an hour after sundown. One of the guards at the gate had suggested the inn—Port’s Refuge—and while checking in, Ward had heard the noise, smelled the fried foods, and seen the happy crowd across the street.

The place had called to him in a way that he hadn’t felt in a long while, but when he voiced his interest, Haley hadn’t been interested. She’d seemed fine, insisting she just wanted a quiet soak in the tub, so he’d dropped his things in the room with her and made his way over. The tavern was crowded, too much so for him to get his own table, and that was how he met Brant. “You reckon we’ll have any trouble booking passage to Westview?”

“Nah! There’s a ship heading that way every couple of days.” Brant burped loudly and added, “Can’t promise it’ll be a passenger ship, but if you don’t mind doing a little labor, there’ll be a place for you on a cargo vessel.”

Ward mulled that over, picturing himself mopping the deck or mending ropes—clichés from a dozen movies. “Doesn’t sound bad. How about the living ships? I heard passage off-world doesn’t come cheap.”

“Well, aye, that’s another story. Them ships are mighty uncommon, and each voyage is booked up for years in advance. You’ll find folks in the city selling berths, but they know they’ve got something precious.”

“It makes sense,” Grace said, eyeing Ward’s beer. Ward grinned and took a long drink of the cold, smooth ale. It tasted particularly nutty, and after the day he’d had, it was almost too good. He saw Grace lick her lips, and when she caught him looking, he was pleased to see her blush. “What? I can’t help it! It’s good. Take another drink!”

Ward’s smile widened, and he complied, draining the rest of the mug. Grace sighed happily and laid her head in her arms, closing her eyes as she practically purred. He set the mug down and smiled at Brant. “Damn good beer.” Brant laughed, exposing his crooked, gap-toothed smile, and Ward found himself laughing, too, so much so that he had to wipe tears from his eyes after a couple of minutes.

He and the old-timer chatted for a while more about all manner of things—boats, horses, trogs, and, after another couple of beers, the nature of death and the purpose of life. If they uncovered any great secrets, though, Ward doubted he’d remember. Still, in his drunken state, he felt like he and Brant were on to something.

Sometime around midnight, a watchman came to stand in the open double doors, holding a large iron bell in his hands. To Ward’s dismay, he began to violently clang it back and forth, interrupting the drinking and carousing to shout, “Curfew! Everyone needs to be home by hour’s end! Anyone still on the streets will be fined or jailed!” To summarize, he clanged the bell a dozen more times, wringing forth grumbles, curses, and even a few thrown hunks of food. Ward didn’t envy the watchman, but he also didn’t like the idea of a curfew.

“There’s a curfew?”

“Aye, two hours past midnight. Mayor says it cuts down on crime.” Brant pushed his chair back and, with great effort, heaved himself to his feet. “I’d best be off—quite a stroll back to my place.” He held out a hand, and Ward clasped it, shaking it warmly. “Nice to meet you, Ward. Thanks for buying an old board-cutter a beer—or ten.” He laughed, his cheeks bright red from all the drink, and Ward almost asked if he needed an escort home.

“It’s nothing. Nice to meet you, Brant,” was all he said, though. He watched the fellow stumble toward the door, but he wasn’t alone; half the tavern was clearing out. Ward looked at Grace and her glazed-over eyes and chuckled. “Are you really drunk?”

“I can let myself feel what you feel.” Her words slurred, and she laughed, leaning forward to poke a long, slender finger into his chest. “You’re drunk!”

Ward shrugged, unable to deny the accusation. “I think I like you better like this.”

Grace leaned closer, and the fire in her eyes nearly died to nothing as burgeoning tears filled them. “I wish we’d gotten off on a better foot. I wish I hadn’t lied to you, and I wish you knew that I’m not a scheming, evil creature. I really do care about you and Haley.”

She sounded so sober and honest, and her words rang so true that Ward almost felt himself tearing up in sympathy. He played it off, shaking his head and clearing his throat. “Hey, come on—let’s try to make a clean start. You came clean to me about why you wanted to be in Vainglory; you admitted you didn’t know as much as you let on. I can forgive all that. Is there anything else you wanna confess while I’m feeling so magnanimous?” He stumbled on “magnanimous,” slurring the syllables together, and Grace giggled.

“There’s nothing else I’ve been dishonest with you about. I mean, nothing about what I’m doing with or for you.” She frowned. “I’m still, well, I still have secrets, but they’re about me, okay?”

Ward shrugged. “When you trust me, I’ll be ready to hear ’em.” Ward scooted his chair back, suddenly aware of how much the room was spinning as he watched more patrons moving to the exit.

“Wait!” Grace reached out and grabbed his wrist. “I do trust you, Ward. I’m just ashamed, but you’re making me feel good about myself. I liked that we helped that girl today. Can we keep doing the ‘right’ thing?” She made air quotes around “right.”

Ward snorted, using the table to help himself stand. “Yeah, we can. I’ll sure as hell try. I’m not perfect, you know.”

“Okay.” Grace leaped to her feet and put herself under Ward’s arm, helping to steady him. “We’ll try together.” With that said, she helped him out into the chilly air, which sobered Ward slightly, and then across the street and into the inn. A few minutes later, he quietly crept into the room he and Haley were sharing—it had two beds and a separate bathroom. He found his sneaking unnecessary; Haley was up, sitting in bed, wearing some gray, flannel pajamas, writing in a small journal.

She looked up with an arched eyebrow, her pale eyes glinting in the lamplight. “You’re drunk.”

Ward doffed his hat and bowed with a stumbling flourish. “Yes, ma’am.”

“Haley, can you start the bath for him?” Grace propelled him to his bed, urging him to sit on the edge.

Haley closed her journal and stood. “I can. I was waiting up to stitch his leg, but I think a bath would be wise. There are some salts in there. I’ll put them in his water.”

“Oof,” Ward grunted as he bent to struggle out of his boots. “Sorry about that, Haley.”

“About?”

“About making you wait up! I forgot about the stitches. Can it wait ‘til morning?”

“Probably, but I’m awake.” With that, she went into the bathroom, and Ward heard the pipes clank and moan before the sound of water filling the tub came to his ears. He stripped down to his linen underwear with Grace prodding him along the way, and then he stumbled into the bathroom where Haley was adjusting the faucets. “It’s hot, but not too hot.”

Grace pushed Ward toward the tub. “Thanks, Haley. I’ll make sure he doesn’t linger in there too long.”

Haley nodded, but her eyes drifted toward Ward’s injuries. “Make sure he gets kind of rough with those claw wounds. I saw some debris in them when I was putting the salve on.”

“Oh, I’ll be sure to scrub them out.” Grace jerked her thumb to the door. “Best close that behind you, or his screams might⁠—”

“I’ll be washing my damn wounds,” Ward protested, suddenly feeling much more sober. Haley giggled and showed herself out, clicking the door shut behind her. “Hey, you know what?” Ward said, looking at Grace with a stupid grin.

“What?”

“That’s the second time she’s laughed today. It seemed real, didn’t it?”

Grace’s eyes widened, and she nodded emphatically. “Yes! Yes, it did!”

Twenty minutes later, much cleaner and with a throbbing but clean leg, Ward was lying in bed while Haley delicately, precisely, stitched a thin, wiry thread through his flesh, sealing up the three deep, jagged wounds on his calf. “This is looking good, Ward. When I’m done, I’ll spread some fresh wound salve on the cuts, and by morning, you’ll be feeling much better.”

“Oh, I feel pretty good already.” Ward sighed, with hardly any slur to his words.

Haley pressed her pale lips together and nodded. “You’re lucky. You’re a fast healer.”

“I am lucky—lucky you were there to put that giant trog down.”

“Really?” Haley’s earnest, almost surprised tone caught Ward off guard. “I felt like an idiot during that fight. I got my sword stuck, nearly fell down the hill, and⁠—”

“Hey, combat’s messy. What matters is that you overcame that shit and were there when it mattered.” Ward was suddenly aware of how warm Haley’s fingers were on his calf. “Did you do your Gopah stuff before I got here?”

She nodded, smiling slightly. “I did. Earlier today, I was surprised by how good it made me feel. It centers my mind and helps me put my thoughts in order. I⁠—”

“Your hands are warm, and you seem better. Haley, I think you need to keep doing Gopah as much as you can. I noticed you were better after the battle, and that was the first time I saw you doing those forms since we left Applegrass.”

Haley set her needle and thread down and put her hands together, rubbing her palm with her thumb as her expression became contemplative. “I think you’re right. I tried it when I first… woke up, but it was frustrating. Remember I told you I had to do it for a long time to feel any of the fire?”

“I do, yeah.”

“Well, I think I was in despair, afraid I’d broken something in me that would ruin the art. I think I was scared to try it further. Earlier today, though, when I prepared for the trogs, the heat came to me rather quickly, and even though I never used it in the fight…” She trailed off, clearly thinking deeply about things.

“Well, I say we find a Gopah master while we’re here and have a chat. Didn’t you want to ask about the, uh, sword version, anyway?”

Haley nodded, reaching for the healing salve. “Gopahdo. Yes, I’d like that, Ward. Thank you.” Ward smiled and closed his eyes. His buzz was still strong, and he felt happy inside, thinking Haley might be all right. He listened to her and Grace talk about the tavern and his behavior for a little while, but their voices quickly faded as his mind slipped away, and he fell into a deep slumber.
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FIRE FOR THE SPIRIT


The following day, despite the many beers he drank, Ward woke feeling very rested, with a clear head and a calf that was stiff and tender to the touch but fine to walk on. Haley was a different story; the good cheer from the night before was gone, and in its place was a grave, solemn expression. When Ward tried some friendly prodding to get a smile out of her, she only looked away and muttered something which Ward only caught the tail end of “…as the clouds gather.”

“Hmm?”

“Nothing.”

So, Ward dressed in his last clean outfit—black woolen pants, a dark blue shirt with lovely, polished horn buttons, and his hat and coat. He reckoned his boots could use a shine but resolved to do it after finding a Gopah master. It was his firm belief that Haley needed more attention than the leather. He unpacked everything he didn’t need or wouldn’t be heartbroken to have stolen and slung his much lighter backpack over his shoulder.

“Come on, kiddo,” he said, irritating himself immediately. Haley didn’t cringe or complain, though; she stood and woodenly followed him down to the lobby. On the way, Grace made her first appearance for the day.

“Are you two hungry? I can smell bacon.”

Ward slapped his stomach, still amazed at its flat firmness. “I am!” When Haley didn’t respond but continued down the steps, he looked at Grace and shrugged.

“Is she not well?”

“Where have you been?”

“Sleeping!”

Ward hurried to catch up to Haley. “Do you really? I mean, is it like how”—he pointed to Haley and himself—“we sleep?”

“I think so.” Grace shrugged. “I dream and everything.”

Ward nodded and reached out to grasp Haley’s shoulder as soon as they were on the ground floor. “Hey.”

She turned to face him, expressionless. “Yes?”

“Go across the street. The bacon smells good.”

She stared at him for a solid two or three seconds before his words seemed to register. “Okay.” She turned, and Ward looked at Grace and shrugged, giving Haley a minute to slip through the door before he spoke.

“She’s worse again.”

“We have to figure this out. Did you try the hemograph?”

“No! She seemed better last night, and I thought maybe the Gopah master would know something. Shit, I mean, assuming we find one in the city.”

Grace nodded. “You will. Port Granite is several times the size of Tarnish. Do you really think it was the Gopah that was making her seem better?”

“It’s the only explanation I could come up with.” Ward started after Haley again, nodding to the innkeeper behind his counter. Outside, he had to pause to pull his coat together and button it up as his breath plumed out in a cloud.

“Chilly!” Grace said, rubbing her arms.

“You’re too much.” He chuckled.

“What? I like to experience what you do!” She pointed. “Haley’s already in line.”

Ward nodded, carefully crossing the street, making way for a man on a large roan stallion. The horse reminded him of Nutmeg and Wind Queen, and he glanced toward the inn’s stables but didn’t catch a glimpse of either horse. When he caught up to Haley, he asked, “You think the horses are all right?”

She spun, arching her eyebrow in the first show of emotion that morning. “Why wouldn’t they be?”

“Uh,” Ward reached up to adjust his hat, suddenly made nervous by her sharp tone, “I dunno. I’m sure they are⁠—”

“Don’t worry me like that!”

Ward shared a glance with Grace, and then they approached the tavern’s breakfast buffet, which was something the barkeep had told them about the night before. Being across from the inn, the little tavern capitalized on every mealtime. They served eggs, bacon, and hash in the morning, fried fish at lunch, and then it was time for their usual—beer and more beer. Haley got a plate with a single egg and a slice of bacon, but when she stood before the cashier—a young woman in a stained blue smock and white apron—Haley handed her five glories and said, “For my two friends, as well.”

“Um—” Ward started to say, but the girl was already speaking.

“Is your other friend on his way?”

Haley stared at Grace for a long, pregnant moment before she barked a short, humorless laugh. “My mistake. Just the one friend.”

Ward cleared his throat. “Yeah, thanks, Haley.” He jerked his head toward the seating area, and they grabbed a table by the window.

Grace was the first to broach the topic as she knelt on the floor, leaning her arms and chin on the table between them. “Haley, do you feel differently than last night?”

“Yes, Grace.” She sighed, nibbling her bacon. “I tried to tell Ward. I feel like gray weather has rolled in over my mind.”

Ward swallowed a bite of eggs. “Did you try doing your forms?”

“How would I have? You woke before I did, didn’t you?” Haley’s eyes widened as she heard herself, and she hastily added, “I’m sorry, Ward, I⁠—”

“Nah, don’t apologize. It was a stupid question.” Ward looked to his left, over Grace’s head, at a table of four men wearing overalls, heavy woolen shirts, and boots that looked well-broken-in, sporting many dark stains that made him think of tar. “Hey, fellas?”

One of the men, a burly, red-haired, and bearded fellow, looked over a forkful of eggs and raised an eyebrow. “You speaking to us?”

“Yeah. Sorry to interrupt your breakfast.” Ward pointed to Haley and then himself. “We’re not from town and were wondering if any of you fellas know where we might find a Gopah, um, dojo?” He looked at Haley questioningly.

She nodded. “Yes, is there a dojo nearby?”

Redbeard didn’t respond, but the slender guy next to him did, rubbing his clean-shaven head. “Oh, yeah. There are a couple of dojos on this side of town. One is the Fire Lizard Clan’s temple, and then you have the Red Door. I’d say the Red Door would be more welcoming to folks from out of town.”

“Can you direct us?”

“Yeah, sure. Just go outside, and you’ll be on Cod Street. Turn left, walk past Pike Avenue, and then you’ll come to Hammer Row. Turn right, and you’ll see the dojo if you walk for a few blocks. Can’t miss it.”

“Thanks a lot.” Ward tipped his hat, and the fellow nodded, returning to his breakfast.

“You really love this, don’t you?” Grace asked. Haley looked at Grace, but her face didn’t betray any emotion. Ward bit, though.

“Love what?”

“Living in a world where people wear clothes like that. Being able to tip your hat! You really fell into the mid-century gentleman role, you know?”

Haley looked at Ward, and this time, she arched an eyebrow. “Mid-century?”

“She’s talking about a time period back on Earth.” Ward scooped up a bite of eggs as he added, “And she’s full of shit.”

“Put it this way, Haley,” Grace said, shifting so she was basically hanging off the edge of the table on her elbows. “Ward was pretty stodgy and boring back home. He worked and slept and worked some more.”

Haley took a nibble of bacon and shrugged. “I think that shows strength of character. Ward’s a driven man. He had an important job.” She looked at him and, though it seemed forced, smiled. “Right?”

“I thought so, yeah. It was a job that made it easy to tune out the rest of my life, anyway.”

“Okay, okay.” Grace sighed. “I can see where your loyalty lies, Haley!” She spoke with a smile, and Ward could tell she was just teasing—busting his chops, as his old partner used to say—so he took pity on her.

“Eh, I made the mistake a lot of detectives make; I treated the lives of the people I was trying to help as if they were more important than my own. It wasn’t something I did on purpose, though. I didn’t think about it that way. I wasn’t like, ‘Okay, these assholes are smuggling XYZ on that boat, and that’s probably more important than me going on a date or buying some stylish clothes to… ’” Ward laughed. “What the hell would I be buying stylish clothes for in this little fantasy? Anyway, yeah, my job was pretty much my life.”

Someone bumped the back of his chair, and Ward realized the place was getting crowded. Haley wasn’t really eating, and he was feeling antsy, so he grabbed his remaining rasher of bacon and pushed his plate away. “Let’s get moving, yeah?”

“Okay.” Haley followed him out, and Ward immediately started following the guy’s directions to the dojo. As they walked, he nudged Haley with his elbow.

“You okay?”

It took her a few seconds to answer, but she shrugged. “You know I’m not.”

“C’mon. Remember what we talked about. Part of this is mind over matter; I’m sure of it.” When she didn’t respond, he tried another angle to get her talking. “I think I need to buy a new gun, and we also need to find someone to look at that creepy box we got out of Nevkin’s saddlebag.”

“Did you bring it?”

Ward slapped his backpack’s strap. “Yep.”

“That’s good! Perhaps, if the Gopah master will see us, he’ll have advice on where to inquire.”

Ward steered them around the corner, avoiding a woman sitting on a large rug where she’d displayed bits of silver jewelry for sale. As they walked up the hill between tall, narrow, mostly brick buildings, he asked, “Are you nervous? Have you ever spoken to another Gopah master?”

“Nervous? Not precisely, no. I was one of the best students in my dojo. I didn’t consider the idea that I should be nervous. Why do you think⁠—”

“No, that was stupid.” Ward waved his hand, shaking his head. “Wrong choice of word. I should have asked what you think it’ll be like. It sounds like Gopah practitioners form pretty tight-knit groups.”

“It depends. The man in the tavern said the Red Door would accept anyone, so I think it will be similar to the dojo in Tarnish. Master Elm was happy to teach anyone.”

“Elm? Is that a common surname here?”

“I…” Haley squinted and looked up at Ward, her eyes glinting from the depths of her hood. “I don’t think I’ve met anyone else with it, no. Maybe he took it for himself?”

Ward nodded and, despite his misgivings, put an arm over Haley’s shoulder as they walked. It was a comradely thing, like he might do for a buddy who was feeling down, nothing more. “Tell me a little about him.”

Haley reached up to grasp his wrist, leaning her cheek against his forearm. “I appreciate what you’re doing, Ward. I know you’re trying to give me cheer. I know⁠—”

“Hush, now, and tell me about Gopah and your old master.”

“Well, if you insist.” She took a deep breath and began to speak, haltingly at first, and then the words began to ramble out of her, “Other than Wind Queen and my family, Gopah was the only thing I ever loved. I could practice my forms for hours and hours. Sometimes, I’d practice in the garden, and when my father would come out to call me in, I’d be stunned to realize it was already dinner time. To me, Gopah is about transcending these physical constructs you see around us—even our flesh. Master Elm would tell me that he could see my spirit when I did my forms. He was certain I’d be his first student to master the eleventh form—I was already the highest-ranked adept in Tarnish.”

“Shit,” Ward gripped her shoulder and pushed her out to arm’s length so he could look at her face. “I knew you were good but didn’t realize all that. What’s after red? That’s what you are, right?”

“Yes. Red adepts have six forms, white have seven, gray have eight, and black have nine.”

“What’s after black, again?”

“Sky, followed by soul.”

As she responded, Ward turned onto Hammer Row and scanned the buildings, wondering if he could spot the dojo from the corner. “Was your master a, uh, soul adept?”

“No! He’s a black adept. I don’t believe there’s a soul adept on Cinder. Even so, Master Elm had much to teach me.”

“Look!” Ward pointed down the street past an open market that took up roughly an entire block, and there, on the corner, was a sprawling, high-fenced compound with an ornate set of red double doors. One side was open, and beyond, Ward could see a courtyard with a fountain at the center. “I think that’s the dojo.”

“It is!” Haley quickened her steps, which Ward took as a good sign.

A few minutes later, they were tentatively poking their heads through the gate, looking for any indication that the public was welcome. When Haley saw two portly men, both wearing loose-fitting gray outfits, sparring in what looked like slow motion, she stepped inside. Grace muttered something he didn’t quite catch, but when he turned to ask her to repeat herself, she was gone. “I think Grace is afraid the, uh, Gopah master might see her.”

Haley didn’t reply and moved a bit further into the courtyard. Ward followed. One of the men was facing the gate, and when he saw Ward and Haley, he pressed his palms together and bowed to his opponent. The other fellow also bowed, and after they stared at each other for a couple of long seconds, he padded on bare feet up some steps and into the main structure. The first man approached Ward and Haley.

Ward knew the guy would have a deep voice even before he spoke. His chest was the size of a pickle barrel, and he carried himself like a sumo wrestler. He had swarthy, bronzed skin, and his shaved head glistened with sweat despite the morning chill. “Welcome, travelers!”

Conscious that Grace was probably judging him, Ward tipped the brim of his hat. “Hello, sir.”

Haley pressed her left fist into her right palm and bowed low. “Master. Thank you for allowing this one into your domain.”

“Ah! A fellow Gopah practitioner? I could have guessed based on your carriage, no? Welcome, adept.” He turned to Ward. “And you? Not a practitioner?”

Ward decided to keep things simple. “No.”

Haley had not yet straightened from her bow. “He has an interest in the art, Master, but more than that, he’s my boon companion.”

“You are welcome, adept. Please be relaxed.” As Haley straightened and lowered her hands, the master narrowed his eyes as he regarded her deep hood. “And what are your names, travelers? You may call me Stone.”

The name immediately caught Ward’s attention, especially considering Haley’s old master’s name. Was it possible that Gopah masters chose some sort of natural name for themselves, but Haley didn’t know it? If “Elm” was the only master she’d ever met, he supposed so. “I’m Ward, and this is Haley, sir. We were hoping we might speak with you. You are the, uh, master of this dojo, right?”

“That is I!” He chuckled and turned, pointing to a pair of benches off to the side where a smaller fountain burbled. “Come and sit with me?” He led the way, and when he sat down on one bench, Ward and Haley took the other, facing him. “I feel that you are troubled, Haley.”

“Right to the point. I like that—” Ward began to say, but Stone didn’t look at him, and when Ward saw his intent gaze on Haley, he shut up.

“I am troubled, Master Stone.” Haley ducked her head, and Ward was ninety percent sure the guy couldn’t see her face at all.

“Why don’t you pull back your hood, child? Let me have a look at you.”

“The sun bothers her⁠—”

“It’s okay, Ward.” Haley reached up and pulled the silky blue cowl away from her face, squinting in the morning light despite the gray, cloud-filled sky.

“Ah! Very interesting! Tell me, young adept, what rank have you achieved?”

“I’m a red adept, sir.”

“Is that so? Have you yet learned to see the auras of other practitioners? Don’t be upset if not; it usually comes to people when they’ve passed through the rank of white adept.”

“I’ve glimpsed Master Elm’s aura.”

“Elm, you say? I know the man well! We trained together at Westview.”

Despite her attempts to squint, Haley’s eyes bulged. “Master Elm never told me that he’d been to Westview!”

“Oh, but he has!” Stone chuckled. “He and I were both quite young. Oh dear—it must be thirty years ago now. Haley, will you please run through your forms for me? Right there on the stones near the garden will do.”

“I haven’t even told you what happened…”

“Better that you don’t. Not yet. Let me see what I can see without a story clouding my sight.”

Haley nodded and stood, and Ward leaned to the side, tilting his body to watch her more easily as she took up a position on the edge of the big courtyard. “Please remove your cloak, dear.”

Ward almost protested on Haley’s behalf, but she complied too quickly, unfastening her fancy clasp and then bunching the garment up to toss his way. Ward caught it, once again surprised by the supple, heavy, silky feel of the material, and laid it on his lap. Haley wore her leather vest and a bright yellow, short-sleeved shirt beneath, and the paleness of her flesh was made very clear by the unfiltered sunlight.

“Begin.” Ward felt like Master Stone’s voice would give his own a run for its money when it came to depth and resonance. Haley didn’t need to be prodded again; she immediately began that strange Tai Chi–like dance, moving through her forms. Now that he concentrated, trying to spot the distinct positions, Ward thought he could count all six. He wondered what else constituted actual Gopah, as opposed to just moving your body through those positions. He wondered if it was similar to casting spells with the words of power—did you have to internalize something? Was there a secret rhythm? A state of mind you had to reach?

After a while, he began to see the waves of heat shimmering in the air around Haley’s fists as she snapped them faster and faster through the forms. Her moves were so precise and graceful that he lost himself in the dance, amazed by how she could so flawlessly repeat such complicated-seeming poses. When her fists were practically smoking, and Ward thought he could see glowing red beneath the flesh, he let his eyes drift up to her arms and face and realized she wasn’t as pale as before. Maybe she was flushed from the exertion, but he didn’t think that was it.

He studied her expression, and though she looked serious, he thought he saw a tiny curl to the corners of her lips; she was happy. She was enjoying herself. After a while, Master Stone said, “Enough. Please disperse your heat on the gopahj.”

Ward watched as Haley turned and strode straight across the courtyard to a gray, cylindrical stone set into the courtyard. It reminded him of a parking stanchion only about eight feet tall and a foot in diameter. Haley held her hands wide, the air rippling around them, and then she slapped them each against the “gopahj.” The slapping sound echoed around the courtyard, and Ward watched ripples of fire roll up the sides of the stone monolith. Then, as a small cloud of black smoke floated away into the gray sky, Haley returned to the sitting area.

Master Stone gestured to the bench, and Haley sat down beside Ward. He handed her the cloak, and she smiled brightly, folding it on her lap. Stone leaned forward and grasped Haley’s hand. “Excellent demonstration, Red Adept.”

“Thank you, Master Stone.”

“Might I ask how you feel now?”

“Better! I’ve told Ward that Gopah helps me. It’s why we came here. We hoped you might know⁠—”

“What’s amiss?” Stone smiled, his cheeks lifting as he leaned back, folding one leg to rest his ankle on his other knee. “I asked you about auras because I can see yours plainly, Haley. Right now, it is bright and strong, but when you arrived, it was dim and clouded. Something clings to it, dragging on it. Your spirit is sheathed in something unfamiliar. Something eldritch—from beyond the veil. Am I correct?” He addressed the question to both Haley and Ward.

“I don’t…” Haley started to answer, but she turned to Ward.

“Haley died. She had no anima, so I risked everything by using a dangerous spell to rebind her spirit to her body.”

“I feared there was some connection between your sorcery and Haley’s troubles.” Stone sighed and shook his head. “I’m sure you meant well, sir, but Haley lives and breathes thanks to an unnatural power. Eldritch forces take a toll on the flesh and the spirit. I’m assuming your aversion to sunlight and those uncanny eyes resulted from the spell?”

“Yes. Also…” Again, Haley looked at Ward for support.

“She’s stronger than she used to be.”

Master Stone nodded. “You must continue to practice your Gopah. It fortifies your flesh, and sturdy flesh aids an ailing spirit.”

“Will it cure me?” Haley leaned forward, her eyes

“I don’t know for certain, Haley, but I believe that if you continue to master the forms, you will find more and more control over your predicament. You know what the eleventh form is called, yes?”

“Soul.”

“Whatever clings to your soul, my dear girl, will not linger long once you master the eleventh form. On that, I’d bet my favorite set of dice.” His smile was so reassuring that Ward felt himself grinning along with him. “It won’t be an easy path, dear Haley, but you have great talent. So young, and already six forms mastered? I’d beg you to stay and join my dojo, but I fear you’ve other, bigger plans in mind. Yes?” Again, the master looked at Ward as he asked the question.

Even so, it was Haley who said, “We’re traveling to Springsea next.”

“There! You see?” He reached over and tousled Haley’s short, feathery black hair. “You’re so much brighter! You should do your forms many times a day! Even if you didn’t have a burden on your spirit, you should do so; how else will you ready yourself for the white sash?” He let his gaze drift down to Haley’s belt and frowned. “Why the sword, Red Adept?”

“It was my father’s. I thought I might like to learn Gopahdo⁠—”

“No.” For the first time, the master didn’t seem optimistic. He shook his head sharply. “That won’t do, Haley. No, no, no. With your condition, you must continue the path of pure Gopah—you must infuse only your flesh and, thus, your spirit; the sword is too far removed from your vessel. Yes, that’s what it is—your spirit craves the fire.”

Haley looked down at her waist, and Ward thought she would protest, but she nodded. “I understand, Master. May I ask you a favor before we leave?”

“Of course, child.”

“Will you show me the seventh form? I believe I’m ready to begin learning it.”
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“You’re sure you’ll be all right?” Ward stood in the gateway to the Red Door dojo, having been ushered there by Haley; the Gopah master had agreed to give her instruction on the seventh form, but apparently, it wasn’t something an outsider could witness.

“Yes! I promise. I’m fine.”

Grace stepped closer to Haley, reaching out as though she could touch the other woman. “And you’ll go straight back to the inn after you’re finished?”

“Yes, Grace!” Haley smiled, and it looked genuine, which Ward took as a good sign; hopefully, the master was right, and Gopah would be the answer to Haley’s troubles. “Ward, I wonder, would you please take this back to the inn for me?” As she spoke, she unbuckled her father’s sword belt.

“Yeah, sure.” He held out a hand, but as she passed the sword his way, Haley shook her head.

“No, not back to the inn. Will you please wear it? Considering I can’t, I’d be honored if you’d use my father’s sword.”

“I…” Ward wanted to say that he didn’t know how to wield it properly and that he was probably better off buying a nice, stout cudgel, but he could see in her eyes that she wasn’t trying to be practical—this was emotional for her, and he wanted to encourage her emotions. “I’d be honored, Haley.”

“Thank you!” She ducked her head as he took the heavy weapon and slung the belt around his waist—it fit him much better than it had Haley. “Go now; I don’t want to keep the master waiting.”

“Okay.” Ward nodded. “I’ll do some shopping.”

“Wait! I nearly forgot that I had another favor to ask you.”

Ward turned back to her, reaching up to adjust his hat. “Sure. Anything.”

“Will you stop by the inn and get my shares for the copper mine? They’re bearer certificates, so anyone can sell them. Go to one of the larger finance houses—Goldspar’s would be good. They’ll buy them for a percentage, but don’t accept anything less than seven hundred.”

“Seven hundred glories?”

“Yes. Per share. My parents owned forty-seven shares.”

“Holy shit! Seriously?”

Haley smiled again and nodded. “Yes. If you need to borrow some of the proceeds, I don’t mind. We’ll use the funds to pay for our travel to Springsea.”

Grace folded her arms over her chest. “Why didn’t you mention this earlier?”

“I told Ward I took the shares from my parents’ safe!”

“Yeah, but when we talked about paying for the trip to Springsea, you didn’t bring it up⁠—”

“Don’t pester her, Grace. She’s gotta go. We can talk about it later.” Ward winked at Haley, then waved and turned, calling back over his shoulder, “I’ll try to get you a good price!”

“Good luck with the training,” Grace said, and Ward had a feeling she would’ve hugged Haley if she could.

He strolled down the sidewalk, heading in the general direction of the inn, and when Grace caught up to him, he chuckled, shaking his head. “If you could hop into her head and leave me behind, you would.”

“That’s not true. I like being with you, Ward.” She smiled up at him, and Ward had a hard time believing the little voice in his head that said she was full of shit.

A few minutes later, back in the inn, he found the fancy, gilded sheets of paper that laid out Haley’s ownership shares in the “Copper Valley Mine Shaft #4 and all its derivative shafts.” They were embossed with intricate seals, stamps, and signatures, making them the most official-feeling and -looking documents Ward had ever carried, and he’d had his hands on some doozies when it came to court cases. “They just don’t do it like this anymore.”

“Hmm?” Grace looked over his shoulder.

“The seals, colorful wax, and embossed stamps. I guess it’s not practical when you’re dealing with thousands of pages of documents every day.”

“Well, let’s not forget about computers, Ward.” She shrugged. “Let’s go!”

“All right, hang on.” Ward took a minute to secure the documents in his backpack, then led the way downstairs and out of the inn. “Crazy to me that she left these docs in the inn. If I were a thief…” He trailed off as more than a couple of passersby gave him sidelong looks. When he got to the corner of the nearby “Main” street, which led further into the city if you turned left and out to the city gates if you turned right, Ward realized he didn’t know where to go. A uniformed city watchman stood on the corner, though, leaning against a long polearm, lazily watching the traffic.

Ward walked over to him. “Excuse me, sir.”

The guard, taller than Ward by an inch or two, spat a wad of brown saliva onto the cobbles, then turned to him. “What?”

“Can you point me in the direction of, I dunno, a bank or finance⁠—”

“Goldspar,” Grace reminded him.

“Finance house like Goldspar’s?” Ward finished.

The guard nodded down the main road toward the center of town, hardly giving Ward a glance. “Main square. Move on, now! Don’t need a crowd bunching up here!” He spat again, a little too close to Ward’s boots for comfort. Despite his impulse to bark back at the guy, Ward just nodded, tilted the brim of his hat down, and turned to follow the foot traffic into the city.

“What a jerk!” Grace said. “I’m glad you didn’t punch him or something. I’d hate for Haley to have to come and find you in the pillory.”

“Pillory? They wouldn’t do that… would they?” Ward hadn’t considered the various forms of medieval punishment he might come across in his new reality.

“Let’s not find out the hard way.”

“Yeah, I was thinking that as the other half of my brain told me to cuss the guy out. I was more thinking of being tossed in a cell, though.” A woman walking nearby looked at him sideways, but when she saw Ward’s eyes in the shadows of his wide-brimmed hat, she quickly looked away and hurried her steps.

“That woman thinks you’re talking to an evil spirit or something.”

Ward smirked. “Aren’t I?”

“Hey!” Grace punched his shoulder. “I thought we were starting over? Did you black that out?”

Ward rubbed his shoulder and chuckled. “Nah, I didn’t forget. C’mon, teasing’s part of friendship.”

Grace smiled and reached up to smooth the fabric of his coat. “Friendship. Right!”

It wasn’t hard to find the “main square.” It was the first one they came to, and Ward nearly slapped himself on the forehead when he recalled they were walking on Main Street. “Makes sense.” He chuckled, looking around. He stood under the eaves of a building on the corner and watched the traffic moving around the square. The center part was fenced off with pedestrian gates where it looked like city officials were selling tickets. The sign above the nearest gate read, “Open Market.”

The road narrowed but continued around the outer edge of the square alongside wide red-brick sidewalks. Ward counted something like thirty buildings on one side of the square, and many of them looked to be likely candidates for the sale of Haley’s shares. Grace leaned close and said, “I don’t see Goldspar’s, but how about Kent Lending House?”

“You like the sound of that one?”

“Their logo looks like a hunting dog—dogs symbolize loyalty.”

“So, you like their marketing?” Ward laughed, but when Grace narrowed her eyes at him, he shrugged. “All right.” He hooked his thumbs under the straps of his backpack and merged with the flow of pedestrians, working his way around the square to the three-story, narrow brick building. The bricks were painted black, and the sign Grace had seen was painted with gold lettering. He wouldn’t admit it to Grace, but he liked the image of the dog, too. It reminded him of a Labrador retriever.

When he opened the door, Grace slipped past him to enter first. “Seems nice, doesn’t it?”

Ward followed her in, his boots clicking on the black and white tiles. When he saw a young man wearing a fine, light-gray woolen suit behind the desk in the elegant lobby, he smiled and stepped closer. “Hello.”

The man looked up, delicately setting aside his ink pen. “Welcome to Kent’s, sir. How might I help you today?”

“I was hoping to meet with someone who could broker the exchange of some mine shares.”

“Will the buyer and seller both be present?”

“Assuming your institution buys them, yes.”

“Oh! I understand now. Just a moment, sir.” The man stood, his chair legs scraping noisily on the hard floor, and then walked down a wide, ornately trimmed hallway.

“That got his attention.” Grace hopped up onto the fellow’s desk, her legs dangling. Ward frowned at her, staring at the displaced, spilled inkpot. He wondered how long he could stare, forcing the weird magic that tricked his mind into continuing to—He blinked, and the pot was upright again, the spilled ink gone.

“Huh,” he grunted, and Grace looked at him quizzically, but before Ward could explain, the young man approached, his polished shoes clicking on the tiles.

“Sir, Mr. Kent will see you now.”

“Mr. Kent? As in the name on the sign?”

“Yes, sir. His father is our founder.” He gestured to the hallway. “Right this way, sir.” As he led Ward down the hallway, he asked, “Might I have your name, sir?”

“Ward Dyer.”

“Thank you.” Ward followed him to an ornate, polished mahogany door, which the young man opened. He announced, “Mr. Ward Dyer here to see you, Mr. Kent.”

A jovial voice responded, “Welcome! Come in, come in, Mr. Dyer.” When Ward did so, nodding to the young man as he passed, he found himself in a plush but disorderly office with stacks of papers, folders, and books nearly obscuring the little man behind the desk. He walked around, smiling broadly under prominent, round cheeks. “Welcome, welcome. Hobert Kent, at your service. Here, here.” He gestured to a small round table on the side of the room. “Less mess over here. Let’s have a seat at the table.”

Ward unslung his backpack and sat at the table, doffing his hat and placing it in an empty chair. There followed a lengthy discussion about mines, their booms and busts, the risks involved with their ownership, and how past production wasn’t a guarantee of future value. Still, the negotiations for the share prices were tepid because Hobert Kent’s initial offer was six hundred and ten glories per share, and it was easy enough to talk him up to seven hundred.

Ward’s inclination was to stop there, but he figured he ought to put a bit more effort into the process, considering the shares were basically Haley’s inheritance, so he dragged things out, making comments he didn’t even know to be true, like, “The mine’s been very productive in the last few years,” and “Now, Mr. Kent, I hope you know I could easily offload these for eight-hundred back in Tarnish. Have you done your due diligence?”

His efforts proved fruitful, and soon Kent agreed to a price of seven hundred fifty per share. Knowing Haley would be happy with that, Ward shook the man’s hand, handed over the bearer documents, and signed a bill of sale.

“How will you take the funds, sir? A promissory note? It’s valid at any seal-bearing financial institution on Cinder. You’d be more protected that way, as your name and thumbprint will be on the note.”

“Thumbprint, huh?”

“Oh yes, sir. Did you know that the lines on a person’s thumb are unique? The major finance institutions employ experts who can read the difference between prints in just a matter of minutes.”

Ward thought about it, considering the risk of carrying around that many glories. Then he thought about Haley and what she’d want and shook his head. “I think I’ll take glories.”

“As you say, sir. Please be patient while I access the vault.”

Ward watched the little fellow leave, then turned to Grace. “I guess they’re learning about fingerprints in this world.”

“Yeah, but there’s a pretty big gap between noticing a difference between a pair and having a database of criminals’ prints.”

“True, but still, it’s good to know.”

“That’s quite a lot of money, you know. It shows how much Haley trusts you. What if you took the glories, took the horse she practically gave you, and left her here? She’d never find you; how would she even know if you took passage on a ship or not?”

Ward sighed, leaning back in his chair. “Grace, that’s the kind of thing that makes me worry about you. There’s no way I’d do that to Haley, and she knows it. We’ve been through too much together. She knows me. You should realize⁠—”

“It was just a hypothetical, Ward! I didn’t say I thought you might do it! I didn’t say you should!”

“All right, all right.” Ward waved a hand. “Forget it.” He glanced out the office window at the busy sidewalk outside. “Where should we go next? Gun store or try to find someplace to ask about Nevkin’s box?” Something about the box’s creepy nature and the fact that it was tangentially related to the same magic that had messed Haley up had kept Ward from mentioning it to the Gopah master.

“Ask Kent. He stands to make some decent money off those shares he just bought, and he’ll want to earn your repeat business.”

“Yeah, I will.” Ward let his eyes wander around Kent’s office, wondering at the sheaves of paper, the stacks of files, and the general mess. The idea of making a living working with documents like that all day almost made him shudder. “I feel like I bargained him up quite a bit, but I’m sure he’s going to make a profit at that price. I bet this little deal will have made his week if he can make a decent upsell.”

“Undoubtedly. You might have squeezed a bit more out of him.”

“I’m not a sales guy, Grace. I don’t like bargaining.”

“No, I get that. You’re a doer, not a talker.”

Ward was trying to think of a response to that when the door opened, and Hobert Kent returned, toting a surprisingly small, supple leather bag. “I’ve provided most of the sale price in thousand-glory coins.” He handed the pouch over, and Ward heard the clinks of something that sounded a lot like glass. “Feel free to confirm my count.”

Ward nodded, wondering what the higher-denomination coins looked like. When he opened the pouch and poured some of the contents into his hand, a few heavy, gold hundred-glory coins slid out along with half a dozen deep red, crystalline coins with hundreds of tiny facets. “Shit,” he said softly. “Are these cut gemstones?”

“That’s correct, sir—straight from the mint on Primus.” The coins were roughly the size of Ward’s thumbnail, and it drove home the idea that the “glories” weren’t meant only to represent value; they were valuable in themselves. Ward poured the rest onto the table, careful not to spill any onto the floor. He counted them as he slid them back into the pouch—thirty-five red gemstone coins, two golden hundred-glory coins, and then another fifty broken up into silver coins.

“Looks good,” he grunted, closing up the pouch and stuffing it inside his coat’s inner pocket, opposite his personal supply of glories—something like fifteen hundred. “Welp, I guess that does it for us. Say, Mr. Kent, you’re familiar with the shops in the area, aren’t you?”

“Oh yes! I’ve lived in Port Granite my entire life. How can I help?”

“Two things—I need the name of a good firearms dealer, and I’d also like to know if you can direct me to a more… esoteric establishment, someplace I might get some advice about magical objects and runic scripts.”

“Wow! Very nicely put, Ward!” Grace interjected before Kent could reply.

“For firearms, sir, there’s a shop across the square—Harkwright’s—and my father and all the hunting men in my family swear by their prices and quality. As for someone who might help with your more… arcane needs, you might try Raskin’s Alchemy. They employ a sorcerer in that shop, and the establishment is well-respected in the city. You’ll find them just a few blocks from the square on Twelfth Street.”

Ward stood, scooping his hat up from the empty seat beside him. He stretched out a hand, and Kent shook it firmly. Ward smiled and put his hat on. “Pleasure doing business with you, sir.”

“It’s mutual, so please remember me for your financial needs. As you know, a business is only as successful as its reputation is good. I hope you’ll let your acquaintances know about our fine service.”

“Of course.” With that, Ward showed himself out of the office and out to the busy market square. He looked at Grace. “Since we’re already at the market, let’s check out that gun store first.” As she nodded and started walking, leading the way, Ward adjusted the sword belt on his waist; it was going to take some getting used to. Back in Kent’s office, he’d kept catching it on the chair and had almost stood up to take it off in exasperation.

He followed Grace around the market, moving with the flow of pedestrians as they crossed the street at the corner, and then, as they rounded the other side, he scanned the businesses until he saw one with an ornate, wrought-iron sign that read, “Harkwright’s Alchemical Armaments.” “I’ll be in your head,” Grace said. “You know, until I’m sure no one in there can see me.”

“Right.” Ward nodded, climbing the steps and pulling wide the door. Inside the narrow shop, his boots echoed on the wooden planks, and everything seemed dim, nearly dark, after walking across the bright square. He was instantly struck by the scents of oil and wood shavings and inhaled deeply, enjoying the heady aromas. He noted a hat rack to the side of the door, so he doffed his hat and hung it there, and when he turned to look at the wares on display, he practically began to drool.

A long counter ran the length of the right-hand wall, and behind it were hung hundreds of obviously custom-made firearms or, as the sign had proclaimed, alchemical arms. Polished hardwood stocks, carved in fanciful yet ergonomic and graceful swoops supported barrels of all types. A rifle with a cylindrical firing chamber about ten times larger in circumference than his old revolver caught his eye, and as he chuckled in admiration, he let his gaze wander, settling on a blunderbuss that looked a lot like Velvet, Marshal Aldiss’s beloved weapon.

He was so taken by the beauty of the custom weapons that he hardly noticed the woman standing behind the counter until she cleared her throat. “Welcome in, sir! You’ve got perfect timing; we were just about to close up for lunch, but I don’t mind staying open for a gentleman in need of a weapon.”

Ward looked at her and noted the apron stuffed with delicate tools, the brass-framed, red-tinted spectacles, and the tidy ponytail holding her curly black hair away from her face. She looked friendly, and he smiled and nodded, walking toward the counter. “I’m in the market for a decent, um, alchemical pistol or rifle. Heck, maybe both. Do you have time to answer some questions?”
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“I’m Riley,” the woman with the fancy spectacles said, tapping the countertop, “and I’d be happy to answer any questions you might have about our alchemical arms.”

Ward stepped up to the counter, his eyes still drawn to the polished and oiled guns hanging on the wall behind her. Some of the rifles had absurdly long barrels, and others were absurdly wide. Some looked like muzzle-loaders, and others were clearly meant to fire cartridges. Riley watched his eyes drift from gun to gun and said, “You certainly seem to like what you see.”

“I’m impressed by the craftsmanship, that’s for sure. They’re like works of art.”

“Well, our smiths take great pride in their work, and we wouldn’t put the Harkwright stamp on ’em if they weren’t the very best.”

Ward nodded, frowning in thought. “They’re much finer looking than many of the guns I’ve seen since coming to Cinder. I take it there’s a pretty wide range when it comes to ‘alchemical arms’ quality, yeah?”

“Most definitely, sir.”

“And the ammunition? Do you manufacture it?”

She nodded. “Harkwright’s own alchemical fire factory is outside the city, just a few miles to the north. We have alchemists with the highest credentials creating our fire, and our bullet smiths make the finest, most stable ammunition with it.”

Ward nodded. “I was going to ask about that. I had a handgun I really—well, if I’m honest, I really loved it. I had a guy make me some bullets in Tarnish, and they blew the barrel off it.”

“Oh, that’s awful! I hope it wasn’t a family heirloom!” The concern in Riley’s voice was palpable, and it made Ward feel better. He really had been upset about that gun, and she seemed like the first person he could talk to who understood that loss.

“Nah, just a revolver I spent a lot of time with.”

“A revolver?” She gestured to the shotgun-shaped weapon with the big rotating cylinder. “In a handgun?”

“Yep. It was a real beauty.” Ward tried to steer the conversation to more pertinent subjects. “Are any of your barrels rifled?”

“Rifled, sir?”

“Um, do you cut grooves inside the barrels to give the bullets some spin as they traverse it?” She looked at him blankly, shaking her head. “It makes them more accurate.”

“I… I’ll have to ask our gunsmiths about that, sir, but it’s not a technique I’m familiar with.”

“Well, it was just a hope.” As he spoke, Grace appeared, sitting on the counter to his left.

“She can’t see me, I’m sure. I stood by the door for a while so I’d have an excuse for being there.”

“Do any of these pieces catch your eye, sir?” Riley stood back a little and gestured toward the wall of guns.

Grace interjected. “Since they’re not going to be as accurate as modern guns, Ward, you should get something that you can use to even the odds—something like the marshal’s weapon.”

Ward had already come to a similar conclusion, so he pointed to the gun with the cylinder. “Tell me about that.”

Riley smiled and hefted it down from the wall. It looked heavy, but Ward could see brass hooks where a sling could be mounted. She set the gun on the counter between them, resting it on the stock and the polished wooden forearm. The barrel was about eighteen inches long, made of almost opalescent, blued steel, and engraved with the fanciful, flowing script Ward had seen on some of the enchanted items he’d come across. The cylinder had five big chambers, and it looked to be made of brass and steel.

When Riley flipped the catch and split the weapon just behind the rear sight, exposing the chambers, Ward whistled. “That’s a big bore!”

“Yes, sir! They’re designed for our signature ‘Hellfire’ cartridges. This is not a weapon meant for hunting rabbits or even deer; this is a weapon meant to wreak havoc on whatever is in front of the barrel.” She reached under the counter, and Ward heard a cabinet door open and close, and then she set a wooden box on the counter. She slid the top of the box aside, revealing row after row of brass cartridges, each a little bigger than a twelve-gauge shotgun shell.

“Hellfire cartridges?” When she smiled and nodded, Ward used his thumbnail to pry one out, hefting it in his hand. It was heavy but felt good and solid. The top of the brass casing was plugged with red wax. It really did look like a shotgun shell. “What’s in it?”

“Our proprietary alchemical ‘hellfire’ and fifteen magnesium-alloy pellets. You have good taste, sir; this weapon is the pride of our master weaponsmith. He’s given it a name.” She shifted the gun onto its side, displaying the right side of the stock where, in flowing, polished pyrography, someone had written, “Blazewitch.”

Grace laughed. “Of course it’s a she!”

“Blazewitch, huh?” Ward tapped the dark, burnished barrel. “Um, is she the witch, or is she meant to be fired at witches?”

For the first time, Riley’s answer wasn’t instantaneous. She took a moment to look at Ward, especially in his eyes. “I’d say that’s up to the wielder, sir.”

“Good answer!” Grace crowed.

Ward smiled. “I’d love to see how it works, Riley.”

She pressed her lips together and made a quick nod. “I can demonstrate the weapon if you’d like. We have a shooting gallery on the second floor.” She hefted the weapon, snapping the breech closed. “If you wouldn’t mind bringing that box of munitions, sir?”

Ward nodded and picked up the box. “How, uh, stable are these things? Is it dangerous to carry⁠—”

“Not at all, sir! Our alchemical fire is the most stable on the planet! Those shells, in particular, are foolproof. They require the activating runes inscribed on Blazewitch’s cylinders to fire.”

“Wait—these ‘hellfire’ cartridges are made just for this gun?”

As she led the way toward the back of the shop, Riley chuckled and shook her head. “No, sir. We have a few other weapons designed for those munitions.” She opened a door revealing a narrow stairway up, and Ward followed her to the second floor. Another door opened onto a shooting gallery, just as she’d promised. A counter ran the length of the room, and beyond it was open space. The far wall looked to be lined with cinderblocks and heavy wooden pallets.

“Quiet day?”

“Very! As I said, we were just closing for lunch, and my colleague, Mr. Taft, had already left when you arrived.”

“No Harkwright?”

“I’m a Harkwright, sir. My great-grandfather established this business.”

Ward worked to remove the shoe from his mouth. “Oh! I shouldn’t have assumed! I don’t know why, but when I heard the name Harkwright, I pictured an older man with a big gray mustache.” He chuckled lamely, but Riley was game and smiled as she nodded, bobbing her ponytail.

“Sounds like my grandfather! Perhaps you saw some old sales brochure or another.” She split the breech on the gun again, revealing the cylinder. She pointed to the counter. “Please set the box there, sir.” She set the gun down, then, before loading it, walked to a far corner where she grunted and strained to drag a big square target stand made of cast iron toward the counter. Ward hurried to help, and she quickly relented, allowing him to take over. “Please place it ten paces from the counter.”

While Ward dragged it through a narrow walkway, she moved back to the corner, where she picked up a two-foot square of wood about an inch thick. As Ward steadied the cast-iron stand, she affixed the wooden target to it with long bolts and butterfly nuts. Back behind the counter, she asked, “Might I ask your name, sir?”

“Oh, didn’t I say? I’m sorry about that, Riley! I’m Ward.”

“It’s a pleasure, Ward. The Blazewitch is not a weapon meant to be used at range. I wouldn’t shoot it at anyone—ahem, thing—further than twenty paces distant. The force of the munitions and the short, broad barrel make for a wide dispersal of the fiery projectiles. For that reason, be cautious about whatever might lie behind your… target.” She smiled, slipped one of the brass cartridges into the cylinder, and snapped the gun’s breech closed with a satisfying click. “Please guard your ears, sir.”

Standing a few feet behind her, Ward reached up to plug his ears as she held the polished stock to her shoulder. The gun looked heavy, and she wasn’t a very big woman, but she held it like a pro. The weapon didn’t have a visible hammer, but whatever the trigger did to activate the shell made another audible click as she pulled it.

The reaction was instantaneous—Ward was certain he’d be hearing nothing but a high-pitched whine if he hadn’t plugged his ears. The thunderous report reverberated through the room, shaking dust from the rafters and sending target papers fluttering off the counter. Ward felt it deep in his chest and almost took a step back.

Meanwhile, Blazewitch’s barrel flashed with an intense burst of light, far brighter than a typical firearm. He had to squint against the glare in order to see the fire that spewed from the muzzle—a roiling plume of alchemical flame, orange and blue in hue, laced with streaks of white from the burning magnesium. The fire looked almost alive, briefly dancing forward in a wild, erratic wave.

Standing slightly to the side, Ward could see the blast shred the wooden target against the cast-iron target stand. The wood burst into fiery splinters, and the magnesium pellets seemed to spread against the cast iron, burning with white-hot intensity, turning the metal around them orange-hot as the remaining bits of wood burst into flames. Thick, acrid smoke filled the air, and after she set the smoking gun down on the counter, Riley waved her hand in front of her face, smiling broadly. “What do you think?” she yelled.

Ward was still basking in the backwash of heat from the blast, and his answering smile was enough for Grace. “Oh, my gosh. You’re going to buy it, aren’t you?”

“I like it!” Ward said, nodding. He stepped up to the counter and hefted the gun. He was right; it was heavy but not as bad as he feared—maybe a bit more than his old Mossberg.

Still grinning, with flushed cheeks, Riley nodded toward the gun. “Go ahead and carry her, Ward. Let’s go back downstairs, and we can talk about options.” She picked up the box of ammo and led the way.

On the way down, Ward asked, “What if I run out of ammunition and I’m nowhere near your store?”

“We’ll give you a recipe for the fire, and if you save your cartridges, any competent alchemist with credentials from one of the major academies should be able to refill them.”

Ward wanted to ask her about the “academies” in question, but she was already through the bottom door. When he followed her back into the shop, he saw she had other customers waiting—two men with hard faces, long leather trench coats, and expressions of impatience. Riley told them she’d be right with them, and, feeling a little sorry for her, Ward decided to keep his extraneous questions to a minimum.

He liked the weapon for what it was—something he could pull out when things went to shit. If he’d had it against those trogs, the alpha would have been a hell of a lot less scary. That said, he didn’t think he needed hundreds of rounds of ammunition. He ended up buying two boxes of twenty rounds, along with a masterfully made, tooled-leather sling for the gun. It was adjustable, and before he left, he set it so that if he hung it over his neck, on his left shoulder, the gun rested comfortably on his right side, down by his hip and opposite Haley’s sword.

Altogether, he spent his remaining fifteen hundred glories and another thousand of Haley’s. He felt a little guilty, considering he’d just made a pauper of himself and would be mooching off her for everything until he earned some more money, but he also felt a hell of a lot better with that gun hanging by his side as he exited the store. What little magic he knew was powerful, and he intended to learn to use the sword, but, in the meantime, Blazewitch’s weight was… comforting.

As he led the way toward their next stop, Grace teased him. “You just had to buy the biggest gun in the shop, didn’t you?”

“I don’t think it’s the biggest⁠—”

“Oh sure, some of those blunderbusses had bigger barrels, but they were one-shot weapons! You had to get a five-shot, hellfire-spewing cannon!” She laughed.

Ward shook his head, grinning. He couldn’t deny it. “I mean, you saw her shoot this thing, didn’t you?” Ward lifted the gun, smiling at the weight, admiring the gleaming, polished barrel and the smooth, oiled cherry-wood furnishings. Riley had cleaned the barrel—easy enough to push an oily rag through it—before he’d left.

“Magnesium and ‘hellfire’ alchemical mixtures? Please don’t shoot it indoors, Ward. You’re going to burn down half the city.”

“Doesn’t seem like something that would be legal back home, does it? I mean, if ‘alchemical fire’ were a thing back there.” He frowned. “I’m interested in trying to recreate a proper pistol and ammo—something more like my old gun—but I figure we’ll be leaving this town soon, and something like that might take a while. Maybe in the next city, depending on how far out our trip to Springsea is.”

“Sounds like a plan. You should take some fighting lessons, too. You’re tough, and you’ve been in some scuffles, but I’d like to see you learn to use that sword properly.”

“Yeah, I had a similar thought.” Ward turned to the left, nodding to the watchwoman on the corner, then lengthened his stride, scanning the buildings on either side of the street for the alchemist shop Kent had recommended.

“What about the horses?” Grace asked out of the blue.

“Huh?”

“When you travel via ship, at least based on my experience from Earth, it’s quite a lot more costly to bring livestock, and the voyage is often hard on them.”

Ward rubbed his chin, shaking his head. He hated the idea of Haley having to part with Wind Queen. He liked Nutmeg, too, but leaving the trusty gelding behind wouldn’t break his heart. “I dunno. I guess that’s up to Haley. We’ll see how long the voyage is and what kinds of ships are available. That’ll make a difference.”

“I mean, that’s just to Westview; who knows how hard it’d be to bring the mounts off-world on the living ship.”

Ward nodded and shrugged. “I get it, Grace. We’ll need to talk about it. I can’t do anything about it right now, so—aha!” He pointed to a wrought-iron sign with a large, blown-glass bottle hanging from it. The sign was painted with bright yellow lettering that read “Raskin’s.”

“I’ll be in your head,” Grace announced, and Ward remembered that supposedly a sorcerer was working in the shop. He nodded and went inside. It was almost exactly how he might imagine a popular medieval alchemy shop would look—racks of bottles, bins of herbs, candles, soaps, and lots and lots of smells.

A man in a plain brown smock was busily mashing something with a large black mortar and pestle on the wooden counter. Without looking up, he said, “Welcome. We’ve a special on widow’s root.”

Ward grunted as he unslung his backpack, tangling it in the strap for his new gun. He cursed and fought to separate them without dropping Blazewitch on the ground, and that’s when the alchemist finally looked up and widened his eyes. “Oh, hello there, brother! It’s been some time since another with the touch stopped in.”

Growling, Ward set his pack on the ground, unwound the gun’s strap, and then slung it over his neck. When he looked up, he saw the man was staring with faintly glowing eyes. He wasn’t sure he’d notice the glow in the daylight, but in the dim shop, it was pretty apparent. “Um, thanks. Pleasure to meet you; I’m Ward.” He doffed his hat, but when he looked around and didn’t see a hat rack, he nodded and set it back atop his head.

“I’m Elliot! My uncle is Reynaud Raskin, the owner of this establishment. Are you a traveler, then?”

Ward opened the flap of his pack and withdrew the heavy lead-sealed box. “I am. Just passing through, but I was hoping maybe you could tell me a little something about this.” He set the box on the counter with a heavy thud.

Elliot recoiled, frowning. “It has a rather unpleasant feel, doesn’t it?”

“Yeah. An insane guy dug it up from a grave, but I’m not sure where. I took it from him after he tried to kill me.”

“Insane, you say?” He peered at Ward closely as he spoke. “Was he a sorcerer?”

“Yeah, of a sort.”

“Your voice is so resonant. Tell me, Ward, do you know many of the words?”

Ward frowned, giving the guy a closer look. His smock was stained, his fingers equally so, and he looked lean and hungry. He looked like a man who’d been cooped up for days or weeks without anything decent to eat, and Ward was a freshly roasted chicken. In a way, he reminded Ward of Nevkin back before he’d gotten the tongue. Thinking of the tongue, Ward resolved to keep his lip movements small and his tongue firmly behind his teeth; he didn’t want to deal with this hungry-looking sorcerer getting ideas about what he might or might not have. “I know a few, yeah.”

“Care to consider a trade?”

Ward’s eyebrows shot up. Now, that was something he hadn’t considered but probably should have. It explained the guy’s hungry stare; he wasn’t looking to rob Ward; he was looking to exchange some knowledge. “I might be interested. Let me hear what you’ve got to say about this thing first. If you seem like you know what you’re talking about, we can discuss a possible trade. How’s that sound?”

“A challenge! I like it, traveler! Now, let me see here. Those runes are familiar, but… where did I see them?” He pulled the box closer and leaned forward, staring at the runes. “A moment, Ward, I must retrieve a text.” With that, he turned and slipped through a beaded curtain, sending the strings bouncing to and fro as they rattled.

Suddenly, Grace was there, crouching low before the counter. “Be careful, Ward. Something’s strange about that man.”

Ward gently slapped his hand on Blazewitch’s stock. “I’ll be careful.”
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Grace disappeared again as the sound of Elliot’s footsteps drew near. The strange, hungry-looking man held a thick, leather-bound book in his ink-stained hands. “I’m quite sure that this tome will have some mention of those runes. I was reading it last month, and if I recall correctly, it had something to do with the Novigrad Coven on Aetheris.” He began thumbing through the pages, and Ward watched, trying to decide how ignorant he wanted to sound.

“Remind me, would you? Novigrad Coven?”

“Oh, of course! I must remember that you’re a traveler. I learned about the Novigrads while at the academy. A coven of witches—some related by blood, but most by blood ritual—who ruled most of Aetheris some four or five centuries ago. They had quite an influence on the course of magical and alchemical studies, even into modern times.” He paused his page-turning and leaned closer. “Let’s see here…”

Ward watched him, trying to get a good look at the page, but the printing was tiny, and reading upside down didn’t make it easy to decipher. After a minute, Elliot pulled the metal box closer and began scribbling on a sheet of paper. “You found it?”

“Yes! A matching alphabet. Just give me a few moments, and we’ll unravel the mysteries of this unpleasant vessel.”

While the man worked, Ward looked around the shop, noting that the front area, accessible to anyone, was mainly dominated by bins of herbs sold by weight. Other mundane items like soap and candles were free to be picked up and examined, but the interesting items—potions, ointments, salves, and tinctures—were kept behind the counter. Ward saw several that interested him, from healing tonics to antidotes to something called “Flame Grease.” However, he kept his questions in check, not wanting to interrupt Elliot’s work.

After ten minutes of scribbling, Elliot gave the box a thump, picked up the paper, and began to recite, “Beware, all ye who dare lay hands upon this accursed reliquary. Let no drop of thy blood fall upon the medallion within, for its whispers shall unsettle thy very soul. Only those possessed of unyielding will and ironclad mind should seek to claim the power entombed herein, lest madness devour thee from within.”

Ward couldn’t help noticing how Elliot’s free hand had wandered to the metal box, grasping one end of it between his long, pale, ink-stained fingers. Ward took ahold of it and, with a not-too-gentle tug, slid it toward himself. “Thanks for deciphering that. It explains a lot about what happened to the former owner.”

Elliot’s tongue darted out to furtively lick his thin, pale lips. “Ah, oh, um, yes. A dire warning, indeed. Still—a relic, and no doubt from the Novigrad Era! Quite a find there, sir. I don’t suppose you’d like to sell it?”

Ward frowned. Something in him instantly rejected the idea, but another part of him had to wonder at the wisdom of keeping a box that contained an object that could supposedly drive a person mad. Was that really what happened to Nevkin? Hadn’t the box been whispering to him before he even dug it up? Suddenly, Ward made a logical leap that made much more sense: maybe Nevkin had seen this box before. Hadn’t he been speaking with it almost familiarly when he pulled it out of the earth? Maybe he’d hidden it in a grave to keep it safe? Or perhaps someone had taken it from him?

“You seem troubled by my question. Will you consider it, at least?”

Elliot’s words jolted Ward from his musing, and he shook his head, trying to clear it. “Yeah, I’ll think about it. I was just thinking about the last guy who held this box. I think he might have opened it in the past.”

“That alchemical seal looks fresh, so I wouldn’t be surprised.”

Ward turned the box to look at the shiny metallic seal that had been poured into the seam where the box’s lid connected to the base. “You can tell that?”

“Without question. I make seals like that all the time, and the copper component rises to the surface over time, eventually giving the seal a green, tarnished patina. Even if it were polished, you’d see the copper—it wouldn’t be so silvery.”

“All right, well, thanks again, Elliot. I’ll think hard about this box, and if I decide to sell it, you’ll be the first to know. Fair?”

“Certainly, though I do value my time. I’d charge you ten glories or so for the translation, but how about we keep things friendly since we’re about to discuss a possible exchange of words?”

Ward nodded, then took the box and stuffed it back into his pack by his feet. When he stood, he clutched his grimoire; it looked more impressive than it was, thanks to all the blank pages it contained. “Sure, let’s talk spells.”

“A moment!” Elliot turned and hurried back through his beaded curtain.

Grace appeared and hissed, “Be careful, Ward! I don’t trust that g—” Suddenly, she was gone, and Elliot returned, proudly holding a thin but heavily rune-inscribed red leather book.

“I have a few wonderful words, traveler. I’m hopeful I can find something to interest you.”

Ward’s only experience with “exchanging words” had been with Maggie back in Tarnish, and she’d been someone he’d felt he could trust. This shifty guy was different, and Ward didn’t even know how to approach the topic without giving too much away. He decided to try letting Elliot lead the way, keeping his cards close to his chest. “Well, what did you have in mind?”

Elliot’s eyes darted to Ward’s book and then down to his own, cradled in his arms. “Do you want to trade simple words, or do you want to trade full spells? If it’s the former, I have a wider variety. As far as spells go, I have one complete and one that’s partial—I’m sure I have the words right, but the forms need work.”

The statement intrigued Ward. He’d speculated that, as he mastered the words, he’d be able to use them to construct spells of his own, but it wasn’t as straightforward as knowing what each word meant. As Elliot had just indicated, the act of memorizing the spells, forming them with intention in his mind, required the proper meditative forms, which were a lot less clear. Still, he felt like having complete spells that worked would lead to more understanding than Elliot’s half-figured-out prototype. Frowning and scratching his chin, he slowly nodded. “I think we should deal in complete spells.”

Ward had three spells, but only one he felt comfortable sharing—the one he’d gotten from Maggie. He felt like his Reveal Secrets spell was too good, too tailored to his interests. Something in him didn’t want to spread his… secret. As for the spell he’d used to bring Haley back, Ward couldn’t put something like that into the hands of a person like Elliot. Ward wasn’t sure why, but he could imagine the guy experimenting with it in all the wrong ways. Though, in all honesty, he doubted he could pull it off. Still, there were some potent words in that spell, and Ward felt that those, in conjunction with the forms, were far too valuable to trade away.

All that considered, he was left with “Strike True” to bargain with. Deciding he held the upper hand—he could walk away without too much disappointment, but Elliot looked desperate for the exchange—Ward said, “Tell me about your spell, and I’ll see if I have anything worth trading for it.”

Elliot’s expression remained mostly neutral, but Ward thought he began to blink a little more rapidly as he slowly nodded his head. His gut told him the fellow was nervous. Licking his lips, nodding slowly, Elliot said, “I’ll do better than tell you; I’ll show you.” He turned away from the counter and reached for a small brass knob in the wall. He turned it, and the gas lamps illuminating the shop shrank to almost nothing, throwing the space into deep shadows. “It won’t work in the light.”

Ward frowned, resting his hand on Blazewitch’s stock, his finger just an inch or two from the trigger. Elliot was giving him seriously bad vibes; the shifty little man reminded him of a sociopath he’d interviewed once in an arson investigation—someone who’d been setting fire to houseboats in Portage Bay. “Don’t do anything stupid, Elliot,” he growled, and the man shot him another nervous glance.

“Nothing of the sort, sir. You’ll understand why the lights had to be dimmed when I show you the spell. You see, shadows are a requirement.” Ward continued to frown, but Elliot moved back to the counter, directly facing him, and carefully opened his spellbook. With the cover facing Ward, he turned to a specific page. “As I said, it’s a spell that requires deep shadows. It’s called ‘Shadow Step,’ after all. I, well, I have it prepared, so I don’t really need my book open.” His voice was strangely monotone, as though he were trying to avoid any inflection. He laid his leather-bound book face-down, then nodded. “Are you prepared to hear the words, Ward? Must you guard your ears?”

Ward couldn’t stifle his, perhaps, overly confident chuckle. “I’ll be fine.”

Elliot nodded, gathered his breath, and then, with a strained, red face, ground out two words that seemed to fight their way from his guts, pulling flesh along with them—“Dhrak Vel!” The sorcerer-alchemist’s lips flecked with blood, and capillaries burst in his eyes, but then the words, echoing strangely, seemed to fill the air, and dark wisps of palpable shadow swirled up around him, and he was gone.

“What the—” Ward’s words were cut short as a razor-sharp blade touched his neck just below his chin. He could feel the fine edge scraping along the stubble of his beard.

Elliot’s hoarse, ragged whisper sounded in his ear. “Open your spellbook, Ward, and place it on the counter. Do so, and I’ll allow you to leave with your life.”

Ward’s first instinct was to elbow the guy or grab his wrist, but he stopped his reflexive response and forced himself to reconsider; this wasn’t Earth. This strange man knew magic, and he was clearly an asshole. He wouldn’t risk Ward turning the tables on him; rather, he’d slit Ward’s throat and try to figure out what he could from his corpse. Ward knew he wouldn’t let him go, either. The only thing he had going for him was that his spellbook was closed and required him to open it. Very slowly, he slid the book onto the counter, drawing out the motion, hoping Elliot would become impatient and do something stupid.

That was when Grace, in a rather perky voice, announced from behind them both, “My goodness! The service in this shop has gone downhill.”

Elliot gasped, and Ward felt the pressure of the blade on his neck loosen slightly, so he reached up and wrapped his fingers around Elliot’s wrist in a crushing grip, jerking the knife away from his throat. Elliot gasped again, perhaps more in pain than surprise this time, and Ward twisted his wrist, driving the much slighter man toward the hardwood floor. “My arm!” he cried.

As Ward continued to twist, furious that the little asshole had gotten the jump on him, furious that he’d let a shifty little creep cast a spell in front of him, Grace continued to taunt the man. “Does your arm hurt, baby? Maybe you should think about that before you threaten a man’s life! Maybe you shouldn’t be playing with magic you can barely comprehend!”

“Wh-who are—ack!” he cried as Ward vented his frustration on his arm, twisting until something in his elbow cracked. As Elliot sobbed, Ward pressed his boot into his back, holding him face down.

“Thanks,” he muttered, nodding to Grace.

“Get his spell. He doesn’t deserve it.”

“N-no! Please!”

“Shut up, or I’ll take your life, too.” Ward was red-faced with rage. He wanted to hit something—angrier with himself than the little creep. He forced himself to take a calming breath, then turned to the counter. Sure enough, the idiot had left his book open, face down. He jerked his thumb at Grace, nudging Elliot with his boot. “You see that woman?”

Between sobs, Elliot looked at Grace, sitting daintily on the countertop, her bare feet swinging. “Yes,” he whimpered.

“Make a move, and she’ll burn you from the inside out. Look at her eyes! She’s a fire sorceress!”

Elliot said something, but it was too garbled by his sobs to understand. Ward dropped his limp, twisted arm and turned to pick up the other man’s spellbook. “I’m going to take this spell.” Ward read the page to ensure it had the correct words—Dhrak Vel—in the title. It did, and, more than that, it had the forms diagrammed in neat, clear notations beneath the spell description. He tugged it free from the spellbook, ripping the page from the binding but careful not to tear anything important.

“No!” Elliot cried again, genuine tears pouring from his bloody eyes.

As Ward flipped through the other pages, noting rambling diatribes about possible words of power but no other pages of neat printing like the one he’d torn free, Grace said, “You should lock the door, Ward.”

The admonition drove home the seriousness of the situation. To a witness who wandered in, it would surely look like Ward was robbing the place. If he left Elliot to spin a tale, it could look bad for him. Not only could the man describe him, but he knew his name.

“You know what? Screw this.” Ward slammed the sloppy spellbook shut, then reached down to grasp Elliot by the back of his arm, wrapping his fingers around his slender biceps. Eliciting another yelp of pain and more sobs, he yanked the would-be thief to his feet.

“What are you doing?” Grace asked, hopping down from the counter.

“Watch him for a sec.” He winked at her. “If he moves, immolate him.”

Grace’s eyes seemed to flare more brightly as she moved closer to Elliot. “Do it, little man. Move! I’ve been wanting to burn something!”

While Grace toyed with his prisoner, Ward stuffed his new spell into his spellbook and tucked it safely away into his backpack. He slung the pack on, put his hand on Blazewitch’s stock, then prodded the thick barrel into Elliot’s back. “Come on, asshole. I’m turning you in to the city watch.”

Elliot protested and begged, but Ward marched him out of the shop, taking a moment to turn the sign to read “Closed” as they exited. “If you try to run or even attempt to lie to the watch, I’m going to end you, Elliot, and I’ll call it a sorcerer’s duel. Nobody in this town is going to argue.”

“I wonder if maybe you should just do that anyway, Ward⁠—”

“That moment’s passed. At least unless he messes up.” Ward prodded Elliot. “Straight to the, uh, city watch station.” He had no idea what to call the place. Barracks?

“The guardhouse, sir?”

“Yes. Let’s move.” He prodded him again, and Elliot, right shoulder slumped, head down, shuffled down the street. Several people stared at them as they passed, but a glare from Ward, his eyes glowing in the shadows of his hat, reminded them that it wasn’t any of their business. A member of the city watch caught Ward’s eye when they came to the far side of the market, walking toward the corner of Main Street again. “Walk over to that guardswoman.”

Elliot stumbled forward, and when the woman in her maroon tabard and conical helm understood that Ward was marching him at gunpoint, she leaned her spear against the wall and unslung a blunderbuss from her back. “What ‘av we ‘ere, gentlemen?”

Elliot croaked, “This man attacked⁠—”

Ward stepped closer to him and gripped the back of his neck, jostling him. “Quiet, you rat!” He looked at the woman and saw her skeptical look. Her eyebrows narrowed dangerously.

“I’ll ask again. What ‘av⁠—”

“This man tried to relieve me of a precious belonging as I perused the shop where he works—Raskin’s Alchemy.”

“My uncle’s shop!”

Ward shook his neck again. “Quiet! As he said, it’s his uncle’s shop, or I’d have killed him for his thievery, and I would have been within my rights, as we’re both on the Road.”

The guardswoman surprised Ward by shrugging. “Well, then what ya need me for?”

“N-no!” Elliot cried. “I didn’t accept any duel!”

“You held a knife to my throat, you little weasel,” Ward growled. “Anyway, I didn’t want to kill him in his uncle’s shop, so I figured I’d hand him over to you folks. If you don’t want him, I could take him out the city gates and put an end to this⁠—”

“No! Please! Listen, Ward, sir, I made a mistake. I don’t want to⁠—”

“Oh, bother! I’ve seen ’nuff. Jus’ ’and ’im over, then.” The woman slung her blunderbuss back over her shoulder and reached out to grasp Elliot’s wounded arm. He screamed bloody murder when she tugged on it. “Got a sore arm, then? Why di’nt ya say so?” She grasped his other arm. “I’ll put ’im in lockup. If ya want to file a criminal report, follow along.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then we’ll kick ’im loose after he’s thought over his rotten ways for a few days.”

Ward nodded. “Good enough for me.” The woman shrugged, picked up her spear, and marched Elliot away, up the street toward the city gates. He tried to remember if he’d seen a “guardhouse” there but couldn’t place it in his memory.

“That worked out all right. You’ve got a new spell, and if we were criminally inclined, we could probably go and empty out that alchemy shop⁠—”

“Grace, c’mon. We’re trying to do ‘good,’ remember?”

She nodded, rubbing her chin, the fire in her eyes dimming slowly. “Right. Right. Of course. That wasn’t his shop, so we’d only be punishing poor Raskin. He’s already got to deal with having an absolute creep for a nephew.”

“Exactly.” Ward sighed and leaned against the brick wall of a nearby building—a leather shop. “Damn, Grace. If that guy hadn’t been able to see you, we might have been in trouble. Nice distraction!”

“Well, it seems likely that most people with ‘the touch’ can see and hear me. Whatever happened to Haley gave her the same ability. Anyway, even without my help, I bet you would have figured out a way to get the upper hand. That guy wasn’t too clever.”

“Sometimes the dumbest people do the worst damn things, Grace. It didn’t feel good having that knife at my throat.”

She clapped him on the shoulder and clicked her tongue at him. “C’mon, Ward. Let’s go have a couple of beers while we wait for Haley. You can check out that spell a little more closely.”

Ward nodded, already imagining the taste of cold ale on his tongue. “Sounds like a plan.”
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Back at the tavern across from their inn, Ward sat in a dim corner, sipping a cold beer while he studied the spell he’d taken from Elliot. The words weren’t uncomfortable for him to look at, and he figured he had a good chance of casting the spell without any risks. He’d know for sure after he memorized it. The spell’s description was a note written in neat, printed letters. For the third or fourth time, Ward scanned through it:

A Step Through Shadows

A clever combination of the words, a spell of convenience or urgency, a way to move without the constraints of your physical form. Move no more than your vessel can withstand—a step too far will take a toll in blood. Too much light or its absence will result in failure.

As he fastened the spell into his grimoire’s binding, he glanced at Grace. “I think this spell was a little too much for Elliot; it looked like he coughed up some blood when he said the words.”

“He was certainly desperate to get your book. Was it just greed? Why wouldn’t he simply conduct the trade?”

“Yeah. Greed, I suspect. Maybe frustration. He seemed pretty miserable.” Grace occupied the other seat at the table, and with his back to most of the other patrons, Ward didn’t feel strange speaking to her in a low voice. “You think Haley will be much longer?”

“I’ve no idea.” She lazily traced her fingertip through the condensation on the battered tabletop. “Who knows how long it takes to grasp the fundamentals of a new Gopah form?”

“Well”—Ward tossed back the last of his beer—“I’m heading up to the room. I want to try this new spell out.” Grace didn’t object, and soon, Ward was sitting on the wooden planks of their little hotel room, growling and cussing as he worked his way through the awkward meditative poses of the new spell. Like his first two spells, this one’s forms were all performed while on the ground, and though uncomfortable at first, they began to click into place for him after just a few tries.

The whole process probably took a tenth of the time it took him to prepare his first spell, but he supposed much of that was due to his improved ability to find his center and focus on the rhythm of his heart. More than that, he was familiar with the whole process; he ensured he grasped each form before trying to put them together and memorized their timing before getting started. All in all, it took him less than an hour before the new spell was there, in his mind, ready to be released.

“How does it look?” Grace asked when he stood up and brushed his pants off.

“The words are dark and slippery, trying to slide away from my attention as soon as I focus on them. Yeah, they’re weird, but they don’t look dangerous.”

“Try it!” Grace jumped up and ran over to the gas lamp affixed to the wall but couldn’t interact with it. Instead, she hopped on her bare toes until Ward groaned and complied, twisting the knob until the room was thrown into deep shadow. “Wait!” she cried. “You don’t have any healing tonics.”

“Shit. Well, as I said, it doesn’t look dangerous.” Ward didn’t wait for another objection. He took a deep breath and said, “Dhrak Vel!” The words rolled off his silver tongue like butter, carrying a very different note than when Elliot had choked them out. As they echoed and swirled, gathering shadows, Ward’s vision changed. Instead of deep shadows interspersed with flickering orange-yellow light cast by the lamp, everything turned gray, and the shadows melted away, revealing even the deepest corners of the room.

“Ward! You disappeared!” Grace squealed, clapping her hands together. With no one else to practice on, Ward took a step, and it felt weird—like he was pushing through thick air. He held his hand up and saw strange wisps of smoky shadow drifting away from his pale, gray flesh, and as he stared, he realized he could faintly see through it. He was translucent!

Ward took another step, moving to the side of Grace, and the step felt a little more difficult than the first. Two more steps, the fourth being almost painful as he strained, put him behind her, and then he reached out to tap her shoulder. His finger went through her. “I think—I don’t think I’m solid,” he said, and Grace jumped, whirling to look behind her with wide eyes.

“You moved? Did you teleport? I still can’t see you!”

“No, I walked behind you, but I couldn’t touch you. How’d Elliot…” Ward frowned, realization dawning on him. Elliot had ended the spell so he could pull his knife and threaten Ward. How though? “I feel like if I try to move anymore, it’s going to injure me, but how do I end the damn spell?”

“I don’t know! Can you still see it in your head?”

Ward turned his attention to that weird space where he could see the words, and, sure enough, they still floated there, though far fainter than before he’d cast the spell. “Yeah.”

“Um, shoot, I don’t know, Ward. Can’t you feel the magic somehow?” Before he could answer, Ward’s vision flickered and returned to normal. As relief flooded him, Grace grinned and ran forward to punch him in the chest. “You did it!”

“Nah, the spell just wore off. Maybe it just lasted a little longer for me than Elliot.”

“Maybe, but it would be good to know how to cancel a spell at the right moment.”

Ward nodded. She made an excellent point. “Maybe there’s a spell for that. Like, uh, dispel magic or something.”

“Maybe. You need a mentor. I wonder if Maggie would know about that.”

“I dunno, but I’m not going back to Tarnish anytime soon.” He sat back down on the floor. “Let me prepare my other spells.”

He spent another twenty minutes memorizing his Reveal Secrets spell, but when he tried to memorize Strike True, he found it impossible to concentrate on the words and forms. He kept slipping out of meditation, and, in a frustrated fit, he punched the wooden floorboards, growling. Grace had been lying on his bed, idly humming something while she studied the ceiling, but she looked up at his little outburst. “What?”

“I can’t focus. I can’t get this spell to stick!”

“Which spell?”

“Strike True.”

“What about the other? The secrets one?”

Ward sighed and flopped back, folding an arm behind his head. “I memorized that one. I’ve got it and the Shadow Step one ready.”

“Maybe that’s your limit. Maybe you can’t prepare every spell you ever learn all at once.”

“Huh.” Ward rubbed his eyes, bleary from too much concentration, and sat back up. “I think you’re right. Shadow Step and Reveal Secrets are both more difficult spells. I bet it’s all my brain can take right now. I mean, until I improve somehow.”

“Maybe your vessel capacity? Or maybe it’s something that doesn’t show up on your hemograph. Shoot! Weren’t you going to shop for a better one?”

“I mean, I did. I spent a shitload on the one I’ve got. I don’t want to dip into Haley’s money any more than I have to, so another upgrade’s gonna have to wait. I already owe her a thousand for Blazewitch.”

Grace sat up on the bed and pointed to the door. “Someone’s coming.”

The knob rattled, and Ward leaped up, grabbing his new alchemical firearm off the foot of his bed. His alarm was for naught. When the door opened wide, Haley stepped in, reaching up to pull her silky blue cowl back. “Hello! New weapon?”

Ward smiled and set Blazewitch back down. “Yeah. I owe you a thousand glories.”

Her eyebrows shot up, but her smile didn’t falter. “Is that so?”

Grace padded over the wooden floor to her. “You look happy, Haley!”

“I’ve been doing Gopah all afternoon, so, yes, I’m feeling good!”

“Well? How’d it go?” Ward pressed.

Haley’s smile broadened, and she put her hands on her hips, standing a little taller. “I have a basic understanding of the form—enough to continue practicing on my own.”

“That’s great!” Ward stepped forward, meaning to clap her on the shoulder, but she stretched out her arms for a hug, and he pulled her close, smiling at her warmth; she was like a little furnace. “Damn, you’ve built up some heat.”

She nodded into his chest, inhaling deeply. “I had a wonderful day.” When she stepped back and looked up at him, she asked, “What about you? Was it eventful?”

Grace laughed. “Wait until we tell you about Elliot.”

That evening, over dinner at the tavern, Ward and Grace told Haley all about their encounter with Elliot and the spell Ward “acquired” from him. Ward also handed over the glories from the sale of her parents’ mine shares, and though she protested, Haley took the pouch and tucked it safely into her leather vest, but not before pulling out two hundred glories and pushing them toward Ward. She winked when he opened his mouth to object and said, “Add it to what you owe me.”

“You’re feeling so much better!” Grace laughed.

“Yes! I’m sure my detached languor will return in the morning, but I’m determined to advance through the Gopah ranks, which means I’ll need to practice often. Now that I know how much it helps, I’m much heartened about my situation.”

“That’s great, Haley.” Ward showed his approval of her attitude by tucking into his creamy pork and greens—a dish he never would have suspected would taste so good.

The next day, true to her word, Haley woke before Ward and silently began to go through her forms. Despite her efforts not to make noise, her movements and breathing were different enough from the sounds of sleeping that they woke him anyway. He didn’t say anything, not wanting to discourage her, and just lay in bed for a while, waiting for her to finish. When she padded into the bathroom, Ward got up and got dressed.

When Haley emerged from the bathroom, also dressed for the day, he greeted her with, “Good morning! How are you feeling?”

“Not as good as yesterday. Please don’t ask me that every day!” When Ward’s smile faltered, she added, “I’m sorry. It’s just…”

“Irritating when a guy constantly reminds you about a problem you’d rather forget?” Ward forced his smile back to his lips and stood up. “I get it, don’t worry. Ready to kick this popsicle stand?” The night before, in the tavern, Ward had gotten wind of a cargo vessel leaving for Westview, and the man, who claimed to be the cargo master’s apprentice, swore they’d have no trouble finding a berth if they arrived before noon—the ship would leave at the evening high tide.

She frowned at him, perhaps puzzled by his colloquialism, but her response indicated she got the gist. “I’m ready to leave, personally, but I don’t know what to do about the horses. If there’s a chance they won’t be allowed on the living ship, I’d hate to put them through a sea voyage for nothing.”

“Yeah.” Ward reached for his hat, setting it atop his head. “I was thinking about that yesterday. I wonder if one of the farms outside the city⁠—”

“That would be fine for Nutmeg, but Wind Queen was bred to run. She’s a racer!”

“Well, wouldn’t she want to be with Nutmeg?”

Haley sighed, slinging her cloak over her shoulders. “Probably. I’d sell them for a discount if the buyer would promise to keep them together. Wind Queen’s worth a pretty glory.”

“Let’s go talk to the stable guys. They might point us in the right direction.”

“Ward, we only have the morning! What if we miss the ship?”

“Hey.” Ward chuckled, shaking his head. “Relax, would you? If we miss this ship, we’ll get the next one.”

He slung his backpack on, watched Haley pick hers up, and then led the way downstairs and out to the stables next door. Haley had been the one checking on the horses, and she knew the stable hands better than Ward did, so he stood back and let her do the talking. She nodded her cowled head at the boy on duty, taking and fetching mounts, but gestured toward the closed door in the back of the tack room. “Is Roy in?”

“Yes’m. I’ll fetch him.” The boy ran off, tapping at the door, and a few seconds later, a stocky fellow with a grizzled beard that seemed to blend into his hair—all the same length of about an inch—stepped out, adjusting the straps of his stained suspenders.

Haley waved. “Hi, Roy.”

The man brightened visibly at the sound of her voice and hurriedly approached. “Miss Haley, ain’t it nice to see you this morning.” He looked Ward up and down, not an ounce of recognition in his eyes. “Sir.”

Ward nodded, but Haley was done with niceties. “Roy, we’re bound to Westview, and I’m not sure I want to put the horses through all that. Can you recommend someone who might want to buy them? I’m loath to leave them behind, but I want what’s best for them. You understand that, right? I want someone who loves horses to ride Wind Queen.”

“Oh, dear me, Miss Haley! Wind Queen’s the finest horse I’ve had stabled here in a good long while. I’d offer to buy her myself if I could afford such a fine mount. You’re right, though; that’s a horse that needs to run. She’s been giving Tommy a run for his money when he walks her ’round the lot. There’s a couple of big horse families in Port Granite—folks who travel to races and whatnot. I’d steer you away from Dame Traven ’cause I’ve seen her boys working them horses, and they ain’t gentle. Mr. Lansden would be who I’d sell to.”

“He’s kind to his horses?”

“Oh, aye! They live better’n I do!”

Haley smiled, nodding. “Could you tell me how to find his stables?”

“My pleasure!”

Ward tuned out the rest of the conversation, figuring Haley had things in hand. After a few minutes, Roy and his assistant brought the horses out, and Ward saw the grizzled stablemaster’s eyes light up when Haley gave him his payment. He thanked her profusely, and then they rode the horses out of the city and toward the country estates they’d passed on their way into town. Haley set a leisurely pace, and Ward had the feeling she was taking her time, savoring what was probably going to be her last ride with Wind Queen.

“Maybe we can just pay them to board her. I mean, maybe you’ll want to come back here someday and⁠—”

“No, it’s okay, Ward. I love this horse, but I rode her less and less over the last couple of years. Gopah and my preparations for the challenges took priority for me. She deserves better. She’s only got a few of her prime running years left. Maybe she’ll win a race. Maybe Mr. Lansden will find her a proper stud, and she’ll foal.”

Ward saw she wasn’t upset when she glanced at him, so he nodded. “Hopefully, Nutmeg will be happy too.”

“It’s beautiful country around here. He’ll be happy as long as he gets to roam a bit. He’s a proper gentleman’s horse, so maybe they’ll take him into town on occasion.”

“You think there’s a chance he won’t want to buy ‘em?”

“If he’s a horseman, he’d be a fool not to want Wind Queen. Nutmeg’s a bonus.” Haley sounded confident, and it turned out she was right. The stablemaster at the Lansden farm tried to buy Wind Queen before Haley had even dismounted or made her pitch. They never met Mr. Lansden, but the farm was idyllic, the stables were clean and well-staffed, and Haley didn’t bargain hard.

Overall, the stablemaster acted like Haley was doing him a favor by selling Wind Queen for a “paltry” nine thousand glories. He bought Nutmeg for twelve hundred and a promise to let him exercise with Wind Queen a few times a week. Haley wrapped up the negotiations by saying, “I’ve done your stables a favor today, Mr. Gilroy, so I expect you to return the favor by treating these two horses like family.” Her voice was grave, and her eyes looked hard and severe in the depths of her hood.

Still, the man looked at Ward, glancing up at his luminescent eyes beneath the brim of his hat as he slowly nodded. “Aye, ma’am. I can assure you that we treat all our horses better than most folks treat each other. They’ll be well cared for.”

As he and Haley shook hands, Ward cleared his throat and jerked his thumb toward the distant city wall. “Any chance for a lift back to town?”

Mr. Gilroy was all too happy to have one of his hands drive them back to town in a wagon. It had passenger seats, but it bumped and jostled Ward so badly that he hopped out before they even got to the gates and walked alongside it. Haley didn’t look any more comfortable, but she waited until they passed into the city to climb out and toss a silver, five-glory coin to the stable hand.

Ward looked at her face as she watched the man’s wagon trundle away. She didn’t seem overly sad, but he couldn’t imagine she was happy to see Wind Queen go; the horse was one of her last links to her parents. He put an arm over her shoulders and steered her down Main Street toward the center of town. He figured the street probably went all the way down to the docks. “You good?”

She shrugged under his arm. “I think so.”

“They’re going to be happy out there. You saw all those pastures and exercise rings.”

“I know, but I’m going to miss her. Even when I stopped riding her regularly, I always knew she was there.” An involuntary shudder ran through her, and she reached up to rub at her eyes. Ward knew she was thinking about her parents, but he didn’t want to say something that might make it worse.

“Hey, you know what the great thing is about leaving friends behind?”

She sniffed and looked up at him. “What?”

“Well, you get to write the rest of their story in your head. I’m pretty sure, come spring, Wind Queen’s gonna win a few races. Then, if I’m not wrong, I bet she’s going to have a baby—What do you call ‘em? Foals?”

Haley sniffed and forced a small smile. “That’s right. They don’t ‘have babies,’ they foal.”

“All right, well, she’s going to foal a little boy horse.” Ward was being purposefully obtuse, hoping to get a better smile out of her. It worked. She barked a genuine laugh and elbowed Ward in the ribs.

“You’re so strange! The word is colt, Ward!”

“Okay, well, she’s going to foal a colt, and that colt is going to grow up to be a mighty stallion named Wind King!” He squeezed her shoulders again, pulling her into his side, then let her go as she inhaled deeply and sighed a long, shaky, cleansing breath.

“I like that story. Promise me you’ll tell it to me again, but next time, let’s have a few more details.”

Suddenly, Grace was walking in front of them, backward, of course, so that she could look at them. “I liked it too, but I think you’re right. Next time, we need details about the races she wins, and I’m very interested to know about the lucky stallion that gets to be Wind King’s dad!”

“Sire, Grace!” Haley laughed.

Grace winked at Haley. “I know, but Ward doesn’t. I’m trying to keep things simple for the poor old guy.”

Ward groaned. “If I buy a steamer trunk for the passage, do you think I could put you inside it, Grace? Is there any way to do that? Like, can I put a circle of salt around you to keep you in place?”

“Ward!” Haley punched him in the shoulder. “Don’t treat Grace like that!”

“Don’t worry, Haley, that won’t work on me. I’m bound to Ward. Honestly, if I didn’t have a host, salt would disrupt my ethereal form. It works on lots of entities lacking a vessel.”

“Seriously?” Ward had just been joking. He couldn’t even remember where he’d heard about salt circles—probably some movie or campy TV show.

“Seriously. Also, bodies of water with any sort of current. I couldn’t make this journey if I weren’t bound to you.”

As they spoke, they crossed through the Main Square, and the street gained a decidedly downward slope. After they rounded a slight bend, Ward paused and pointed. “Look at that.”

Ahead of them stretched the endless-seeming dark blue waters of the Cobalt Sea. Much closer, past hundreds of brick and wood buildings, were the warehouses and piers of the port that gave Port Granite its name. Ships of all sizes and types crowded the docks, with the largest steam-driven vessels far out from the others on mile-long boardwalk piers.

Even if his eyes hadn’t improved with his “refinement,” Ward believed he could have seen the ship they were looking for. It was an enormous black and red-painted steamer with the words “Crab’s Bounty” painted on the gunwales in giant white lettering. “Well,” he said, starting forward again, “there’s our ride.”
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The steam-powered cargo ship was a big vessel, though not nearly as large as a cruise ship Ward had once spent two summertime weeks on as it traversed the Caribbean. The captain himself met with them near the end of the busy gangplank as his men carried and wheeled crates and barrels aboard the vessel, taking them below decks to, presumably, a very large cargo hold.

The captain was a grizzled, swarthy man who wore a well-stained blue uniform jacket over a sweat-soaked linen shirt. When Ward and Haley approached him, he tilted up the brim of his tricorn hat and eyed them both appraisingly. “What’s this, then?” His gaze drifted to their packs, and his lips pursed slightly as he began to nod. “Seeking passenger berths? Won’t come cheap at this late hour.”

“Really?” Ward put his hands on his hips and turned to regard the big metal vessel. The paint was worn through all along the hull, and he saw great streaks of rust, even up on the towering steam stacks. “I’d think you’d be glad to make a few glories for your empty cabins before you left port.”

“Well, my cabins ain’t empty. Oh, aye, I can make room for ye, but it’s like to be more trouble than it’s worth.”

Grace had made herself scarce as they approached the large milling crowds on the docks, but Ward could imagine what she’d say—something about the guy trying to drive a hard bargain, but that Ward should stick to their plan. He glanced at Haley, and she shrugged, playing her part well. “We understand, sir. Thank you for your trouble.” She turned to leave, and Ward just shrugged at the captain and followed suit.

“Now, ’old on a minute. As I said, I could clear a space for you.”

“Oh, if it’ll mean trouble for you, don’t worry, Captain.” Ward smiled and gestured toward the city. “We’ll get a room and wait for a passenger liner.”

“Nah, nah!” He waved his hand, motioning for Ward to come closer. “You’re all packed up! Miss, please come over here, and we can discuss a berth for you.”

Haley, already several steps away, turned and looked at Ward. He nodded and clapped the captain on the shoulder. “Let’s see what the good captain can offer.”

Haley frowned, peering out of her deep cowl as she adjusted her backpack straps. “I quite enjoyed our inn, Ward. I wouldn’t mind another day of rest.”

“Nah, you don’t want to wait around here, Miss! My Bounty—she’s a sturdy vessel, and I know all the best sea lanes at this time of year. We’ve got winter storms blowing in, and some of them passenger liners are captained by men more accustomed to a fine dinner than a rough night on the sea. Trust me, you’re better off on this solid old girl.” He turned to Ward. “Ward, was it?”

“That’s right, Captain…”

“LeGrande, but you can call me Captain Lemon, as I earned that moniker when I brought the world’s largest citrus harvest up from Fona Vie just a few years back. I’m practically a legend around these parts!” He turned to some deckhands hauling a precarious-looking oblong crate up the gangway. “Careful, you sods! That’s going to tip off to the side if you don’t turn it!”

“What kind of fee—” Ward started to ask, but the captain spoke over him.

“I’ll transport you to Westview for a hundred glories each, and you’ll be welcome at my table for dinner each evening.”

Ward smiled inwardly at the man’s considerable change in tone. He glanced at Haley questioningly. She stepped a little closer and pulled her hood back, squinting into the gray, overcast sunlight. “How many days?”

“Betwixt seven and ten, depending on the weather.”

Haley looked at Ward and nodded. He smiled and clapped the captain’s shoulder again. “Sounds good to us, Captain Lemon.”

“Right.” He nodded, scanning the men working behind Ward, then hollered, “Peter, get over here!”

A young man wearing nothing but knee-length trousers on his wiry, well-tanned body dropped a sack of grain onto a pallet and jogged over, his bare feet padding on the boardwalk planks. “Captain, sir?”

“Take these two dandies aboard and show ‘em to the passenger cabins. Tell Ronny he ain’t gonna have a cabin after all and that he best make himself comfortable in the hold with you and the other lads.”

“Aye, Captain!” The youngster stood straight and jammed his fists down by his hips in an odd sort of salute, then started up the side of the wide gangway. “This way, folks!”

“Just a minute, lad,” the captain said, turning to Ward. “There’s the small matter of the payment⁠—”

“I’ve got it here.” Haley stepped close with her pale hand outstretched. The captain took two golden, one-hundred-glory coins from her and smiled as he bit into one of them. “I do love the glint of gold. Very well! Enjoy the voyage, and I’ll be sure one of the lads invites you when dinner’s put on.”

Ward nodded, and he and Haley followed Peter up the gangway, carefully giving the porters and deckhands plenty of room. They had to stop twice to lean against the railing, waiting as the hands tugged a large piece of cargo aboard. Peter guided them toward the bow, and Ward took in the large, open deck, wondering if the sailors would strap cargo up there, too, or only in the hold. “Do you all put cargo on deck, or are the storms too rough?”

“We’ll strap some sturdy crates and barrels up there, sir.”

As they followed Peter through a doorway and down a short flight of steps into a corridor labeled “Passenger Cabins,” Haley asked, “Are there other passengers?”

“Aye, Miss. We’ve quite a few on this run. Don’t worry, though, ’cause Captain’s giving you the room Ronny tried to reserve, and it’s one of the better ones.”

Haley glanced at Ward, and he shrugged, grinning. He didn’t imagine Ronny would be happy, but it also seemed like the situation wasn’t anything new. He imagined the captain allowed some of his higher-ranking deckhands to claim a passenger cabin if they didn’t sell out. They walked down the long corridor, past metallic bulkhead-style doors, until they reached the last one on the left.

“Here’s your room, folks. Feel free to wander around the deck, but Captain don’t like passengers poking around below decks. You’ll find the head down that corridor on the right.” He looked at Haley, his eyes tracking up and down a little too hungrily for Ward’s taste, before he added, “O’ course, there’s a ladies’ room too, just on the other side of the corridor. Don’t worry, ’cause Captain would have the hide off any of us dirty rats who might use it when we got lady passengers aboard.”

Ward grasped the slender man’s very tan, naked shoulder and steered him away from the door, giving him a bit of a shove down the hallway. “Thanks, Peter. We’re good now.” He stared at the man until he nodded and hurried away, jogging barefoot toward the exit.

“I wonder if I’m the only woman aboard,” Haley said as Ward twisted the wheel to open their door.

Grace appeared beside Ward. “Nope! I’m here!”

“Thanks, Grace, but it’s not the same, considering none of the crew can stare at you.”

Ward tuned them out, pushing the door open and stepping into their cabin. It wasn’t exactly spacious, but at least it had two bunks, and it didn’t look like the crew members who had intended to stay there had moved in yet. The bunks on either side of the room were occupied by bare, gray, and white striped mattresses, and a single large trunk sat under a porthole-style window. Haley stepped past him and opened the trunk.

“Linens.”

“Well, that’s good. I mean, assuming they’re clean. Are they?”

Haley picked up a thin gray blanket and sniffed it. “Seems so!”

“Makes me feel a little better about the ship; I’d have expected to find rats and lice-ridden blankets.” Ward took his hat off and hung it on a hook beside the door. Then he and Haley spent a little time unpacking and setting up their bunks.

Reclining on his bunk, Ward looked over at Haley. “So, looks like this’ll be home for about a week, eh?”

“Yes. If we don’t sink.” Haley’s tone had taken a definite turn for the gloomy since they’d returned to town.

Ward tried to brighten her outlook a little. “I think the fact that the ship looks old and well-used is good. It means it’s made a lot of voyages safely.”

“I suppose.” She sighed.

Grace, sitting at the foot of Haley’s bunk, leaned over her and stared into her eyes. “You should find a place to exercise on the deck, Haley. It’s been hours since you did your forms.”

When Haley closed her eyes and made a disinterested grunt, Ward sat up and reached across the little space to jostle her knee. “Come on. I’ll walk with you and keep you company. You know, chase away the leering crew and whatnot.”

Haley sighed explosively, then, with a whining groan, sat up. “Fine. If you two are going to pester me constantly, I might as well.”

“That’s the spirit!” Grace clapped.

Ward grabbed his hat and gave Blazewitch, sitting atop their trunk, a long look. “Think I need to bring that? You think this room is secure?”

“There’s a key here, Ward.” Grace pointed to a large brass key hanging on a hook next to the doorjamb.

“Oh! Didn’t notice it.”

“Yes, you did⁠—”

“Or Grace couldn’t have seen it,” Haley finished, deadpan.

“Tough crowd.” Ward grabbed the key, slipping it into his pocket. “Let’s go, ladies.” After locking up the cabin, he led the way back outside and asked a passing crew member the best area of the deck to get some sun and exercise.

He pointed to the rear of the ship and said, “Quarterdeck.”

“Is that the, uh, very back?” Ward asked.

“Aye, sir. Almost all the way aft, raised up behind the captain’s castle, mid-ship. Just this side of the rear steam stacks.”

“Thanks.” Ward led the way, watching the activity on the gangway as they passed by, noting that the boardwalk pier was still stacked with cargo that needed to be loaded. “They’ll be at it for hours.” Grace was gone, and Haley apparently didn’t feel like talking, so Ward filled the silence as they went. “I wish I had something good to read. I should’ve stopped at a bookshop.” Again, Haley didn’t respond, so he shrugged and muttered, “Maybe the captain or another passenger has a book I can borrow.”

The ship’s deck had a waist-high metal railing, and they stuck close to it, wending around what must have been the “captain’s castle.” It was a tall section of the ship with a high, open viewing area where Ward figured the ship’s bridge would be. Around the back of that, they climbed a short set of stairs and, just as the crewman had promised, came upon a wide area of decking with little crew activity. The sun was hiding behind gray clouds, but the diffuse light still felt warm to Ward. He shrugged out of his coat, using it as a cushion as he sat down to watch Haley go through her forms.

Haley, squinting and grumbling, took off her cloak and handed it to Ward, and he folded it onto his lap. Leaning back against the portside railing, he closed his eyes and tilted his hat brim down, soaking in the diffuse sun rays. After a while, he grew suspicious about Grace’s lack of commentary, but when he looked around, he saw her sitting in the shade of the aft steam stacks, intently watching Haley. “Figures,” he muttered, then pulled his hat down again.

He could hear Haley practicing—her fists and feet snapping out in punches and kicks and her sharp, controlled breaths—and the rhythm of those sounds began to lull him into a midday doze. He was that way, half asleep, when he felt the presence of someone nearby, but his lulled mind figured it was just Grace or a crew member walking by. Then a feminine voice he was sure he’d heard before spoke, “I thought you looked familiar, though your clothes are a good deal nicer than the last time I saw you.”

Ward tilted his hat and peered up at the woman standing over him. She wore a soft-looking, deep blue skirt, a frilly, button-up white blouse, and a very wide-brimmed, floppy felt hat. In the shadows of that hat, her eyes immediately brought his recollection into crystal clarity; it was Lisa, the sorceress he’d briefly met in the Tarnish catacombs. Putting his memory to the test, he said, “Lisa?”

“You remembered! It’s Ward, isn’t it? May I?” She gestured to the deck beside him.

“Yeah, sure.” Ward sat up a little straighter, shifting so he could watch her gracefully sit down, folding her legs to one side. “Are you a passenger?”

She nodded emphatically. “I am! Bound for Westview. Don’t tell me you’re going to the challenge there, too?”

Ward nodded toward Haley, who was still practicing furiously, her body radiating waves of heat into the air around her. “We haven’t decided yet. We’ll be taking a ship to…” Ward frowned, his mind blanking at the name of the next world. After a second, it clicked, and he quickly added, “Springsea. The next world, I guess.”

“Oh? That’s exciting! Have you already secured passage?”

He sighed, shaking his head. “Nah. We’re probably going to have to pay through the teeth.”

“I’m afraid you may be right. One of the reasons I’m going to Westview is to be present for the auctions. You stand a much better chance of getting a reasonable price if you’re present and not buying from a third party.”

Ward nodded as though he knew what she meant. He tried to fish for a little more info, “Yeah, but how often are the auctions?”

“Once a month! However, the tickets auctioned are for the next month, which means⁠—”

“You’re stuck in the city for at least a couple of months.”

“Right—assuming you win an auction. As you said, if you have plenty of money, you can buy from one of the brokers and leave much sooner.” She chuckled, reaching up to adjust her floppy, pale-blue hat. “I’m not in that category.”

“Yeah.” Ward sighed. He didn’t want to let on that Haley had so many glories, so he just shrugged. “We’ll probably need to work around the city to earn some money. Might be smart to just wait for one of those auctions.”

“Well, then, you really ought to think about trying the Westview Spire.”

Ward narrowed his eyes and, after a moment’s contemplation, decided to stop pretending like he knew more than he did. “Is that the challenge?”

“Yes! It’s quite different from the catacombs, I hear—more predictable and both safer and more deadly.”

“Heh, are you trying to speak in riddles? Is that something sorcerers do? Should I be practicing?”

Lisa laughed, and Ward liked the sound of it; it was almost musical—a giggle that started in the back of her throat and seemed to get higher-pitched as it trilled out of her mouth. “I suppose I did sound cryptic, didn’t I? Let me try again. The Spire is a tower challenge; each challenger or party of challengers starts at the bottom, climbing a stairway that uses spatial or teleportation magic to separate them into their own… version of the challenge. Each level will contain a battle or a puzzle, and they’re supposed to get harder as you progress upward.”

“So why is it ‘both safer and more deadly’?”

“Safer because you can leave at any level; walking down any stairway will send you back to the entrance chamber. More deadly because the puzzles contain traps, and the battles are life-or-death from the start.”

“You can leave at any time?”

She nodded but held up her finger as she clarified, “Only after completing the challenge on each floor. The stairs won’t… work until you clear the room.”

Listening to her, Ward was beginning to feel excited, not about the topic of the conversation—he wasn’t sure he wanted to do another challenge yet—but about the prospect of having a friendly, knowledgeable “sorceress” on the ship with them. He said as much, “What a nice surprise to find out you’re on this ship! It seems almost too unlikely to be a coincidence.”

“Not so unlikely! For people on the Road, Westview is the best place to go after Tarnish. There are other challenges on this side of the sea, but they’re even more unpredictable than the catacombs and require long, overland journeys. Besides, I feel like this may be a fated encounter.” She smiled, and Ward found her sure, upbeat tone convincing enough. In his old line of work, he gave his gut a lot of credit when it came to sniffing out sketchy characters, and he wasn’t feeling anything off about Lisa.

“Well, whatever the likelihood, seeing you again is nice.”

Lisa smiled and nodded. “I think I saw you and your friend boarding the vessel. Was that a sword on your hip?”

Ward reflexively patted his belt, feeling for Haley’s sword, but he’d left it tucked under his bunk in their cabin. “Yeah, that’s right.”

“That’s wonderful! We’ll have so much time on our hands during the voyage, and I’ve been looking for a sparring partner! What do you say?”

“Oh? You use a sword?”

She laughed and shook her head, blushing a little. “I took it up after the catacombs. I’ve been taking lessons in Port Granite, but I’ve much to learn.”

“Seriously? Because I don’t know shit about it. That sword was Haley’s”—Ward nodded to her, still ignoring them, snapping her fists in a series of lightning-fast jabs—“but she can’t use it with her Gopah, so she gave it to me. I mean to use it, but it’s still hers.”

“Well, if you’re interested, I’d love to try to help you and myself in the process. It looked like a broadsword, and I use a rapier, but several students in my instructor’s class had swords like yours. I can share some of the skills we practiced together—footwork, positioning, timing, and several types of strokes, parries, and ripostes. I listened to him instructing those other men quite a lot, and I think I could help you with some of the heavier slashing and chopping attacks that aren’t suitable for my rapier.”

Ward smiled, nodding. “I’d like that.”

“Well?” Lisa gracefully rose to her feet, not even using the handrail to help herself up. “Why not start now? We’ve a few hours until we depart, and I don’t think it’s fair for your partner to do all the hard work!”

Ward laughed, gripped the railing, and hauled himself up. “Let’s do it.”

Lisa smiled up at him, her green eyes glimmering in the shadows of her hat. “If we work well together, Ward, perhaps we should consider another sort of trade.” She winked and said, very softly, “I mean words.”

Ward nodded. “Now you’re speaking my language.”
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ABOARD THE BOUNTY


Later that day, Ward sat in the cabin he shared with Haley and quietly polished his boots. Haley was napping, or at least, she had been, but when he looked up after buffing the dry polish, she was lying on her side, watching him. “Pleasant nap?”

She stifled a yawn, nodding. “I needed it. It’s been an emotional day, considering the horses and everything.”

“You really went at it with your Gopah, too.”

She sighed, rolling onto her back. “I did, and I feel better for it. I noticed you seemed to enjoy your time with Lisa.”

Ward was sitting sideways on his bunk and nodded as he leaned back against the metal wall. “She’s pretty damn friendly and seems to know quite a bit.”

Haley grunted as she sat up and faced him. “She seemed rather good with that rapier, natural and graceful. I know you told me she just started learning, but I wouldn’t have thought so. Did she help you much with your sword?”

“You mean your sword?” Ward chuckled and shrugged. “Yeah. I mean, it’s nice to know how to hold it—how to stand and whatnot. To be honest, I was thinking the same thing as you; she knows a lot more than she lets on. I don’t believe she just started working with that rapier a few weeks ago.”

“So why would she lie?” As she asked the question, Ward looked around, wondering why Grace wasn’t chiming in; she was usually pretty quick to point out people acting suspiciously.

“That’s the million-dollar question, Haley. Does she want something? Why wouldn’t she want me to know she’s well-versed in the use of the sword, especially when it’s kind of obvious by watching her?”

“Well, there’s the chance she’s telling the truth, and she’s just a gifted student. Maybe she’s a quick learner. She seems intelligent.”

“I like how you try to see the good side of things, Haley, but something in my gut tells me to be a little careful with her.”

“Your gut.” Haley stifled another yawn. “I suppose I’ve seen you make some good use of that feeling. Remember the fire corridor in the catacombs?”

Ward shook his head ruefully. “Those damn chimes! That place was bad. Uh, that brings up another topic. I don’t think you heard Lisa when she was telling me about the challenge near Westview, did you?”

Haley’s expression perked up a little, and she leaned closer to him. “No, I didn’t!”

Ward shifted, rubbing his chin, checking for stray stubble—he’d just shaved in the communal men’s room. “Yeah, it’s a spire, and, according to her, you can go in alone or with a party. The stairs are magical and keep your group apart from others.”

“That means we wouldn’t have to fight other challengers!”

“True…” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “But each level of the spire—what is that, anyway? A tower?—will have a dangerous puzzle or an encounter with some kind of monstrous thing or another.”

“Would we have to reach the top?”

Ward shook his head. “Lisa says you can leave after clearing a room.”

“Well, that explains a few things.”

Ward looked at her, puzzled. “Like what?”

“Well, to start with, at least one of Lisa’s motivations. She wants you to help her with the spire.”

“She didn’t say⁠—”

“It’s also rather obvious that she’s attracted to you. Perhaps she’s pretending to be a novice to keep from intimidating you. Girls do that, you know.” Haley shrugged. “I used to act like I needed more help than I did when Lem was my Gopah partner back in Tarnish.”

“Lem?”

“A boy I liked…” Her eyes went distant, and she sighed softly as she continued, “I wonder what he’s doing now.”

Ward snorted. “Well, whatever the case, I’m not sure another challenge is such a good idea; look at the trouble we had in the catacombs!”

“But look at everything we gained!” Haley’s eyes focused on Ward’s, and she spoke with a vehement intensity. “I never would have met you if I hadn’t gone into the catacombs! You wouldn’t have gotten that refinement potion or that spell that reveals secrets! You wouldn’t have gotten that tongue!”

“Haley, I don’t want to be an asshole and bring up everything we lost, but at least think about your anima!”

She folded her arms over her chest and leaned back, mimicking Ward’s posture. “My brother was set to go into those catacombs whether I joined him or not. If he’d listened to you and run down those steps, he’d probably be alive today. Anyway, I thought we were supposed to focus on the positive, and we’ve chosen to walk the Road, Ward. If we shun challenges because of fear, then we’ll never walk very far along it.” When Ward didn’t respond immediately, she blew out an exasperated breath and growled, “You didn’t lose anything! You’re only worried about me!”

“I guess that’s fair.” Ward shrugged. “I am worried about you. Nothing good happened to you in that challenge, and plenty of bad shit did. I don’t know why you act like meeting me was a good thing, Haley. Your life has gone to hell since you met me.” Ward regretted the words as soon as he said them, especially as he watched Haley visibly shut down. She clamped her mouth shut, nodded, then stood up.

“I’m going to the ladies’ room.”

“Hey, wait a min—” He choked off his weak attempt to get an apology out as she opened the door and left, ignoring him. “Dammit.” Ward thumped his forehead with the back of his fist. “Grace? Are you there?” When she didn’t reply, Ward stood up and began to pace back and forth in the narrow aisle between their two bunks. Was he in the wrong? Should he be worrying about Haley, or was he out of line?

When you got down to brass tacks, the simple fact of the matter was that if you took away the time they’d spent in a magical coma, he’d only known Haley for a few weeks. What a hell of a few weeks, though! He’d fought with Haley, survived traps with her, and seen her suffer terrible losses. “Hell, I saw her die!” He smashed his fist into his palm. He cared about her, and, more to the point, he felt responsible for her. Was he trying to talk her out of the spire because he didn’t want to feel guilty for the next bad thing that happened to her? Was that fair to him or her?

She’d been through a hell of a lot more than he had, and she had real reason to want to keep walking the “Road.” She and he both needed to gather treasure, gain strength, and learn as much as they could if they were ever going to learn how to recover their anima. The challenges were, undeniably, a good resource if someone was lucky or clever enough to gain their rewards without losing everything in the process.

Haley had been absolutely right about Ward; he’d made tremendous gains when you considered everything he’d taken from the catacombs. He’d learned a powerful spell, refined his “vessel,” and, as she’d pointed out, wound up with the tongue that Nevkin had found. Ward pressed it against his teeth, futilely trying to prove to himself that it felt different in some way—it didn’t. “There’s the mana well, too.” He lifted his pack, pressing his hand against the round, hard shape near the bottom, reassuring himself that it was still there. He had a feeling the artifact was worth a pretty penny. “Glory,” he corrected himself.

When the door opened and Haley slipped back inside, Ward said, “Hey, you’re right.” He’d found that in an argument, the quickest way to cool things down was to let the other person know you could see their side of things. Haley looked at him, her scowl softening as the words registered. “It’s wrong of me to try to keep you away from the challenges. I gained a shitload, and you paid a shitload. If you want to try to get something worthwhile out of another challenge, then I’ll be by your side.”

“Truly?”

“Yeah. Of course.” Ward laughed as she slammed into him, grabbing him around the waist for a rib-straining hug. When she released him, Ward brushed some of her loose, feathery black hair away from her eyes as she tilted her face to look up at him.

“I was afraid you would leave me to enter the spire with Lisa.”

Ward clicked his tongue and shook his head. “That’s not gonna happen—ever. When we disagree, that doesn’t mean I want to leave you behind. I just need to remember to put myself in your shoes and see things from your perspective. If you’ll do the same for me, I bet we won’t have many arguments. Let’s try to remember that, all right?”

She nodded emphatically. “I promise.” As Ward walked over to look out the porthole, she added, “I don’t mind if you want Lisa to join us, though. I mean, for the spire.”

Ward watched the deep blue waves rolling by, their tips tinted orange and red by the setting sun. “Yeah, we can consider it. She hasn’t said she wants to join us yet, but I have a feeling you’re right about her wanting some help.” He shrugged. “Or maybe not. She might think she’s better off alone.”

He heard Haley shuffling through her backpack. “We’ll have plenty of time to discuss that. Dinner should be soon.”

Ward turned to her in time to see her tucking a small silver pocket watch into her pants pocket. She’d dressed in some slim-fitting, soft gray trousers and a button-up white blouse. It was frillier than her usual type of shirt, with little pink and cream-colored flowers embroidered on the collar. “You look nice. I like that shirt.”

Haley smiled and tried to smooth some wrinkles out of it. “I wish we had a closet. My clothes could stand to be hung up.”

“You kidding me? You saw the state of the captain’s shirt, right? You look great.”

“Where’s Grace?”

Ward frowned, suddenly beginning to feel a little worried. “I haven’t seen her since Lisa showed up, and she made herself scarce. Maybe she fell asleep?”

Haley nodded slowly. “She was watching me practice until you started talking to Lisa.”

Suddenly, Grace was there, standing between Ward and Haley, stretching and yawning enormously. “Are you two talking about me?”

“I was starting to get worried!” Ward chuckled, knowing the effect the words would have. Grace whirled to look at him with wide, fiery eyes, her red lips stretching into a self-satisfied smile.

“Is that true?” Before Ward could answer, she whirled to face Haley. “Was he worried?”

“I think⁠—”

Grace whirled back to Ward. “Do you really care, Ward? Would you miss me?”

Ward sighed heavily, almost feeling sorry for her, even if she was trying to be funny. “Grace, c’mon. We’re friends, remember? Of course I’d worry about you if you—” He didn’t get the rest out as he was, once again, wrapped in a too-tight hug. “Oof! You’re killing me here.” He chuckled and patted Grace’s back. He couldn’t help seeing the look on Haley’s face as she watched the two of them; there was a certain happy gleam in her eyes.

“Where have you been?” Haley asked as Grace finally relented and released Ward.

“Um, sleeping. I hid when the green-eyed lady⁠—”

“Lisa,” Haley interjected.

“When Lisa showed up. I got bored and fell asleep after that.” She shrugged.

“Well, we’re about to go to dinner”—Ward squeezed past the two women to lift his hat from the hook—“and Lisa’s gonna be there.”

“Oh great.” Grace sighed.

“Just stay in my head, enjoy the food, and listen to the conversation, would you? I’d like your opinion about Lisa.”

“She seemed competent in the catacombs, and I think it’s extraordinarily strange that you’ve run into each other on this cargo ship.”

Ward sighed. “I meant after dinner.”

“Let’s go, Ward.” Haley opened the door. “We’re going to be late.”

Ward followed Haley back to the deck, then over to the “captain’s tower,” where, one flight of steps up, a crew member directed them into a surprisingly large dining room. A long table with eighteen seats took up most of the space. It was an elegant setting; the table was dressed with a clean ivory-colored linen cloth and set with real silver forks and knives. A crystal chandelier provided the light, and portraits of former captains adorned one wall while a massive painting of a stormy sea dominated the opposite.

Nearly a dozen people were already seated, and most nodded subdued greetings while Ward and Haley were directed to their places near the far end of the table. To Ward’s dismay, Lisa was seated on the other end of the table near the captain. When Haley noticed the same thing, she leaned close to him and whispered, “I suppose we’ll have to talk about the challenge another time.”

“I guess so.” Ward sighed. He and Haley were surrounded by other guests, from a businessman traveling to secure a coal mine charter a hundred miles into the “Lonkshal Mountains” to a woman whose sister had died recently in Westview. They made small talk about the ocean and motion sickness—something Ward and Haley thankfully hadn’t experienced—and about their professions, families, and homes. Ward and Haley mostly listened, but every so often, they’d be drawn into the discussion.

About halfway through dinner, one woman, the wife of a textile merchant, looked at Ward and bluntly asked, “So you can do magic, hmm? Strange to see two such on a simple cargo steamer, don’t you think?”

“Two such?” Ward knew she meant Lisa but didn’t like her tone, so he decided to act a bit obtuse.

“Witches!” She nodded toward the far end of the table where Lisa sat.

Haley quickly jumped to Ward’s defense. “That’s a derogatory term. Ward’s a sorcerer and a hero to boot.”

The woman’s husband, a middle-aged fellow with a long, bushy mustache that made him look like a crabby walrus, cleared his throat and put his hand atop his wife’s arm. “Perhaps you’ve had a bit too much wine, Gerty.” He turned to Ward and, sounding like he badly needed to clear a blockage from his throat, added, “Forgive her, sir. She’s nervous about sea travel and has been into her cups since noon.”

“Raymond!” Gerty snapped. “How very like you to undermine me in front of strangers!” As if to prove a point, she lifted her glass of wine and gulped it down, staring at Raymond the entire time.

“How clever, Gertrude. You’ve certainly outdone yourself tonight. I’m sure everyone will remember this meal fondly.”

“Don’t be facile, Raymond.” She held up her glass, beckoning one of the uniformed wait staff standing ready near the wall. “Another glass of the red, dear.”

Watching Raymond steel his nerves for another attempt at controlling his wife, Ward decided to try to steer attention away from the feuding couple. “It doesn’t bother me to be called a witch.” When everyone turned toward him, he shrugged, adding, “Witch, warlock, wizard, sorcerer, conjurer—they all mean the same thing to me: I can do magic, and, in my book, that’s pretty damn great.”

“Don’t you fear for your soul?” a smallish man near the end of the table asked, leaning forward to see Ward more clearly.

Ward frowned, spearing a roasted carrot with his fork. “Why would I?”

A narrow-faced man with round glasses and perfectly even bowl-cut bangs in the middle of his forehead answered, “Isn’t that where magic comes from? Selling one’s soul?”

Ward inhaled and opened his mouth to reply, but another woman across from him spoke first. “That’s nonsense. There was a man with the touch in my hometown, and he did nothing but heal folks. Healer Edwin was a saint, and if anyone tried to tell me he sold his soul, I’d curse ‘em and label ‘em a fool!”

“Well said!” Raymond nodded emphatically, looking Ward’s way as if to say, “See, I’m a good guy, not at all like my drunk wife.”

Ward chuckled and shook his head, deciding to have a little fun with the people and give Grace a little poke in the process. “Listen, folks, as far as I know, working normal magic with the words doesn’t cost anyone their soul. I will tell you, though, that I’ve seen firsthand how there are beings out there—devils and vampires and other fiendish things—that will consume the magical energy in a person’s soul. Be wary about bargains offered to you that seem too good to be true.”

More than one of the diners nearby made that strange, superstitious gesture Ward had seen, forming their forefinger and thumb into a circle and touching it to their brow. The little fellow near the end of the table leaned forward again and asked, “So, you’re on the Road, then, stranger? You and your lady?”

“My name is Ward, sir, and Haley isn’t my lady. We’re partners on the Road, however. You got that part right.”

“Apologies, Ward. I know we all exchanged names earlier, but I have a bad memory for such things. I’m Trant, in case anyone else has forgotten.”

Ward nodded, took another bite, and then the conversation moved on to a more mundane topic. Overall, the dinner was mostly pleasant, and the food was some of the better fare Ward had eaten since leaving Fan’s cooking at the Hen’s Nest. They shared a toast with some overly sweet brandy to finish the meal, and then people began to leave.

Rather than returning to their cabin, Ward and Haley decided to walk around the deck, taking some fresh air and watching the various moons and planets reflect on the darkly glimmering waves. Ward leaned on the railing, still clutching a half-full tumbler of brandy. Haley inhaled deeply, seeming to savor the salty air. Out of the blue, she announced, “I feel strange.”

Ward lowered his glass and arched an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Like my life in Tarnish was a dream. It’s distant and foggy, and…” She trailed off, struggling for words.

“I feel the same way about my life back on Earth. I think it’s because of the intensity of everything we’ve been through. Life and death situations, one after another, tend to make those distant, peaceful times seem… I dunno, quiet? Anyway, are dreams so bad? I almost like to think of that other life as a dream. I’m not saying I wouldn’t like to see my sister again, but I also hope she’s still carrying on. You know, living her life pretty much the same way as before I left.”

“I suppose you’re right. Our lives have been very hectic. Thinking of home, though, I wonder how Marshal Aldiss made out with my cousin. Do you suppose he’s in jail? Dead? I wish there were a way to find out.”

“Shit, I never thought about that. I’d love to hear how Fay and Fan are making out. Don’t they have mail in this world?”

“Mail? That’s not a bad idea, Ward! We could hire a courier to send a message. In fact, we could pay for a return message, too.” She closed her eyes, but her lips moved as though she were talking to herself. Before Ward could ask her if she was all right, she added, “If we wait for the next auction and buy a berth on a future living ship, then we’ll be in Westview for at least two months. That’s plenty of time to get a message to and from Tarnish.”

“Let’s do it. I can write to Fay, and you can write to—” He stopped short, not sure who she should contact.

“The mayor!”

“Right.” Ward turned back to the ocean and took another slow, deep breath. “Wonder where Grace⁠—”

“Hello, you two!” Lisa’s voice came to them from a bit further down the deck. Ward looked her way and lifted his glass in greeting.

“Hey, Lisa. Enjoy the dinner?”

“I did, but not so much the conversation.” As she came closer, she smiled at Haley. “I saw your practice earlier. Very impressive.”

“Um, thank you.”

“Listen, Ward and Haley, I’ve a proposal you might be interested in.”

“Yeah?” Ward sipped his drink, nodding. “Let’s hear⁠—”

Just then, a blood-curdling scream echoed eerily around the deck, seeming to reverberate with the constant rumble of the steam engines. Ward and the two women looked around, eyes wide, trying to find its source, but then a woman’s voice cried out from near the captain’s castle, “Murder! My Raymond! He’s dead!”
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MURDER


Ward was looking directly at Lisa when the scream rang out, and she looked convincingly startled. He only had that thought because part of his mind was already suspicious of her, and he couldn’t help wondering about the odd coincidence of her meandering over to them moments before the outburst. More shouts, including the captain barking orders, broke him from his mental analysis of Lisa’s behavior, and he said, “We should go see what happened.”

“I was about to suggest the same,” Lisa agreed, leading the way.

Haley quickly followed but slowed for Ward, giving him a sideways glance. “Is everything all right?”

“I guess so. I’m just feeling… strange. It’s almost like I expected something like this to happen.”

“Like a premonition?”

“Nah, more like a feeling. It could be nothing, or maybe someone we spoke to at dinner gave my subconscious a few clues. It’ll come clear as we investigate.”

“Investigate?”

Ward nodded to her. “Yeah. It’s what I do.” By then, they’d come up against the back of a crowd—passengers and crew members in a tight circle around the captain and a sobbing Gertrude. She clung to the captain’s stained uniform jacket, ugly crying as the man awkwardly patted her back. Using his height and bulk, Ward pushed his way through the crowd, making room for Lisa and Haley. When he got to the front line of onlookers, he saw why Gertrude was weeping: Raymond lay face down on the deck with a wide pool of blood spreading around him.

“That’s a lot of blood,” he grunted, squatting to get a better look.

One of the crew pointed up to the second-level railing on the captain’s castle. “He fell from there!”

Again, Ward said, “That’s a lot of blood… for a fall.” He reached for the man’s shoulder and, when no one objected, tugged it, turning the body on its side. Raymond’s head lolled back, revealing a throat that had been cut to the spine. “Jesus.”

Gertrude fainted, and the captain caught her. “Secure that body, James! Everyone clear out! Give my crew room to work!”

A large, swarthy man wearing a very ripe, stained tunic brushed past Ward to scoop up the man’s body while some other crew members began pushing forward, saying things like, “A’right, folks, back to yer cabins. Captain will get to the bottom of this.”

“Sir!” Lisa cried, her voice outraged. “Did no one see the crime?”

The captain, already turning to carry Gerty away, looked back and frowned at Lisa, whose eyes shone particularly brightly in the dim light of the nearby gas lamps. “Nah, Miss. When me and my crew arrived, ’twas just this old dame standing o’er the body.”

Ward stood from where he’d been inspecting the enormous bloody pool. He approached the captain just as the man handed Gerty’s insensate form off to a pair of crewmen. “Captain, I think I can help you figure out what happened.”

The captain regarded Ward, looming over him in his dark coat and hat. He shrank back a little and shrugged. “Beggin’ your pardon, sir, but how am I to know you didn’t do the deed?”

Ward shrugged. “Because I was in plain view the entire time, walking the deck over there with Haley. Several of your crew saw us.”

“And I was with them!” Lisa interjected, stepping forward. “I’ll aid Ward in his investigation, Captain. I might know a spell or two that could help.”

Again, the captain shrank back as he regarded Lisa. He sucked his teeth as he contemplated, then slowly began to nod as he looked at Ward. “It’s my job to get this boat to Westview, and I’d be glad no’ta have any more dying in’tha process. If’n ya can find the murderer, I’ll refund yer passage fee.”

Ward watched the two crewmen carrying Gertrude away and reached up to idly scratch his head under his hat band. “I’ll need to talk to Gertrude. Did she say anything to you?”

“Just babbling nonsense.” The captain shrugged, then turned to his nearby crew members. “Clear everyone out and swab this damn mess!”

Ward frowned at the widening pool of blood, then stepped back in surprise when he saw Lisa kneel to soak a clean, white linen handkerchief in the stuff. “Someone give me a jar,” she said.

“What you want with that blood?” the captain asked. When Lisa glared up at him with her bright eyes, he snapped his fingers at one of his crew and said, “You ’eard her, Lonny! Fetch a jar.”

“With a lid!” Lisa called after him. She looked at Ward and added, “I might be able to divine something from the blood. There’s a chance I can speak to Raymond’s spirit.”

The captain backed away, lifting his knuckles to his forehead. “Now, wouldn’t tha’ be a pretty trick? I’d rather not be present if it’s all the same.”

Ward nodded slowly, wondering if Lisa was playing on superstitions or if she really knew some words that could contact a person’s spirit through their blood. He watched some crew members approach with mops and buckets, and the detective in him wanted to shout everyone away, rope off the scene, and wait for the crime processing folks, but he knew that wasn’t going to happen—not on that ship and not on that world. Instead, he pointed to the railing on the captain’s castle. “I’m going to have a look around up there.”

“I’ll catch up.” Lisa held her bloody handkerchief up by way of explanation.

Ward nodded and started around the metal wall of the castle, aiming for the stairs on the side. Haley was close behind him, and he turned to her. “What do you think of Lisa?”

“I think it’s a little strange that she claimed to be with us since dinner.”

“Yeah, my thoughts exactly.” He lowered his voice and added, “Don’t mention my spell, you know the one.”

“The secrets one?”

“Right. We’ll use it on the body later, but I don’t want Lisa tagging along.”

Haley nodded. “I understand.”

Ward looked closely at the stairs as they ascended, scanning for anything out of place. He figured if someone had slit Raymond’s throat, they would have had a bloody knife to deal with and that maybe he’d see a droplet of blood or two. He didn’t see anything, though, and soon they were on the second level. They walked around the front of the castle, and sure enough, Haley spotted smears of blood on the railing where Raymond had gone over. Ward studied the scene, squatting to look at the droplets on the ground.

Haley started to move past him, but he stretched out an arm, blocking her. “Look,” he said, pointing to a smeared droplet. “Someone stepped in that.” The problem was that it was a mostly smooth, flat smear, and almost everyone’s shoes on the entire planet were leather-soled with no tread. He stood up and pointed to the top rail. “Well, this is the scene of the murder, that’s for sure. See those tiny dapples of blood—like they were sprayed out? That’s from his lungs emptying through his slit throat. He probably tried to scream before his brain realized he was dead.”

“Horrible.” Haley tiptoed around the smeared bloodstain on the deck and peered over the railing. “They’re still cleaning up, and Lisa just waved at me.”

“Why don’t you follow the walkway around? Maybe the killer ditched the knife.” Ward was leaning closer to the smeared footprint, frowning. He was fairly sure he could see the stitch pattern along the edge, where the cobbler would have sewn the uppers to the sole. If he wasn’t wrong, there was a tiny notch on the edge of the print. It could simply be the way the blood had splashed down before someone stepped in it, but it might be a lead. “I wish I had a camera.”

Haley was gone, so she didn’t reply, and Grace was still hiding from Lisa, but he didn’t mind talking to himself. Ward found it helped him think. He had a moment to wonder if cameras were even a thing in his new reality before another idea struck him. “Haley!” he called. She didn’t respond right away, and Ward didn’t want to leave the scene to the mercies of the cleaning crew, so he called again, louder, “Haley!”

Footsteps pounding heralded her return as she ran back. “Is everything all right?”

“Yeah, sorry, can you run to our cabin and get me a sheet of paper? Just rip one out of the back of that notebook I bought.”

She nodded. “Be right back!” She ran past him toward the stairs, her boots ringing on the metal steps.

While he waited, Ward cupped his hands around the smeared bloodstain, trying to keep the sea breeze from drying it too much. He listened to the commotion below as the crew worked, some of them making crass jokes and others—quite reasonably—frightened by the grisly murder. He didn’t have to wait long before Haley’s pounding steps overshadowed the noise. He heard a startled yelp and Haley saying, “Excuse me,” and then she was there holding out a sheet of cream-colored paper.

“Thanks.” Ward took the paper and delicately placed it atop the smear. He didn’t know if he should press down on it, but when he didn’t see the stain coming through the paper, he figured it was too dry to soak in on its own, so he very carefully patted the top with fluttering fingertips. He lifted the paper and smiled at his work; the print was there, complete with a notch and the stitching pattern on the killer’s sole. He gently blew on it, ensuring it dried.

Delicate footsteps approached, and then Lisa asked from behind him, “What have you got there?”

To Ward’s surprise and delight, Haley supplied the excuse for him kneeling near the blood, holding a piece of paper. “Ward used to work as an outlaw hunter. He likes to take notes about what he sees.”

“An outlaw hunter? Really? Did you work for the Assembly?”

Ward delicately touched the print, ensuring the blood was dry, then folded the page. As he stood, he carefully tucked it into his inner coat pocket. “No, Lisa. I investigated criminals in a different world. I’m new to Vainglory.”

“Oh? That would explain your accent! How intriguing. You’ll need to tell me more about your travels!” She looked past him to the mess on the deck and railing. “Anything of note?”

“Only that I can confirm this was where Raymond was killed.”

Lisa nodded, and Ward saw she clutched a small canning jar with the bloody handkerchief inside. “That’s helpful. At least we know he wasn’t killed elsewhere and carried here to be thrown over.”

“Or that he wasn’t attacked and then ran here,” Haley added. “Ward says that fine mist pattern of blood is likely from him exhaling in surprise as he was cut.”

Lisa’s eyes widened slightly, and she touched her throat with her long, slender fingers. “Awful.”

“Yeah, messy business.” Ward pointed to the jar she clutched. “You can contact his spirit?”

“I can try, though we must hurry before his anima begins to disperse. That will mean his soul has crossed over.”

“How long does that take?” Haley asked.

“It depends. If a body is left in peace, it usually takes less than an hour. If the soul is stubborn, it could take as long as a day.”

Ward frowned, thinking about all the ways people could die. “And if the body isn’t left in peace? If someone dies in a fire or something?”

“Then the transition is forced and immediate.” Lisa turned and started walking toward the stairs. “Why don’t you two join me in my cabin, and we’ll try the spell?”

Haley looked at Ward questioningly, and he shrugged. “Let’s go; I won’t complain about seeing a new spell.” They followed Lisa down to the deck and then to the main passenger compartment. Lisa turned down a side passage before they reached the end of the central corridor where Ward and Haley’s cabin was. After a short walk, they came to a door with a decidedly more upscale polished brass latch wheel as opposed to the painted iron of most of the other doors.

Upon entering, Ward realized why; she was in a suite—a room with a large bed, a small table and chairs, and a door to an ensuite bathroom. “I was fortunate to book my passage in time to claim one of the suites,” she said, watching Haley and Ward gawp at the finely appointed space. “Please close the door; we wouldn’t want to alarm the other passengers when I speak the words.”

Haley pulled the door shut, and Ward took off his hat, hanging it on the rack next to the door before sitting at the little table. The whole while, he watched Lisa. She took off her embroidered, crimson bolero jacket, tossing it onto her bed. Then she walked around to where a green-lacquered steamer trunk sat against the wall. Hiking her skirts, she knelt before it, shifting the contents around as she looked for something.

Haley sat beside Ward and jerked her chin at Lisa. “You should talk about trading spells.”

Before Ward could respond, Lisa said, “I was going to ask Ward about that on the voyage. I thought perhaps we ought to know each other a little better first.”

“I’m sorry if I overstepped,” Haley replied, reaching up to fidget with the top button of her blouse. “You and Ward are the only sorcerers I’ve known. Well, and Nevkin.”

Lisa stood, clutching a modestly sized book with a flower-printed dust jacket. “Nevkin? The name rings a bell.”

“He was in the catacombs with us.”

“Oh! The fellow with the tattooed head. I didn’t know he had the touch.”

Haley inhaled, ready to expound, but Ward caught her eye and almost imperceptibly shook his head. Haley nodded slightly. “I think he might have.”

Lisa opened her little jar and gingerly lifted out the blood-soaked handkerchief. “A pity that I was so quick to volunteer my kerchief—this one was one of my favorites.” She set it on the black-painted wooden planks, then stepped back. “Hmm, makes you wonder what else the paint on these old floorboards is hiding, doesn’t it?”

“Not really.” Ward chuckled. “I’ve seen too many bad cleanups after messy crimes. Nobody ever cleans between the boards. I mean, you can’t really, not perfectly, not without ruining the floor. Our crew would cut the boards out and find all kinds of evidence in the gunk they scraped up.”

Lisa looked at him askance, tapping her chin in contemplation as she said, “Intriguing.” She picked up her little book and held it up. “Forgive me, but I’ve not prepared this spell; it’s not something I’d use every day. It’ll take me just a few minutes.”

Ward nodded and watched as Lisa began to dance. He could tell she was moving into the forms for whatever words of power her spell required, but she seemed far more graceful than he ever felt, and it made him lean close to Haley and whisper, “She looks a lot better doing that than I do, right?”

“Well, you’re always sitting⁠—”

“Not for the, uh, the one I used on you.”

“I didn’t see you prepare that one, did I?” To his relief, Haley smiled and winked at him. Then she added, “But you’re right; she’s far more graceful than you.”

“Thanks.” Ward smirked and elbowed her. He watched Lisa move, wondering if the fact that her forms were all done from a standing position meant they were higher level, like the ones for the spell he’d used to bring Haley back. Watching her, the more he thought about it, the more he realized the movements looked familiar. Ward was ninety percent sure that some of the forms were the same ones he’d used in the other spell.

All too soon, Lisa stopped moving and looked at Ward and Haley with gleaming eyes. “Ready?”

Haley clapped her hands over her ears and nodded. Ward said, “Yeah.”

Lisa nodded and focused on the bloody handkerchief. After inhaling deeply, she said, “Spirvak Dhravek Prakhun Vrothun!”

The words emerged from her mouth clear and sharp, and Ward knew he recognized at least three of them. Because of their fleeting nature, though, he knew he’d have to look at his grimoire to be sure, and by then, he might have forgotten what he heard. The words seemed to bounce around the metal-walled cabin, and the gas lamps flickered and faded as dark shadows gathered. Ward felt his hackles rise as a chill ran down his spine. Glancing at Haley, he saw her eyes squeezed tight and her hands pressing against her ears while foggy puffs plumed out with her panting breaths.

Lisa stood over the handkerchief, her eyes wide, streaming tears of blood as she stared at something in front of her. It took Ward a second to notice the foggy shadows coalescing in the air before her, spreading into the ethereal shape of a man. After a dozen seconds or so, the man’s likeness solidified into a sallow, translucent version of the living, flesh-and-bone one Ward had met at dinner—Raymond. His jowls trembled as he looked around, and focusing on Lisa, he wailed in a voice that echoed hollowly, “Why?”

Lisa braced one hand on the post of her luxurious bed, then leaned toward the spirit. “Who killed you, Raymond? Who cut your throat?”

Raymond looked around the room as though confused or lost, his eyes gliding over Ward and Haley as though they weren’t there. He looked at Lisa again and cried, “Why?”

“Who, Raymond? Who killed you?” Lisa was yelling now, her voice shrill with strain. Ward could see the spell had been a bit much for her; she looked like she’d just been mugged.

Raymond’s spirit reached his wispy fingers toward his misty, flabby neck, probing oddly at it. “I—” He looked over his shoulder, and his eyes widened with fear.

“Who?” Lisa yelled.

“I don’t know!” the spirit wailed, and then, like someone threw a switch, the shadows and mist dispersed, and he came apart like a stiff breeze had blown him away. The lights flickered back to life, and Haley exhaled loudly.

“Gods!”

Lisa sighed and collapsed on the foot of her bed, flopping back. “Oof! That spell hurts!”

Ward stood up and stepped closer to her, looking at the bloody kerchief as he stepped over it. The blood was nearly brown, utterly devoid of moisture. “You gonna be okay?”

Lisa smiled and held out a hand. When Ward pulled her into a sitting position, he noticed her fingers were ice cold—even colder than Haley’s when she skipped her Gopah. She smiled at him. “I will. A good night’s sleep will put me right, though I might have red eyes for a few days. I’m sorry the spell didn’t reveal anything; his spirit was traumatized.”

“Not too hard to imagine.” Ward shrugged. “He didn’t strike me as a man of violence, and that was a very violent death.” He glanced at Haley, then back to Lisa. “Let’s all get some rest, hmm? We can interview Gertrude in the morning and maybe have a look at the body.”

“Yes.” Lisa nodded, peering past Ward to make eye contact with Haley. “Thank you both for including me. Shall we meet in the galley for breakfast?”

“Sounds good.” Ward looked at her for another second, then nodded, turning to the door. He took his hat from the hook. “Sleep well.”

“Yes, goodnight,” Haley called as she followed Ward out the door.

Lisa called after them before he closed it tight, “Good night!”

Ward pulled the door shut and twisted the wheel to latch it solidly. He looked at Haley with a grin and whispered, “C’mon.”

“Where?” she whispered back.

“Well, first, we’ll stop by the room so I can get my spellbook, and then we’re going to check out Raymond’s body.”

Haley punched him in the arm and hissed, “Secrets!”

Ward winked at her. “That’s right.”
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SECRETS IN THE BLOOD


“Sorry, mate, but Captain Lemon don’t want folks nosing around the body. Not ‘til he has a chance to speak to the missus about sending it into the sea.” The crewman standing before the door was burly and, despite the chilly sea air, had a sheen of oily sweat on his face. His shirt looked like it had given up trying to hold itself together a few voyages ago, but somehow, it still contained about half of the fellow’s thick, fur-like chest hair.

Ward gestured to the closed door behind the sailor. “I’ll just need a few minutes with the body, and I already have the captain’s approval.”

Haley nodded, stepping up beside Ward. “He’s telling the truth! Weren’t you on the deck when the captain offered to pay us to find the killer?”

The crewman, sitting atop a large, iron-strapped barrel, shrugged. “I don’t know about all that, but the captain told me clear as day, ‘Greg, don’t let no one mess with that body.’ Seems pretty straight to me.”

Grace, who’d rejoined the duo after they left Lisa’s cabin, spoke up from behind Ward and Haley, “Just threaten him, Ward! He’s not going to stand up to a sorcerer.”

Ward sighed, then leaned forward, looking into the man’s eyes. The fellow fidgeted, looking down at first, but when Ward kept staring, he reluctantly made eye contact. “Just open the door.”

“Aye, sir, but the captain’s gonna ’ear about this.”

Haley brushed past him, twisting the handle on the storage room door. “Good! He should hear about the work we’re putting in while everyone else sleeps.” The metal hinges squealed as she pushed the door wide, and Ward followed her.

As he pushed the door closed, he looked at the sailor and growled, “You should keep people out; there will be some harsh magic in the air for a while.” Ward closed the metal hatch with a decisive thunk as the fellow’s eyes widened.

“That’ll keep prying eyes away, I’d think.” Grace chuckled, slapping him on the shoulder.

Haley approached the canvas-wrapped body, which lay atop a long wooden crate. “Oof! Such a smell already?”

Ward nodded, moving closer. “It’s the blood. That canvas is soaked with it. I hate to do this, but I think we’d better unwrap him; I don’t want the spell to think the target is that old sheet of canvas.” The storage space was cramped, and Ward spared a thought to congratulate himself for preparing the spell before leaving their cabin—he’d hate to try to perform his meditative “dance” in the tiny space. Haley began to tug at the stained canvas, but Ward gently pushed her aside. “I got it.”

“I can⁠—”

“Let him do it, Haley,” Grace interrupted. “He’s used to this sort of thing.”

“Well…” Haley wrinkled her nose. “If you insist.” She moved to the side, standing atop another wooden crate to make more room for Ward.

Ward smiled, then, breathing shallowly through his mouth, unraveled the sailcloth. It was damp in some areas and stiff and dry in others, and as it unwound, revealing Raymond’s body, the air in the little storage compartment grew thick with the tang of copper. When he had the cloth mostly off the body, and Ward could see Raymond’s face and the mess of his throat, he took a step back and regarded the fellow’s white, bloodless flesh.

Haley took her hand away from her mouth and nose. “He couldn’t have been more than fifty, but that woman, Gerty, seems quite a lot older.”

“Yeah,” Ward grunted. “Makes you wonder, doesn’t it? Maybe she’s the one with the money.”

“That’s not very romantic, Ward. Maybe they met twenty years ago. Maybe he’d been an aspiring artist, and Gerty took a fancy to him and began supporting his work⁠—”

“What? Are we having a story-telling contest?”

Haley punched him on the shoulder. “You’re the one who started the whole story-telling thing.”

Ward narrowed his eyes and looked at her. “Hmm? Oh! The horses.” He waved a hand to forestall further interruptions while he looked inward at the words for his Reveal Secrets spell. They writhed with shadows, eager to be let free. “Are you ready? Plug your ears.”

Haley nodded, covering her ears and staring at the body. Ward cleared his throat and then let the words out, reveling in the ease of their passage over his new tongue. “Shrovak Gnyrath!”

They may have been smooth on his tongue, but in the confined space of the storage room, they rang like hammer blows on iron. Dust billowed off the rear stacks of boxes, then, as the words echoed hollowly, the single gas lamp dimmed, and thick shadows gathered up from the floor, seeming to seep from the gaps between barrels and crates. With the shadows came ghostly blue-tinted forms that slowly took shape in the darkness.

Ward recognized Raymond right away, but rather than standing by the railing where he’d been killed, the phantom sat at a desk, staring at a wispy, ethereal book. Grace nudged him. “Hurry, Ward! Look at the ledger so I can remember what it says!”

“Ah, yeah.” Ward stepped forward, peering over the phantom’s shoulder at the page. At first, he thought it was some sort of accounting document, but then he saw the left column held a list of feminine-sounding names: Lirael Syne, Ansha Corren, Melina Vars, Yara Dreth, Elspeth Grinley, and so on. When Ward saw the other columns—origin, glories, buyer—his stomach sank. It was an accounting document, but a horrific one.

“He was selling women,” Grace said immediately.

“I mean…” Ward frowned, looking at the column of buyers. They were all code names or nicknames; he couldn’t be sure. They were names like “Bronze Tree,” “Iron Sun,” and “Serpent’s Eye.”

“It surely looks like it to me,” Haley said, and Ward realized she’d moved around to the other side of the phantom version of Raymond.

“All we know is he has a ledger with women’s names…” Ward trailed off as the phantom began to scrawl a new line at the bottom of the ledger page: Josina Fenn – Applegrass – 680 – Silver Hawk.

As if from the bottom of a well, the phantom’s voice chuckled and muttered, “A pretty penny for a slothful apple-picking wench.”

“The bastard!” Grace hissed and tried to slap the phantom’s face, but her hand simply passed through it, scattering blue-tinged mist. As if her outburst had been the catalyst for their dispersal, the ghostly forms began to melt away, first Raymond, then his desk and ledger. A moment later, the room was bright again, and the shadows were back where they belonged in the crevices between the storage room’s contents.

“Well…” Ward sighed. “We’re no closer to the murderer.”

“Who cares?” Grace cried. “Let him rot and good riddance! Whoever killed him deserves a reward!”

“I agree with Grace.” Haley put a hand on Ward’s shoulder. “I believe this man’s dark, vile past caught up with him.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Ward approached the corpse and, rather than wrap it up in the sailcloth, he began to pat down Raymond’s blood-drenched suit. “I agree; it looks like he was a bad guy, but that doesn’t mean the murderer was a sweetheart. Maybe it was a business partner who was just as dirty. Maybe it was a rival in the, uh, kidnapping business. I’d still like to figure out who it was.”

He wasn’t surprised to find the man’s pockets empty and only pale marks where there might once have been rings on his fingers. As he was inspecting the corpse’s fingernails, though, he caught sight of the edge of a tattoo on Raymond’s left wrist, just under the cuff of his shirt sleeve. Holding up the hand, he nodded to Haley. “Roll his sleeve up a bit.”

“Oh!” Haley leaned close, spying the hint of colorful ink. A few seconds later, they were both staring at the weird design. The tattoo was in the shape of a jagged circle of thorns with a stylized green serpent in the center, its body coiled into a figure eight. The serpent’s head was turned outward, its forked tongue flicking toward a small, white flower blooming at the edge of the circle of thorns.

“Dammit,” Ward growled. “I really need a camera.”

“A what?” Haley looked at him quizzically.

“A, uh, thing that makes a picture of whatever you point it at.”

“A vaporgraph! There’s a man in Tarnish with one!”

Ward chuckled. “Not really going to help me here, is it?”

“Well,” Haley frowned, “I bet I could sketch that if you want.”

“Really?”

Haley nodded eagerly. “Yes! I made a book of birds and squirrels when I was younger, and when my father showed it to the mayor, he offered me fifty glories for it!”

“Well, you’ll do better than I could. I’m a stick-figure kind of artist.” Ward took a sheet of paper from his pocket—he’d taken a few when they’d stopped by their cabin—and passed it and a fancy, handmade pencil to Haley. Five minutes later, she’d sketched a nearly perfect replica of the tattoo. Ward folded it and put it into his pocket beside his bloody impression of the killer’s footprint, then commenced wrapping the cold, stiffening body in the sailcloth.

When he finished and turned toward the door, he looked between Grace and Haley, shrugging. “That wasn’t exactly a bust, but I sure wish I could get that spell to show me exactly what I’m looking for.”

Grace shook her head. “I don’t know, Ward. If you saw who killed Raymond, you would have condemned the person immediately. Now that you know what a vile bastard he was, you’ll approach the killer differently.”

“Well, either way, I’m going to figure it out.” Ward looked inward to where the words floated in his mind, and sure enough, he still had the Reveal Secrets spell, though it was faint, and he doubted he’d get more than one more cast out of it. “I’ve got another idea.”

“Oh?” Grace looked at him with an arched eyebrow, but something distracted Ward, preventing him from expounding on his plan. The brass lever holding the storage room hatch closed seemed to be glittering with soft blue light. At first, Ward wondered if his spell was still running its course—maybe another ghostly secret was still playing out, like when he’d cast the spell in his hotel room back in Tarnish. When he peered at the brass, though, putting his body before it, the light faded.

Ward whirled and looked at the body, smiling broadly. “Mana!” Haley and Grace watched him as he approached Raymond’s corpse again, this time extending his right hand into the air above it, his fingers splayed. “I haven’t gathered mana since…” He looked at Haley. “Since Nevkin.”

Haley moved closer, peering at the body as though she could somehow will the mana to reveal itself to her. “Is it difficult?”

“Nah.” Ward smiled at her. “It was hard the first time, but only because I hadn’t yet learned how to still my mind and ground myself. I’m a lot better at it now.”

She scrunched up one eye and asked, “How can you ground yourself on a ship?”

“I don’t think it works that way,” Grace replied. “I think ‘grounding’ is a little more broadly applied to what Ward is doing. He’s feeling his place in the universe along with everything else around him. When he opens himself that way, the mana will flow into his pathways.”

Ward looked at her sideways. “You’re suddenly so knowledgeable, huh?”

“Oh, hush! You know I helped you the first time!”

“Yeah. It’s true.” Ward looked back to the body, and as his hand bathed in the swarm of mana motes, he closed his eyes and slowly exhaled. Almost immediately, he felt his heartbeat and focused on that, slowly expanding his perception outward. He listened to the creak of the ship’s hull as it barreled through the waves and the distant thump-thump-thump of the mighty steam engine vibrating through the metal. Closer at hand, he focused on Haley’s soft, steady breaths.

As his mind grew still and melted into the world around him, he felt the first of the motes tickle his palm like a gentle zap of static electricity. After that, a dozen more shivered into his flesh, and then as cool, tingling streamers ran from his palm, up his arm, and into his chest, he felt a rush as dozens, then hundreds of motes began to flow into him. Ward caught his breath, practically vibrating from the sensation. The mana rushed through him like rivulets of icy, electrically charged water, amplifying his senses to the point of overload.

Dopamine exploded in his mind, sending tingles up and down his spine, and Ward nearly lost consciousness, falling forward and barely catching himself on the edge of the crate where Raymond’s body lay. He felt Haley’s hand on his shoulder and heard her voice, small and distant. “Are you okay, Ward?”

Grace moaned softly and answered for him, “He’s fine, just overwhelmed. His vessel was ready to pull in a lot of mana—more than usual.”

Ward shook his head and pulled himself to his feet. “Damn! That was intense. I, uh, want to see what the hemograph is going to say after that!” He turned to the door and took a step, nearly collapsing again as his rubbery knees didn’t behave the way he’d expected. Haley was there in a flash, propping him up as she put his arm over her shoulders. “Maybe the second half of my investigation can wait until morning,” he grunted. “Let’s get back to our cabin.”

“Agreed. I’m tired, and we’ve been breathing this rank air long enough.” Haley pulled the door open, and the two of them staggered out, past the guard who leaned back into the corner and seemed to hold his breath as though whatever was bothering Ward might be contagious.

Ward glared at him. “Don’t let anyone throw that corpse into the sea until the captain speaks to me.” When the guard didn’t respond, Ward stood up straight, taking his own weight as he turned to stare. “Understand?”

“Yes, sir.” The man nodded rapidly, his fleshy throat, covered in patchy stubble, bouncing up and down with the motion.

Ward nodded, then leaned on Haley again as they made their way back to their cabin. By the time they’d covered half the distance, Ward was feeling fine. The weird jelly-like sensation in his limbs seemed to work itself out, but he kept his arm on Haley’s shoulders for a while, enjoying the camaraderie. Once they were in their room, with the door secured behind them, he plopped down on his bunk and began rummaging through his pack.

Haley sat on her bunk, facing him. “What’s the other half of your investigation going to be, Ward?”

“Well, there are a couple of parts. For starters, we need to interview that old lady—Gerty. Then I want to cast my spell again on the spot where Raymond went over the railing. Hopefully, there aren’t so many secrets about that little walkway, and it’ll show us Raymond getting bumped off.” Ward frowned, thinking, as he pulled the hemograph out of his pack.

Grace had sat down beside Haley, and she stretched out her leg, nudging his knee. “You say that like you have some doubts.”

“Nah, not doubts. I, uh, just want to do it when no one’s around. It wouldn’t be great if the killer saw us uncover his or her identity.”

Haley tucked a strand of loose hair behind her ear. “The best time would be just before dawn, don’t you think?”

“Yeah, probably. I’ll probably wake up. If I do, I’ll slip out and cast⁠—”

“Not without me!” This time, it was Haley’s turn to nudge his knee with her boot. “Someone needs to watch your back while you’re doing your magic.”

Ward chuckled. “Fair enough. I’ll wake you up.” Shaking his head, he laughed softly. “I mean, if I wake up in time. I think I will, but it’s a little iffy considering I’m not exactly following my normal sleep routine.” He had the hemograph on his lap by then, and he flipped it open and gingerly pressed his finger against the spring-loaded brass disc. As it sank, he braced himself for the sting. Even so, he still flinched when the needle jabbed into his flesh.

As the hemograph began to click and the aetherflux glowed and shifted under the glass, Haley and Grace leaned forward to watch. It seemed to take a little longer than usual, but after a minute or so, the glowing aetherflux took on the shapes of letters and numerals:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets

Bloodline: Awakened Human – Aetherborn Traces, Lycan Traces, *Unknown* Traces

Accumulated Mana: 1,212 [0]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 3 – 36% [35%] to next tier, Enhanced Regeneration – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 5 [Tier 2] – Bloodline Dependent, *Unknown* Artifact Influence Detected

Vessel Capacity: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 2 – 60% [59%] to next tier, Enhanced Healing – Minor, Enhanced Bone Density – Minor

Vessel Strength: Tier 2 – 46% [45%] to next tier

Vessel Speed: Tier 2 – 50% [49%] to next tier

Longevity Remaining: 62% [55%] – Tier Two Depletion Rate (Approximate)

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

“You got most of your longevity back!” Grace jabbed her finger on the rating in question, and Ward pushed it aside so he could see what she was pointing at.

When he saw his longevity was just a few percent shy of his pre-Nevkin numbers, he smiled, nodding. “Yeah, I honestly feel pretty damn good, but I’m tired.”

Haley pointed to his “vessel” attributes. “Why are your new values so close to the previous ones?”

Ward indicated his accumulated mana. “I had zero extra mana in my system after… Nevkin. Now, though, I have over twelve hundred—all that mana I got from Raymond. That’ll start feeding into my other attributes. Looks like I got a percentage toward the next tier just walking over here.”

Grace nodded. “We need to find a way to improve your vessel capacity, Ward. You’ll be stuck at tier two for most of those attributes until then.” She looked at Haley, narrowing her eyes in contemplation. Ward knew what she was thinking.

He cleared his throat and lifted the hemograph. “Do you wanna see what it says for you, Haley?”

“I… I’ve never used one.” She looked down, studying her pale hand, and Ward knew what she was thinking. What if it showed her something she didn’t want to know? What if it said something terrible?

“You don’t have⁠—”

“I’ll do it!” Haley held up her pointer finger. “Do I just push it against that brass circle?”

Grace nodded. “That’s right, Haley. Just push it in there so it can get a drop of your blood. It hardly hurts.”

Haley looked at Ward, and he nodded. “It always startles me, but it’s just a little sting.”

Biting her lower lip in concentration, she slowly depressed the brass disc. Ward heard the needle click, and Haley jerked her finger out. Ward chuckled as she glared from him to Grace and back again. “That hurt!”

“I wasn’t lying, Haley!” Grace leaned toward her earnestly. “Ward has a meatier finger! I bet the needle hit your bone. I’m sorry!”

Haley was rubbing her pointer finger vigorously, but she smiled at Grace, shaking her head. “It’s fine. I’m sure you’re right.”

“Are you two calling my fingers fat?” Ward cocked an eyebrow, but the two women ignored his attempt at humor. Both were intently staring at the hemograph as the aetherflux began to shift and warp, forming into neat rows of letters and numerals:

First reading detected – storing results in Cognicrystal for future comparison.

Bloodline: Awakened Human – Infernal Traces, Celestial Echoes – *Unknown* Corruption Detected

Accumulated Mana: 312

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 1 – 36% to next tier, Enhanced Fire Affinity – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent, Enhanced Mana Collection – Minor

Vessel Capacity: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 2 – 74% to next tier

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 55% to next tier, *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Vessel Speed: Tier 2 – 21% to next tier

Longevity Remaining: 99% – Tier Four Depletion Rate (Approximate), *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

Ward made a low whistle. “That’s… not what I expected.”
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MIDNIGHT CONFESSIONS


“How,” Grace asked, leaning close to the display on the hemograph, “do you have so much mana and all these attributes beyond baseline?”

“I… don’t know,” Haley muttered, her eyes locked on the chart.

Ward didn’t think it was so complicated. “She must gather mana when she’s doing Gopah. I mean, if you ask me, it’s pretty clear that people doing Gopah are basically sorcerers, but they use more physical words of power. Haley’s forms are a lot like the meditative poses I use to remember the words.”

“Right!” Grace snapped her fingers. “So, when she gathers mana doing her forms, it’s slowly applied to her vessel just like what happens to you when you deliberately gather mana, Ward!”

“Yeah, exactly.” Ward chuckled and pointed to Haley’s “Longevity Remaining” attribute. “I don’t know what’s causing all this, though. Looks to me like you’re going to have a long life, Haley.”

Haley wasn’t smiling. She pointed to the various “unknown” notations on her report. “I have something happening to me. A corruption. It’s mutating me!”

When tears sprang from Haley’s eyes, Grace tried to comfort her but struggled with the fact that she couldn’t touch her. Instead, she leaned close and whispered, “Shh! Don’t do that. Don’t assume the worst. Those two ‘mutations’ are positive! You have a longer life than usual and are stronger than normal. As for the ‘corruption,’ you’re working on that, right? Every time you do your Gopah, you’re holding it back! And remember what Master Stone said—if you master the eleventh form, nothing will be able to corrupt your soul!”

Ward nodded, gently rubbing Haley’s back. “This is far better than I feared, Haley. I half expected it to say you were a vampire or something.” He was mostly joking, but when Haley looked up at him with horrified eyes, he regretted his loose lips.

“Truly? You feared I was a monster?”

“No!” Ward tried to smile reassuringly. “It was just an irrational fear. You know, my guilty conscience. I was afraid I’d done something horrible to you, but this”—Ward gestured to the hemograph—“this isn’t bad at all! Yeah, we knew you had something going on with you, and we knew you had to fight it with your art.” He put his finger on the “unknown corruption” line and added, “That’s all this is. Nothing new, nothing terrifying. You’ve got this, Haley.”

Haley nodded, sniffing and wiping her eyes. “Thank you, Ward.” She looked at Grace. “Thank you, Grace. I wish I could hug you.”

As Grace mumbled more comforting platitudes, Ward closed the hemograph and put it back into his pack. He stretched his neck, eliciting a few pops, then stood. “I’m going to the bathroom. Gonna hit the sack. I think tomorrow’s going to be a busy one.” He fished around in his pocket for the keyring that held their two room keys, then took one off and handed it to Haley. “If you do the same, be sure to lock up.”

She sniffed again, smiling up at him. “I will. Thank you, Ward. Thank you for helping me to keep positive. I don’t know what I’d do without you and Grace.”

“Yeah, well, you bring out the good in me, too.” With that, Ward slipped out and walked down to the head, intent on washing up before bed. The bathroom reminded Ward of a locker room at an old, dingy gym, with a row of sinks, a row of toilets, and a walk-in shower area devoid of any privacy. He lucked out, being the only occupant at that hour, and managed to get a quick shower in without having to share the space with anyone.

Dressed in just his trousers and a thin undershirt, he tucked his folded clothes and towel under an arm and slipped out, only to be immediately accosted by Lisa. She wasn’t dressed in her fancy dinner dress any longer but wore a pair of slender trousers with a simple long-sleeved black shirt tucked into the waist. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a bun, and she held a finger to her lips as she whispered, “Ward, may I please speak to you in private?”

Ward looked up and down the hallway, then shrugged. “This seems private.”

“Please come to my room! I can’t risk anyone overhearing what I have to say.”

Ward sighed, something in his gut telling him it was a bad idea, but he nodded and gestured down the hall. “Let’s go.”

Lisa offered him a tight-lipped smile, nodded, and turned, leading him down the hallway to her room. She held the door for him, and when Ward stepped in, he felt a strange tingle over his skin and whirled around in alarm, dropping his folded clothes and towel. Lisa stood behind him, with a small breach-loading pistol in her hand, watching him warily.

“The hell are you doing?” he growled, balling up his fists and stepping back. He glanced to his left and right, looking for something to fight with, and settled on a wooden chair tucked under a nearby table. He didn’t go for it immediately but prepared himself in case she fired. Ward had seen plenty of how the guns in this world operated; with a narrow barrel like the one on her pistol, he didn’t think she’d be able to kill him in one shot, not unless she scored a very lucky hit.

Lisa reached behind her with her free hand and pulled her door shut, whirling the locking wheel into place. Then, she pointed to the floor, and Ward saw a line of sparkling gray dust between them. When he traced it with his eyes, he realized it traversed the room from wall to wall. “Please don’t try any magic on me, Ward. Odds are it will backfire on you, thanks to the fae dust I put down.”

“I’m going to ask you another time, Lisa: what the hell is going on? Get your answer right because I don’t need magic to get out of this room, and I’m not the kind of man who’ll stand around and let someone threaten him with a gun.”

“Hear me out, Ward. I have much to confess, and, in so doing, I hope you’ll trust me enough to explain a few things to me. I fear I’ve begun to suspect you of very dark dealings, and I must confront you about them.”

Ward couldn’t help noting how her eyes glowed in the dim light of her room’s single lamp. Had she put out the other lamps to keep him from noticing the powder on the floor? Would it really affect him? He’d certainly felt something odd when he stepped over it. He hadn’t been lying, though; if he wanted to fight past her, he wouldn’t be relying on magic, anyway. He took a sideways step, putting him within reach of the wooden chair, then nodded. “Go ahead. I’m listening.”

“First, it’s not a coincidence that we’re both on this ship.”

Ward arched his eyebrow in interest, then noted that Lisa’s hand, the one holding her gun, was trembling slightly, and her finger was resting on the trigger. “Will you please take your finger off that trigger? Just rest it beside it, all right? You’ll still be able to shoot before I can jump you, but you’ll be a lot less likely to do it by accident.”

Lisa scowled and licked her lips, stepping sideways, her eyes constantly tracking Ward. “Don’t tell me how to handle my own pistol!” Despite her objection, she moved her finger off the trigger.

“So? I’m listening.” Ward was beginning to like his odds more and more. The way she was shaking and the nature of the gun in her hand made him feel he had an excellent chance to steamroll her, knocking the gun aside and dropping her with a well-placed punch. Still, he had nothing against getting a little information, so he bided his time; the more he could lull her, the better he liked his odds.

“I’ve been following you since Applegrass. I went there for Nevkin. You see, I work for an organization, one aligned with the Assembly, and we’re at odds with another group, a very dangerous, vile group of men who ally themselves with dark entities and powers and do unspeakably evil things in the name of power. I was sent there with Nevkin as my target but with some secondary goals as well. When I arrived, though⁠—”

“You learned that I’d already killed him?”

Lisa nodded, licking her lips again. “That’s right. My first instinct was to find and thank you, but then I spoke to the villagers. I learned that your young assistant hid her face in a deep cowl, that she shunned the sunlight, and that she sent shivers down the spines of the men and women who dealt with her. I learned that you spent time sifting through the ruins of Nevkin’s lair, and when I investigated, I found no trace of a vile artifact I was sent to retrieve.”

She watched Ward while she spoke, likely looking for a reaction, but he just nodded. “Go on.”

“So, I pursued you. I spoke to the people in Port Granite whom you spoke to, and I learned you were seeking passage to Westview. It was a small matter to arrange passage on the ship ahead of you; everyone in the tavern heard you talking about it.”

Ward sighed and put his hand on the chair, acting like he was leaning on it, but he was really getting a grip and making sure he was ready to swing it at the woman if the conversation took the wrong sort of turn. “Go on.”

“Well, when I spoke to you on the deck and watched your friend doing her Gopah, I began to doubt my fears. That is, until dinner, I saw you speaking to a man known to my organization, a vile fiend of a man who just happened to be a member of the same group as Nevkin. ‘What are the odds?’ I asked myself. Were you here to deliver the artifact to him? Were you both going to see the same master? Was he your agent in Port Granite? Were you his? I tried to feel him out, but when I learned nothing, I took my chance. I killed him.”

“So…” Ward looked from her gun to her face, then back again. “What? You’re going to murder me, too?”

“That wasn’t murder! That was justice! Don’t play the fool with me, Ward! You know what he was about. That’s why you and Haley are trying to find his killer. It’s why you want to avenge him!” Ward could see her nerves were fried. Her hand was shaking more and more, and he wondered if it would be a good time to try to talk her off the edge or if he should just knock her out and try later.

In a move that almost surprised himself, he decided to try to use his words. “Listen, Lisa, you’re right about some things, but you’re way the hell off on some others. Can I explain, or are you just going to kill me?” Again, he glanced pointedly at the gun.

“I’ll listen to you, but don’t try anything, Ward! I’m warning you!”

“All right. First of all, Haley’s one of the sweetest people I’ve ever met, and there’s no damn way she’s serving some evil organization. Nevkin hurt her badly, and that’s why the people in Applegrass noted something… off about her. Secondly, I have the artifact, and I don’t know what the hell it is, but I sure wasn’t planning to give it to anyone. And third, I didn’t know anything about Raymond, our murder victim, until I started investigating him. I’m inclined to believe you that he was a bad guy, though. Still, I’m not sure I’m a fan of your idea of justice. Don’t they have courts and prisons in this world?”

“You’ve a smooth tongue, Ward.” She lifted the gun, scowling. “Some might even call it silver!”

“Ah, Jesus.” Ward sighed.

“You have the artifact, all right, but it’s in your mouth!”

“This isn’t the artifact that was making Nevkin nuts. It was a box, a sealed metal box, and I haven’t opened it.”

“How can I believe you, Ward? How? You told me we’d look at the body together tomorrow, and yet you went straight there after you thought I was sleeping!”

“Lisa, that’s because I wasn’t sure I could trust you. I thought maybe you had something to do with the guy’s death! Guess what? I was right!”

Lisa scowled, lifting her trembling hand, and Ward could see the gun was getting heavy for her. Anything was heavy if you held it aloft long enough. “I told you! He was vile, he⁠—”

“Kidnapped women? Sold them? Yeah, I figured it out. Did he deserve to die? Probably. Did you have the right to execute him, though?”

“We’re at war! We’re fighting for people’s souls! These people, the Circle, they’re…” She stopped speaking as tears began to stream from her eyes. “Ward, I don’t want to kill you, but I can’t face you and your apprentice together. I may not get another chance, and I know you’ll kill me if I let⁠—”

Ward had seen and heard enough. While she blinked to clear away her tears, he moved. He simply took a step to his left and hauled the wooden chair out from under the table, flinging it toward her gun hand. Startled, she tracked the chair instead of him, and that might have been her last mistake if Ward had intended to kill her as she feared. Instead, as the chair smashed into her hand, knocking the gun loose before she could even pull the trigger, he stepped to the side, grabbed her, and pulled her close. He wrapped an arm around her neck and clamped his hand over her mouth.

Ward wasn’t sure stopping someone from speaking could prevent them from casting spells, but he figured he’d give it a try. Lisa struggled in his grasp, and she was surprisingly strong, but Ward had forty pounds on her, easily. He was also strong as hell to boot, thanks to his mana accumulation over the last few weeks. He held her tight as she thrashed, and when it seemed she’d finally worn herself out, he gave her a good shake and said, “If I were going to kill you, you’d be dead. Understand?”

She couldn’t speak but grunted, jerking her head. “Listen. I’m going to explain some things to you, and then we’ll see if we can give trust a try. Can you hold still for a few minutes while I talk?”

“Mmph!”

“Right. Well, listen. I already told you about the artifact. I wasn’t lying. I’ll show it to you if that’ll help you calm down. It wasn’t the tongue. Do I seem insane to you?” She jerked her head from side to side. “Good. Now, I happen to know a spell that can… reveal things. I cast it on Raymond’s body, and, like I said, I saw what kind of a creep he was. I’m going to let go of your mouth, but if you try to cast a spell, I’m going to choke you out. Understand?”

When she nodded, Ward slowly unpeeled his fingers from her mouth, and she gasped as though she’d been struggling to breathe. “I’m s-sorry!”

“Just tell me about this ‘Circle’ you mentioned.”

“Th-they…” She took a deep, shuddering breath and started again. “They pursue power at all costs. They sacrifice to dark entities. They murder and kidnap. I… I can’t list all of their atrocities. I knew of Raymond LaCorte but didn’t know he’d be on this ship. I couldn’t—Ward, I couldn’t let him slip through my fingers. When I thought he was aligned with you, I seized the only chance I thought I might get to eliminate him. I was afraid you were already suspicious of me. You acted aloof when I pretended to have met you by surprise. I thought you knew I was lying.”

“I thought it was too much of a coincidence to meet you on this ship, and I thought you were too damn good with that sword to be a novice.” He tried to refocus the conversation. “They’re just called ‘the Circle’?”

“The Circle of Thorns.”

“Aha!” Ward pushed her away, releasing his grip on her shoulders. “I can prove I’m not with them.”

She turned to look at him, and though she seemed to have admitted defeat, she looked determined. Ward resolved to keep alert in case she made a move for her gun or decided to try some magic. “How can you prove⁠—"

“Look.” Ward pointed to his fallen clothes, chiefly his folded jacket. “Get my coat and look in the inner pocket. There should be two pieces of paper.” He watched as she complied, pulling out the bloody footprint and the sketch of Raymond’s tattoo. When her eyes widened upon seeing Haley’s drawing, Ward smiled. “Why would I need to sketch Raymond’s tattoo if I knew what it was? If I were a member of the same organization, wouldn’t I recognize their mark?”

Lisa’s head slowly began to bob as she agreed. She backed up a few more paces and collapsed on the foot of her bed, her shoulders slumping in defeat. “I’m a fool.”

“No, you’re not. You’re alone on a ship with people you thought were your enemies. You acted desperately because you thought things were desperate. Jesus, though, you’ve got some balls. Why’d you summon Raymond’s spirit if you thought we were in league with him?”

Lisa shrugged. “Because I knew he never saw me coming when I cut his throat. I also know, from experience, that the newly dead rarely have anything coherent to say.”

“And you figured you’d look like less of a suspect if you were helping?”

She nodded, still looking down. “And that.”

Ward stepped over to her and held out his hand. She looked at it, then handed him the two pieces of paper clutched in the fingers of a bruised, swollen hand. The chair had done a number on her. Ward took the pages, unfolded the bloody footprint, and squatted before her. “Let me see the bottom of your shoe.”

“Why?” Despite the question, she lifted her foot, and Ward held the print up next to the sole. Sure enough, the distance between the edge of the sole and the stitching was a perfect match, as were the size of the stitches. It wouldn’t hold up in court back on Earth, but it was enough for Ward to feel like he’d been on to something.

“Just curious if I’m as clever as I think.”

“And?”

“I am.” He chuckled and folded the paper back up.

“How can you be so glib? What will you do, Ward? Am I doomed?”

“Nah, I think you’re probably one of the good guys. I’ll run it by Haley, but I think we can look the other way on Raymond’s murder. Even without the stuff you told me, he was a rotten guy. What about his wife?”

“She surely knows he’s up to no good, but I doubt she knows what. The Circle is an exclusive group, and spouses aren’t generally invited.”

“All right. Well, I guess we’ll just have to pretend we can’t figure out who did the killing. Tell me the truth now: how long have you been studying swordwork?”

“Close to twenty years. My father was a duelist.” She sniffed and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, wincing as she touched a tender spot.

“Sorry I hit you with that chair, but I didn’t want you to do something dumb—you know, like kill me.”

“Thank you, Ward. Thank you for believing I⁠—”

“Easy now. I believe some of this stuff, but I think we’ve both got a long way to go before there’s some real trust between us. We can start in the morning, though. Since you’re actually pretty damn good with that sword of yours, how about we start with some real lessons?”

“I’d like that.” She looked up with moist eyes. “And the artifact?”

“I told you I’d show it to you, didn’t I? We’re at sea for a week or more, so there’s plenty of time for all that.” As she nodded again, Ward walked over and picked up the chair he’d thrown. In the process, he stepped over the line of “fae dust” and felt the tingling sensation again. “This stuff really stops magic?” He bent to touch it with the tip of his finger. It felt like touching a nine-volt battery with his tongue, and he yanked his finger back.

“It interferes with magic that crosses over it. I’d hoped it would protect me from any curses or direct magical attacks you might have tried. It’s not an exact science.”

“Interesting. I dunno, Lisa; I think we have a lot we can talk about now that we’re not trying to figure out if we’re going to kill each other.” Ward picked up her pistol, hefting it in his hand. It was light, but the grip was comfortable. “Nice little pistol. Just one shot?”

Lisa nodded, still visibly upset by their encounter. Ward set the gun on the table and then moved over to her, squatting again so he could look her in the eyes. “Listen, you messed up, but you had good reasons for your suspicions. I know you still feel like there’s something off, that you lost the upper hand, but that always happens when you figure out your working theory was a bust and you put all your cards on the table only to find out you’d called the wrong bluff. Get a good night’s sleep, and we’ll talk some more in the morning, right? We’ll meet up on quarterdeck after breakfast.”

She took a deep, shuddering breath, then nodded. “Yes, all right.”

“Right. Well, I’d better get to my cabin. I bet Haley’s about ready to turn the ship upside down, looking for me.” He stood up and opened her door. As he stepped out, he looked back at her, still slumped at the foot of her bed. “Good night, Lisa.”

“Good night, Ward.”
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As soon as Ward left Lisa’s room, Grace was there, hissing, “I almost tried to surprise her like I did with the guy in the alchemist’s shop! I could tell you were getting ready to do something, though, and she was talking, so⁠—”

“It’s okay, Grace. I knew you were watching.” Ward hurried toward the cabin he shared with Haley. “Like you said, she was talking. I don’t think she wanted to shoot me.”

“She certainly seemed distraught, considering she’s supposedly some kind of agent against an evil cult or whatever. Did you see how her hand was shaking?”

“I think she’s at her wit’s end. She might be tough and smart, and maybe she’s working for some secret organization to fight evil, but I don’t think she was ready for what it would be like to slit a guy’s throat. I don’t think she was ready to confront me face-to-face like that. I could see the wheels turning in her head as she pointed that gun at me, imagining what it would be like to kill someone she wasn’t sure was bad.”

“You saw all that, hmm?” Grace chuckled, shaking her head.

“What?”

“Cops. You’re all so sure about what other people are thinking.”

Ward sighed. “Don’t lump every cop together, please, Grace.” He’d reached their cabin, and when he opened the door, he was surprised to find the light turned low and Haley sound asleep in her bunk. Ward looked at Grace and raised an eyebrow as he whispered, “Good thing I didn’t need a rescue.”

“She’s had a hard day, Ward.”

“Yeah.” Ward slipped into the room and quietly locked the door, then he crawled into bed, wincing with each creak and squeak of the springs. Haley didn’t stir, though, and after he whispered good night to Grace, Ward turned the lamp all the way down and closed his eyes, succumbing to his own exhaustion.

As usually happened, Ward’s eyes snapped open in the wee hours of the morning, and even though he no longer intended to cast his spell near the bloody railing outside, he decided he’d get up to go to the bathroom. He’d barely sat up on the side of his narrow little bed when Haley mumbled, “Is it time?”

“Nah, go back to sleep. I talked to Lisa last night; we don’t need to investigate anymore.”

Of course, his words had the opposite of his desired effect; Haley sat up and, rubbing her eyes sleepily, asked, “What? Why?”

“I suppose you won’t be able to sleep until I explain, huh?”

Haley squinted at the porthole, and Ward could tell she was trying to see how light the sky was. “I want to get up at dawn, anyway—Gopah.”

“I think we’ve got a couple of hours until the sun’s up. Anyway, about Lisa…” Ward took ten minutes to recount his encounter to Haley, and she took the news in stride, though her first question surprised him.

“What does Grace think?”

“She… didn’t call me an idiot or anything. She didn’t say exactly if she thought I was right to look the other way, though.”

“I think you’re right. I think Raymond was a bad man, Ward. I’d still like to talk to Lisa some more, in any case. I’m not sure I trust her. What’s her ‘organization’ called?”

Ward sighed, shaking his head. “I didn’t ask. Before you ask, no, I didn’t overlook it. I think part of me wanted to keep some distance between us until I could think about things objectively and talk to you and Grace. Part of me wanted to get out of that room ASAP. I figured we’re on this boat for a week or more; there’ll be time to ask her about that stuff.”

“All right.” She nodded, yawning, then flopped down on her pillow. “Don’t let me sleep too long. I’m feeling less than enthusiastic about… everything, and I want to work on my forms… before… I want to work on…” Her words faded to a mumble as sleep claimed her again. Ward couldn’t help watching her face for several seconds before getting up to use the bathroom. She looked so peaceful—when awake, she carried her stress in her eyes, but as she slept, they were relaxed, her dark brows arched and unfurrowed. He tried to remember if that was how she’d looked when he’d first seen her and her brother go into the catacombs, but he wasn’t sure. Maybe she’d been stressed then, too.

A few hours later, after failing to wake up again before the sun rose, Ward and Haley went to the galley for breakfast. They were served cafeteria-style, where everyone was given a pair of little pork sausages, half an orange, and a butter-slathered biscuit. Ward saw Lisa sitting with some other guests, and when they made eye contact briefly, she offered him a small smile and a nod. It seemed their truce and plan to talk after breakfast was still on.

Haley wasn’t talkative, and Ward knew it had to do with her not having done Gopah recently. Her “corruption” was gaining ground, and she needed to drive it off again. That being said, their breakfast went quickly, and they were getting ready to head out to the quarterdeck when Captain Lemon approached their table. “Good mornin’, folks. I understand you insisted on seeing the body of our murder victim last night, yeah?”

Ward shifted in his seat to look more easily at the captain. “That’s right. I was hoping to find some hint as to who might have slain your passenger.”

“And?”

“And I wish I had better news, but I’m feeling stymied. Has the widow been any help? Does she have any idea why anyone would want her husband dead?”

The captain shook his head. “Afraid she’s gone a bit hysterical with despair. Raymond was her second husband, and if I understand her correctly, he’s taken care of her since her first husband died o’ consumption. She’s been carrying on about how she’s likely to be taken advantage of by every stray man that wanders by. Like many wives, I’m afraid she’s unfamiliar with the workings of the world. She even asked me how she’s supposed to get from port to their home.”

“Like many wives, hmm?” Haley interjected, and Ward couldn’t see an ounce of levity in her eyes.

“I’m sorry, young lady,” the captain sighed, turning to look at her more directly, “but she’s from a different generation and a certain social class. Things were different when she was young.”

“Hmph.” Haley pushed back her chair. “Ward, we should get some fresh air.”

“Right.” Ward stood up and nodded to the captain. “Listen, Captain Lemon, I’ll keep poking around, and if I learn anything, you’ll be the first to know.”

“See that you do. I hate to think there’s a killer loose on my ship; it’s fostering unease among the other guests.”

“With good reason!” Ward decided to push back a little—give the captain a taste of the pressure. “I didn’t book passage on this vessel thinking someone might slit my throat in my sleep. I hope I’m not the only one trying to find the killer.”

“Not at all!” The captain harrumphed, reaching up to rub the back of his neck. “Naturally, me and my men are scouring the ship for clues, and I’ve tripled the watch duties. It’ll be a tough nut to crack if the scoundrel tries to repeat what he did!”

Ward nodded. “Good to hear.” With another nod and a firm clap on the shoulder, he followed Haley out of the galley and onto the deck. They walked around the captain’s castle to the rear part of the ship and climbed the short set of steps to the quarterdeck. It was an ample, wide space with only an occasional crew member passing through. Ward figured it would be different if this were a sailboat, but with the big steam-driven engine chugging away, he had the impression that most of the crew duties were below decks.

Haley stood at the top of the steps for a minute, and Ward tried not to hover or pester her, but he began to wonder if she’d fallen into one of her depressions and if she would need some prodding to start her Gopah workout. He leaned against the railing, watching her for a minute, but decided to give her a chance to get her thoughts sorted. He turned to look out at the dark blue waters and almost immediately heard her quietly pad toward the far end of the deck, just beneath one of the enormous steam stacks. A few seconds later, her rhythmic breathing told him she’d begun her practice.

Ward hadn’t heard from Grace yet that day, but before he could start talking to himself to see if she’d respond, he heard boots on the metal steps to his right and looked to see Lisa ascending. She had her rapier on her belt, and Ward realized he’d left his—Haley’s—sword in the cabin. She must have seen his eyes drift toward the weapon because she arched an eyebrow. “I thought we were going to practice.”

“Yeah, I’ll go get my sword in a bit,” Ward covered. “I thought we’d talk a little first now that we’ve both had some time to think.”

“You can say that again.” She sighed. “I don’t think I slept more than an hour last night.”

Ward nodded. “Yeah, I did better than that, but I could use a few more hours. Probably going to turn in early tonight.”

She moved to the railing, leaning her back against it. She glanced up and down the deck then, in a softer voice, asked, “Is your conscience troubling you?”

“About?”

She frowned, narrowing her eyes in poorly concealed irritation. “Not turning me in.”

“Oh. No, I don’t think so. I told you I got a good glimpse at the kind of man Raymond LaCorte was. I think, if anything about you is bothering me, it’s the possibility that you’re playing another angle with me.”

Her frown deepened. “An angle?”

“Yeah. I’m still mulling over all the pieces, but I guess I’m worried that you were acting a bit last night. For someone who could”—Ward paused, watching a crew member walk by carrying a large burlap sack, and when he was a good way down the deck, he continued—“slice a man’s throat, you seemed pretty shaken up confronting me with that little pistol. Your tears seemed a little too ready to flow.”

“Because I’m not a monster!” she hissed, leaning toward him. “I did not have an easy time doing what I did. Even so, I knew LaCorte was a monster, which made it easier. I had doubts about you. You know that! I told you as much.”

Ward tried another angle, attempting to throw her off balance a little. “What happened to the knife?”

“I threw it overboard!”

Ward supposed it made sense; he’d do the same. “Must have been a hell of a sharp blade.”

“It was.” She turned to look out at the ocean, then glanced sideways at him. “I’m stronger than I look, too.”

“Yeah, I figure you are.” The truth was, Ward didn’t want to convince himself that she was bad; he wanted to believe she could be a friend and that she genuinely was working against some evil people. Not because he felt like he needed more friends but for a more selfish and pragmatic reason: he wanted to see what he could learn from her about magic. Of course, the sword lessons would be nice, but he could get those from any number of people in a city; finding a friendly sorceress was another matter. “Do you use a hemograph?”

She turned toward him again. “Naturally.”

“So? What level is your ‘vessel,’ if you don’t mind me asking?”

“Ward, I know you told me you’re new to this world, but you should be aware that such a question is considered exceedingly rude in the Vainglory System. It’s also dangerous. You should only share the details of your hemograph readings with people you wholly trust, and I don’t mean girlfriends or lovers. There are sorcerers who would pay courtesans to seduce a rival to learn even a little about their hemography.”

“Huh.” Ward turned back to the water and was surprised to see a gigantic gray whale breach the waters only a hundred yards or so away. It blew a plume of water from its blowhole and dove back in. “Did you see that?”

“I did! Amazing!” Lisa was leaning forward, staring, clutching the railing with both hands.

“Anyway, sorry if my question was rude. Do you think I could ask you some general questions about hemograph readings, though?”

“Of course. I’m happy to share some of my knowledge, especially considering your… discretion.”

“Oh, shit, that reminds me of another question.” Ward shifted, placing an elbow on the wide wooden railing. “What, um, organization do you work for? You told me they’re in league with the Assembly, but who are they?”

Lisa shook her head. “We’re called the Oathbound, but I can’t reveal other members, as our opposition to the Circle puts us at risk. I… I can introduce you to one of our leaders in Westview if you’re interested.”

“Oathbound?”

She nodded. “Part of our initiation is a sworn oath to confront the Circle at any cost. It’s why I had to act when I saw LaCorte at the captain’s table.”

“I mean, you could’ve waited until we got to shore and⁠—”

“Ward, please. Let’s not rehash my… actions over and over. You know I felt pressured because I feared you and”—she nodded to Haley a dozen yards away doing her forms—“your apprentice were in league with him. I was afraid⁠—”

“That we knew who you were.” Ward took a deep breath through his nose and blew it out as though sending thoughts about the murder away from his mind. After a few seconds, he asked, “What can you tell me about anima?”

At his question, she turned away from the ocean to look him in the eyes. “Now, that’s an intriguing change in topic!”

“Well?”

“Anima—the dense, purified form of mana that surrounds and protects our souls. Some scholars believe it’s required for a soul to move from this world to the next. Some beings feed on it, gaining myriad benefits, from powerful energy for magic to the catalyzation of chemical compounds required for metamorphoses.”

“And an anima heart?”

“Oh, I see what’s going on here! You’ve been getting more information on your hemograph than you’re used to, hmm? Did the ones on your homeworld not provide readings on anima and the associated attributes?”

Ward shrugged. “Yeah, you could say that.”

“An anima heart is… well, it’s like an engine, the construct that houses a person’s anima and uses it to shield their soul. It compounds and purifies anima and, so the rumors go, can be used to drive and draw anima through a person’s anima pathways.”

“Rumors?”

“I don’t know how it’s done, nor does anyone I’ve ever met. I don’t know what it would be for, unless it’s just a more potent fuel for magic than mana. Of course, being a native of Tarnish, it’s not surprising how little I know; I imagine there are those on the higher worlds who could teach us both a thing or two about anima. Even so, it’s not worth getting too hung up on; mana is plenty potent for the types of magic you and I do, at least for now.”

“Fair enough. Speaking of⁠—”

“Tut, Ward, I’m beginning to think of you as an ally, but let’s not rush our courtship, shall we? Let’s start with the swordwork, and if we still like each other in a few hours, perhaps we can talk about spells, hmm?”

Ward smiled. He was starting to like her more and more. He hoped he wasn’t being lulled by her friendly manner and pretty face, but he didn’t think so. He had a good nose for trouble, and he could sense plenty of trouble lingering around Lisa, but it wasn’t the kind of trouble that was malicious, not on her part. She wasn’t trying to sell him anything or trick him, at least not yet, and his gut told him she wouldn’t double-cross him. Of course, his gut was good, but it wasn’t a flawless judge of character, and there was certainly the chance that she was just better at hiding her intentions than the hundreds of other criminals he’d dealt with over the years.

“Yeah, all right. You think you can teach me much?”

“I can teach you more than you can learn on this little voyage, that’s for certain. You already caught me in my lie about being a novice, so let me just say that I’m far from it. I was a fool to hold you at gunpoint last night. If I’d had my rapier in my hand⁠—”

“I would have thrown that chair a little harder and aimed more of it at your face, risking those nice straight teeth of yours.”

Lisa’s cheeks reddened, and she held her hand over her lips as she looked at him with a new, more wary expression. “You’re a little meaner than I gave you credit for.”

“I’m just saying, a sword is great when you’ve got room to maneuver, but when twenty pounds of hardwood comes flying at your face, and you’ve got no way to deflect it without hurting yourself⁠—”

“I get the picture, Ward. In future endeavors, I’ll be sure to consider chairs and their potential as weapons.” She rubbed her wrist, and Ward could see the green and yellow bruises from where the chair had hit her the night before.

“At least your bones didn’t break, and I didn’t wind up with a bullet in my eye.”

“Yes. Let’s focus on the positive. So—your sword?”

“Right.” Ward turned away from her to look at Haley. She was still intensely focused on her drills and didn’t see him trying to catch her eye. “I’ll go get it.” As he turned to leave, he looked into Lisa’s green eyes and nodded. “You know, if you look past the murder on the first night, I think this is going to be a pleasant boat ride.”

She looked down at the mention of the murder, but when he finished his statement, she looked up and answered his smile with one of her own. “I think so too, Ward. I think the next week is going to be a good one. I’m glad we cleared the air.”
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EXTENDING TRUST


It turned out that Ward’s prediction for a productive and enjoyable sea voyage didn’t jinx them and bring down the wrath of the heavens, at least for the next few days. He, Haley, and Lisa fell into an easy routine. Each morning after breakfast, Haley would practice her Gopah for hours while Lisa spent time going over basic sword-fighting drills with Ward. Despite the seeming simplicity of the instruction, Ward could feel it making a difference in the way he held and carried his sword, a familiarity that Lisa said was paramount to success with more advanced methodology.

After lunch, they’d sit around and chat, sometimes about magic but usually about the world and their lives. Ward would tell tales from his days as a criminal investigator, and Lisa would regale them with stories about the different parts of Cinder she’d visited. She was remarkably well-traveled, having seen many cities and landmarks that Haley had only ever heard about in stories. Whenever Ward would try to steer the conversation toward spells and words of power, though, Lisa would shy away from the topic, insisting there would be plenty of time for such things as they grew to know each other better.

Ward recognized her game and knew he could play it, too. She might be holding her cards close, but he spotted her attempts to fish for what she might be able to glean from them. All too often, she asked about the artifact he’d taken from Nevkin, and Ward played the same coy game, saying there’d be time enough for such dark matters when they weren’t having such a pleasant voyage. She tried different angles, too, asking questions about his tongue, about the runes on Haley’s sword, and, occasionally, when Haley was busy with her practice, she’d ask about the younger woman’s strange, pale eyes.

Ward’s avoidance of such topics and Lisa’s desire to save talk of magic for another time served to highlight the fact that their trust in each other was far from absolute. Still, keeping conversations surface-level, focused on the mundane, was a nice break for a few days. Lisa was a gifted fencer, but her knowledge extended to other types of swords, even heavy broadswords like Ward’s.

Though her sword was far lighter and not meant for the same fighting style, she could demonstrate movements with it, and Ward would mimic her. She would walk around him, watching, pointing out flaws with his form, and helping him correct his posture and motions. Her little adjustments helped Ward to understand the importance of controlling his entire body with each sword movement. For instance, he learned what to do with his feet when parrying, chopping, thrusting, and feinting.

In their basic-level drills, he learned to control his body, keeping his moves small and precise and never overextending. Even so, Lisa showed him how his entire body was essential to delivering the proper power when it came to trying to land a decisive blow; turning at the hips and stepping into a cleave made all the difference.

Toward the end of the fifth day of their voyage, they were just wrapping up such a lesson when Lisa said, “I don’t know if I’ve explained this yet, but you won’t be the only sword fighter to know about controlling his body. There’s a trick, though: when you face an opponent, don’t watch their face, don’t lock eyes. Keep your gaze focused toward the center of their mass, and use your peripheral vision to give you hints about what they’ll do next. You’ll begin to notice patterns in how they move their feet and shift their weight—things like balancing with a free arm before a swing.”

“Makes sense. I guess it’s human nature to try to read someone’s intentions in their eyes, but a good fighter would know to keep their expression neutral.”

“Exactly!” Lisa smiled as she stuffed her rapier into her scabbard and wiped her brow with the sleeve of her loose, white blouse.

Ward sighed and stretched, nodding, as he, too, sheathed his sword. “Done for the day?”

She shrugged. “I think we’ve been at it for more than three hours. I could use a break.”

Ward regarded her for a quiet moment and then slowly shook his head. “You know, I haven’t been fair to you.”

She reached up to brush a strand of blonde hair behind her ear, though the breeze coming off the sea almost immediately blew it loose again. “What do you mean?”

“Well, shit, you’ve been spending hours and hours helping me learn how to use this thing.” Ward gripped the pommel of his sword, lifting it an inch out of the scabbard and then letting it fall back in. “What have I done for you?”

She arched an eyebrow. “Really? I could be locked in the ship’s brig right now if⁠—”

“Nah, forget that. We”—Ward pointed to Haley on the other side of the quarterdeck, where she doggedly continued to practice her Gopah—“didn’t do that so we could hold it over your head. Anyway, I appreciate all your help, and if you want some answers about some of the weird stuff we’ve got going on, I’ll try to explain things to you.”

She snorted, shaking her head, chuckling softly. “Weird stuff?”

“You know what I mean. Like, I promised you a look at the artifact that was driving Nevkin nuts. Are you still interested in that?”

“More than interested, Ward! I’d like to see it taken off the table—relegated to a deep, watery grave!” She gestured to the ocean. “I won’t lie; if I were able to document the artifact’s disposal, my colleagues in the Oathbound would certainly sing my praises!”

Ward narrowed his eyes, frowning. “You don’t even know what it is, though. How can you be sure disposal is the right move? I mean, you thought this tongue was the evil artifact. Were you planning…” He trailed off, realization stealing his words; Lisa had been trying to talk herself into killing him the night they’d had their little confrontation.

“I’m very glad that you haven’t been affected by the same artifact that drove Nevkin mad, Ward, but I can promise you there are other members of the Circle who will be looking for it. You saw the havoc Nevkin wreaked around Applegrass. Imagine a more influential, more powerful sorcerer in a much more populous locale. There are some people like that in Westview, and many of them are quite rotten to the core, though they hide behind politics.”

Ward slowly nodded, tucking his hands in his pockets. “Let’s take a beat and wait for Haley to finish. I’d like to get her opinion about this.”

Lisa smiled, cocking her head to the side. “I love the way you include your apprentice. She’s very fond of you, you know?”

Ward sighed, shaking his head. “She’s not really an apprentice, Lisa. She does magic through Gopah, and, as far as that’s concerned, she’s nearly a master.”

Lisa moved over to the railing and leaned against it before responding. “She’s a red adept, yes? She still has white and gray to go through before she reaches black. I believe that’s the first rank where a ‘master’ moniker is considered appropriate.”

“You get my point, though—she’s not my apprentice when it comes to magic or fighting.”

“That may be true, but she looks to you as a leader. She follows you and learns from you. You have far more life experience. I still believe ‘apprentice’ is an appropriate way to describe her.”

Ward sighed, shrugging. “It doesn’t matter. You need to understand that she and I are a team, and I value her opinion.”

“Fair enough.” Lisa turned to face the water, leaning out over the railing a little so the wind blew fully into her face. More of her hair came loose from the bun she’d put it in, and she laughed, shaking it so it could flutter in the breeze. “Feels so good after brisk exercise!”

Ward nodded. He had his shirtsleeves rolled up, too. He leaned against the railing, watching Haley, and when she noticed him and smiled, he gave her a quick wave. “I think she’s finishing up; she usually doesn’t make eye contact with anyone when she’s in the midst of it.”

Lisa turned, leaning beside him. “Are you ever going to tell me about those strange, beautiful eyes of hers?”

“That’s her story to tell.” They stood quietly, the silence perhaps a little awkward, but then Haley finished up and jogged over, grinning. Ward loved how she seemed fully back to her old self when she was fresh off her Gopah drills. “All done?” he asked.

“I am! How about you? Did Lisa teach you some good tricks today?”

“I taught him how to stop overcommitting on his feints.” Lisa elbowed him gently, and Ward nodded.

“True.”

Haley cocked her head, eyeing Ward and Lisa for a moment, then simply asked, “What’s next? Lunch?”

“Actually, Lisa has something to run by you.”

Both women spoke at once: Haley asked, “Me?” and Lisa, “I do?”

“Yeah.” Ward shifted so he could look at Lisa directly. “Go on; tell her what you think of that artifact we got from Nevkin.”

Lisa licked her lips, perhaps a little nervously, slowly nodding as she spoke. “Haley, I believe that artifact drove Nevkin mad. I believe it made dark promises to him, and I fear what will happen if it falls into the hands of someone truly powerful.”

“I can understand that. So, we’ll make sure it doesn’t.” Haley shrugged.

“Haley, don’t you think tossing it into the sea would be better? We’re midway from Port Granite to Westview. No one would ever find it again. Even someone with the ability to scry it out would be helpless to retrieve it from such depths!”

Ward frowned. “People could do that? ‘Scry’ it out?”

“I imagine so; there are spells to help locate people and things. My point stands, in any case. Who could possibly plumb the depths of this great body of water?”

Ward shrugged. “There are people in my world who could do it. We developed machines called submarines that can go to the bottom of the ocean.”

Haley folded her arms over her chest. “What if a sorcerer could do it? Either grant themselves the ability to swim so deeply or to conjure the artifact up through the water?”

Lisa rubbed her chin as she turned to regard the deep, blue water, some doubt clouding her expression. “I suppose I didn’t think it through as much as I should have. I don’t know of any such spells, but my knowledge is limited. Are you certain the artifact is safely contained?”

Ward nodded. “I think so. It’s in a metal box and sealed with some alchemical metallic compound. I know Nevkin could hear it, but some runes on the box said something about giving the artifact your blood to learn its secrets; I’m pretty sure he’d done so prior to it being locked away.”

“Will you show it to me, Ward?” Lisa grasped his wrist as she spoke, but Ward didn’t react to the touch. They’d been “touching” each other all week, during sword practice as she directed his posture and movements, so it didn’t seem out of place.

“Yeah, I’ll show it to you if it’ll make you feel better. If we did want to destroy it, what would be the best way to go about it?”

Lisa shook her head. “I’m not sure. I thought dumping it in the sea would be sufficient, but if it had a bond with Nevkin and could call out to him, who’s to say it hasn’t bonded with other people over the years? Perhaps it could call someone with the ability to bring it forth from a watery tomb!”

Haley snapped her fingers. “Why don’t we take it to a blacksmith and have ’em melt it in the forge?”

“That’s…” Lisa frowned and shrugged. “That’s certainly an idea. Can we all agree that we must keep it out of other people’s hands for now? If so, perhaps we could ask one of the members of my order for guidance. As I said, one of our leaders lives in Westview.”

“Fine with me.” Ward gently prodded Haley’s shoulder. “You good with that?”

“I am! If you don’t mind a change in topic, did you two notice my drill? I think I performed the seventh movement perfectly for the first time!”

“I certainly saw you practicing, Haley,” Lisa said, smiling broadly at the younger woman, “but I don’t know enough about Gopah to recognize one movement from the other. I know what it means, though—are you now a white adept?”

Haley shook her head. “Not yet. I have to perform it before a master to ensure I haven’t made an error.” Her grin widened as she looked at Ward. “I’m sure I did it correctly, though! I could feel that it was right!”

“Hell, yes! That’s great, Haley! We should celebrate!”

Haley took a step back and pressed her hands together, bowing at the waist in a strangely formal gesture. “I have a favor I would like to request.” She looked at Lisa, including her in the odd little ritual. “From both of you.”

Ward immediately replied, “Anything.”

Lisa looked from Haley to Ward, then back again, her eyes narrowing slightly. “I’ll do what I can⁠—”

“Thank you!” Haley beamed. “I would like you each to share a spell with the other. I think it’s time we start extending some trust to each other, especially if we’re going to enter the next challenge together.”

Ward cleared his throat. “What?”

Lisa was a bit more verbose. “We never discussed such an arrangement⁠—"

“It’s true”—Haley nodded—“that we haven’t discussed it in so many words, but we’ve talked about the spire several times, and you’ve said that groups of people fared better, on average, than solo entrants. You’ve said that you admire Ward’s strength and how he keeps calm under pressure. You’ve complimented me on my fighting skills more than once. You even expressed regret that you didn’t stick with us in the catacombs, considering the relics we walked out with. So, were you just being kind, or did you mean those things?”

Lisa folded her arms over her chest—a defensive posture—but she contradicted her body language by slowly nodding. “Those things are all true, and I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t considered the possibility. Are you saying you’d welcome me?”

Haley smiled. “I would welcome you, and I know Ward would, too.”

“Haley, I—” Ward frowned. The truth was, the only hangup he had at this point was that he wasn’t sure Grace would appreciate it. How would Lisa, an “Oathbound,” react to the “devil” in Ward’s head? Would she have to hide the entire time they were in the “spire?” He sighed, shrugged, and, knowing he’d probably pay for it later, said, “I think it would be great to have someone so knowledgeable with us if we attempt another challenge.”

“In that case…” Lisa inhaled deeply, a slow smile spreading on her lips as she looked from Haley to Ward. “How could I say no?”

“Yes!” Haley cheered, pumping a fist in the air. Ward laughed when a small gout of fire exploded upward from her knuckles, followed by a puff of black smoke.

“Nice one!” He held out his palm, and Haley slapped it, her palm hot as a baked potato.

“I’ll track down some alcohol for us to share, but you two should sit in the sun over there and talk about magic.” Haley didn’t wait for any arguments as she turned and jogged away, hopping down the short flight of stairs, agile as a cat.

“All right,” Lisa admitted, “I’m beginning to see what you mean by her being more of a partner than an apprentice. I like her idea about sitting in the sun, though; this breeze grows chilly as the heat from our exertions fades.”

Ward nodded, leading the way. The spot was in the lee of the steam stack, and shielded by it and the waist-high railing, the sea breeze only hit them with an occasional gust. Meanwhile, the sun felt glorious even though it was Fall on Cinder. Ward sat cross-legged, and Lisa mimicked his posture right in front of him, their knees almost touching. After a moment of silence, as they both soaked in the heat of the warm planks and the sun on their faces, she asked, “Have you ever traded for spells before?”

Ward nodded. “I have, but once was with a nice, elderly woman whom I trusted, and the other time, the guy tried to kill me and steal my grimoire.”

Lisa chuckled. “I wish I could say such behavior was uncommon among sorcerers, but it’s more the norm than the exception. That being said, I’m very pleased to have met you, Ward. I’m happy that my fears proved unfounded.”

“Listen, before we talk about spells, can I ask you a few more general questions about hemographs? I won’t ask you about your readings. I learned my lesson about that, but maybe you could help me understand a few other things.”

She nodded. “Of course.”

“Okay, to start with, what’s the deal with bloodlines?”

Lisa’s face didn’t betray a reaction, but she leaned back, resting one hand on the deck as she tilted her face more fully toward the sun. Without looking at Ward, she asked, “Bloodlines weren’t uncovered on your homeworld?”

“No. Magic was very… limited on Earth.”

Lisa kept her eyes closed as she began to speak, her voice calm and somehow soothing to Ward. “Well, bloodlines are complex things. In the simplest of terms, a bloodline is a kind of inheritance, not just in terms of ancestry but in power. It’s the essence of what’s passed down through generations, encoded in a person’s blood—an imprint, if you will. Because of bloodlines, some families can call on magic naturally, while others struggle their entire lives to grasp even the basics.”

She shifted slightly, turning to face him, squinting in the sunlight as she opened her eyes. “A hemograph can reveal traces of bloodlines—latent or active, strong or weak. Some bloodlines are blessed by old pacts or cursed by ancient mistakes. That’s another reason it’s dangerous to ask someone about their hemograph readings—some people view it as personal as peeking into their soul.”

Lisa paused, then added, “There are different kinds, of course. Some are well-documented; you can find tomes with descriptions and histories in most major cities. However, many aren’t so well known. If a person had one of those less common bloodlines, they’d have to risk waking it and seeing what it did to understand it better.”

“Waking?”

“Yes. Some rituals will bring a bloodline forth. Unfortunately, one ritual that might work for a certain bloodline may do nothing for another. I’ve heard of artifacts that can wake latent bloodlines, and, of course, I’ve read accounts of people finding concoctions in the challenges that can wake a bloodline to one degree or another.”

“Like the refinement potions?”

Lisa smiled, closing her eyes again. “Exactly.”

“Can a person have more than one bloodline?”

Lisa nodded. “Can a person have more than one ancestor?”

Ward laughed. “I mean, can they all be… active?”

“I’m not sure, Ward, but I don’t think so. My tutor told me you could view a bloodline like a pie pan—you can fill it with slices of various pies or a whole pie of a single type, but you only have one pan. A single, fully developed bloodline, brought forth completely, will be far stronger than if you only have a slice of it.”

“Do you think your, uh, tutor was right?”

Lisa giggled. “I don’t know, but I’d like to think so. My father spent a fortune on him over the years.” Suddenly, Lisa sat up straight, arching her back in a deep stretch as she yawned. Of course, seeing her yawn like that made Ward yawn, and she laughed. “We’d better talk about our spells and make a trade, or we’ll need a nap first!”
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“So,” Lisa said, “shall we fetch our grimoires and meet back here in five minutes?”

Ward nodded, hopping to his feet. It never ceased to amaze him how limber and strong his body was. Back in his old life, getting up off the floor would have involved some grunting, groaning, and a lot more clambering. “Sounds good.”

They walked together to the passenger deck and into the propped-open doorway that gave access to the various passenger cabins and staterooms. Lisa went one way and Ward the other, and as soon as he rounded a corner, he felt Grace’s presence before she spoke.

“Hey,” he grunted.

“Hi,” she replied, her voice a bit subdued.

Ward glanced at her sharply. He’d anticipated her chewing him out about his and Haley’s new partnership with Lisa. “Something wrong?”

“Not really. I’m glad you and Haley are getting along with Lisa. I just feel…” She trailed off as Ward opened their cabin door and slipped inside.

He looked at her as he closed the door, frowning. “Left out?”

“Yeah, I think that sums it up. It gets old just watching all the time, and Haley and you have been coming back to the room later and later each day. We hardly talk before you go to sleep, and⁠—”

Ward walked over to his backpack and rummaged for his spellbook. “I’m planning to tell Lisa about you, so don’t worry; you won’t have to hide forever.”

“Are you?” Her voice perked up a bit. “Do you think that’s a good idea?”

“I don’t know. I’ll probably wait until we’ve built a bit more trust. Okay? Can you live like this a little longer? She’s still a little spooked about the whole Nevkin-artifact-murder situation, you know? Let’s make it to Westview, and then we’ll see how things stand.”

“Okay, but, Ward, you’ve got to be smart about this trade. Don’t give her your best spells!”

“Which ones are those?”

“You know! You already let slip that you can ‘find secrets’ about people like Raymond Lacorte, for instance. She’s going to want that spell. That’s a rare one; I can feel it, and it makes you sort of valuable. I guess that’s the right word.” She put a hand on his shoulder as he straightened with his grimoire in hand. “You won’t trade the one Aldiss gave you, will you?”

“Hell no. I figure I’ll trade either the one I got from Maggie or the one I took from that shithead who tried to steal my book.”

“Elliot!” Grace practically spat the name.

“Right.” Ward stood up and walked to the door but paused and looked into Grace’s eyes, watching the flames flicker faintly. “I’m sorry you have to hide for now.”

“It’s not so bad. I can still watch and experience things through you. I’ve been rather enjoying Lisa’s instruction. You know, you’re not my first host to use a sword. I can probably help you as I did with riding.”

Ward smiled. “That… would be pretty cool, Grace.” With that, he opened the door and strode down the hallway to the exit. A minute or two later, he sat on the quarterdeck with his spellbook on his lap. To his surprise, Haley returned before Lisa did. She held aloft a bottle of amber liquor and three short tumblers as she approached.

“To celebrate!”

Ward smiled, squinting into the sun. “Nice one. Where’d you score that?”

“Bought it from the captain. Are you and Lisa finished?”

“Nah, she’s getting her spellbook.” Ward gestured to where he saw Lisa approaching. She’d donned a floppy, pale gray hat with a wide brim.

Haley nodded. “I’ll wait over there.” She pointed to the railing and walked over to sit down, closing her eyes as she soaked in the sunlight.

Lisa sat down, a slender book with a floral-printed jacket clutched in her hand. “I see our young friend has acquired some spirits!”

“Yeah, she’s eager to toast her success with the Gopah.” Ward chuckled, shaking his head. “Seems odd to me. When I think of Gopah, it reminds me of old kung fu movies, and I can’t remember any of those masters drinking booze to celebrate their success.” He laughed. “I mean, unless you count Drunken Master.”

Lisa cocked her head, giving Ward a quizzical look. “Kung fu? Movies?”

Ward slapped a hand to his forehead. “Oof! I keep forgetting where I am. Sorry! You have theaters here, yeah? People acting out plays?”

She nodded, her eyes bright. “Indeed! I’ve seen some excellent plays. There’s a renowned theater in Westview, in fact!”

“Movies are kind of like theater, and kung fu is something a little like Gopah from my world.” Ward shrugged, leaving it at that. He nodded to her book. “Have you thought of a spell you’re willing to trade?”

“I have a couple. This is the tricky part. I bet you don’t want to tell me all your spells and allow me to choose one, hmm?”

Ward clicked his tongue, shaking his head slightly. “Yeah, it is tricky, isn’t it? Even though I consider you a friend, there are things I want to keep for myself. Do you feel the same way?”

“Of course! We wizards and witches must guard our secrets!” She winked, and Ward wondered if she was making light of the labels or the irony of the words being true. “How about this, Ward: tell me the spell you’re most willing to trade, and I’ll tell you if I’m interested.”

“Or, how about you tell me the spell you’re most⁠—”

Lisa laughed and waved a hand. “Fine! I’ll go first, though I can’t help but count this as a mark against your chivalric honor!” When Ward just grinned and shrugged, she sighed. “I’ll tell you about my first real spell, taught to me by the very same tutor whom my father paid a fortune to over the years to give me a proper lady’s education. I call it ‘Whisper Wind,’ and it allows the caster to send or bring words through the wind over a remarkably long distance. For instance, if I wanted to hear what yonder crewmen were speaking about.” Lisa nodded toward a pair of men gesturing and laughing near the captain’s castle, “I could do so. I could also send my whispers directly into their ears.”

“Hmm.” Ward nodded, rubbing his chin. “I can see how that could be useful.”

“You don’t sound very intrigued at the prospect.” Lisa sighed and clutched her spellbook, holding it close to her chest. “Now I’ve gone and revealed a spell, and you hold all the cards!”

“Fine, fine.” Ward waved a hand. “I have a spell that can enchant weapons or objects so that they won’t miss and will do extra damage—once.”

“Oh?” Lisa licked her lips. “I could cast it on my rapier?”

“Yep. It also works on thrown items, but I haven’t tried it on a projectile, like an arrow or bullet.” Ward could see she was intrigued. She’d taken the bait; now he had to set the hook. “I think it’s worth more than that whisper spell. To be fair, your spell sounds like a first spell, you know?” A word was on the tip of his tongue, and to his delight, it came to him. “Like a cantrip.”

Lisa frowned, but she didn’t argue. “I have another utility spell that I could sweeten the deal with. I call it ‘Feather Touch.’ When you cast it, anything you touch, including yourself or another person, will become light as a feather for nearly a minute. It’s more useful than you might think; I’ve used it to jump over a tall fence. You see, your muscles will still work the same, so you can leap quite far.”

“You’ll trade both of those for Strike True?”

Lisa pressed her lips together, clearly having a mental argument with herself, but finally, she nodded. Ward wondered at that. He was getting two spells for one, but, as she’d admitted, hers were novice-level utility spells. Did she have more potent spells to trade? Was she operating with just what she’d learned from her “tutor?” Her spellbook was quite slim, but if Ward took out the blank pages in his, it would be even slimmer. He supposed he’d seen her do at least one more potent spell when she summoned Raymond’s spirit. Even so, it hadn’t exactly proved useful.

Ward watched her for a few seconds, wondering if she’d speak, but she continued to stare, tight-lipped. “It sounds fair to me. You’re not upset, are you?”

She sighed explosively and shook her head, opening her book. “Not upset, just stressed. I’m not good at bargaining.” She did something to loosen her book’s binding and began to slide a page out. Ward watched for a moment, then turned to his own book, finding the spell he’d copied from Maggie’s grimoire. He had a pen tucked into his book’s binding and lifted it out, waiting for Lisa to remove her second spell.

“Here you are.” She held out two thin pages, and Ward took them, handing her his spell. Ten minutes later, they exchanged pages back, and Ward slipped his three spells—two of them new—into his grimoire. Lisa did the same, then looked up at him. “That went fairly well. Perhaps we can trade another sometime? Perhaps one of your more potent ones?”

“Maybe.” It was Ward’s turn to wink. “Depends on what you have to offer.” When Lisa smiled, indicating she appreciated his humor, Ward nodded to Haley. “Let’s have a drink.”

They ended up having more than one drink that afternoon, and by the time they went to the captain’s table for dinner, they were all well on their way to being drunk. After dinner, Lisa talked him and Haley into allowing her to inspect the sealed metal box. When she agreed that it seemed harmless and inert the way it was packaged, she’d visibly relaxed. She’d wished Ward and Haley a good night, then left, promising to meet them, as usual, for sword practice in the morning.

That was the first time since they’d boarded the ship that Ward really let go of his stress and allowed himself to have fun without worrying about murders, betrayal, or being robbed or killed. To his amazement, he made it through the night unscathed and without losing his spells or any of his artifacts. The next day, Ward spent his time waiting for the other shoe to drop; he’d traded magic, shown Lisa the artifact, and allowed himself to get drunk and careless—surely something terrible was bound to go wrong. His dread never bore fruit, though, and the day passed uneventfully.

The rest of the journey followed the same pattern. They practiced, they ate, they drank, they slept, and one day blended into the next until, after eight days at sea, the lookout spotted land, and the big ship’s steam-driven foghorn trumpeted triumphantly over the calm waves. Ward, Haley, and Lisa moved to the foredeck and watched as they approached the busy port of Westview.

The city had a very different look than Port Granite or Tarnish. Beyond the high soot-stained walls, on sloping hills that ran to the horizon, endless fallow fields and Fall-colored orchards stretched away as far as he could see. The sea crashed against rocky shores outside the inlet that served as the city’s port. Within those calmer waters, hundreds of ships vied for space—the captains and crew shouting over the water, blowing fog horns, and generally having to fight for every few feet on their way to and from the docks.

As the ship approached the inlet, the other passengers crowded onto the foredeck as well, eager to see their destination first-hand. They talked to pass the time, but Ward’s attention was on the city. It reminded him of old movies and photos he’d seen of London or New York during the Industrial Revolution. The closer they got, the more he smelled the tang of coal smoke and hot metal drifting over the water.

The city’s skyline was a jagged silhouette of chimneys, smokestacks, and spires piercing the mist. Pipes and iron frameworks crisscrossed between buildings, and as they drew nearer, he could make out the dim, flickering glow of gaslights lining the streets. It was as if the city itself was alive, breathing steam and smoke, gears grinding with every pulse of industry. Ward was torn between awe and disgust as he saw the black clouds billowing out of hundreds—no, thousands of stacks.

“It’s grimier than I remember,” Lisa remarked.

Ward nodded. “Looks like they’ve really embraced coal. It seemed like Port Granite leaned more heavily on gas and steam.”

“It’s Cinder.” Lisa sighed. “We’ve come much further from the burn, so the city has had more time to recover and rebuild. When you know everything will be destroyed in another hundred years, I think it fosters the cutting of corners—quick industry.”

Ward nodded. He’d almost forgotten about the “burn.” It still boggled his mind how a line of fire dozens of miles wide could continuously burn, circling the globe perpetually. They made more small talk as they waited for the ship to slowly make its way to port. Luckily, the captain had some pull with the dockmasters, and the emissary he sent ahead on the ship’s tender to make arrangements secured them a berth. Even so, it was nearly four hours until the cargo vessel was secured, and the crew lowered the gangway.

Captain Lemon showed them off, waving and nodding just as he did for the rest of the passengers. The widow LaCorte, Gerty, was guided away by the first mate, and Ward thought it was strange how the murder seemed to have been wholly forgotten by all but the grieving woman. The captain never mentioned it, and though he had plenty to say, Ward made himself complicit in the glossing over of the crime by keeping his secrets to himself.

When he, Haley, and Lisa stood on the sidewalk of the port’s busy main thoroughfare, Lisa grabbed his elbow and asked, “Where will you stay?”

Ward looked up and down the street, struggling to contain his desire to hold his jacket’s sleeve over his nose. The stink of old fish, sewage, and soot vied for his nose’s attention, only thinly covering the pungent, lingering odor of urine. His eyes watered from the acidic air, and though it had been sunny out on the sea, it felt like a perpetual dark cloud hung over the city. More than a few people walking up and down the street wore bandanas over their mouths and noses, and Ward decided that if they spent much time there, he’d have to purchase a few.

“Ward?” Haley prodded.

“Oh.” Ward turned back to Lisa. “I wonder if there’s a decent inn outside the city, away from some of this stink.”

Lisa smiled and nodded. “We need to move up the hill away from the port. The… better districts are northwest of here, and you’ll find that most of this smog will be blown out to sea when the weather changes a bit. Come on, we can share a cab, and that way, I’ll see where you and Haley are staying, and we can get together to plan our next steps.”

“Right.” Ward nodded. “Next steps.”

Lisa pointed out a black-enameled horseless carriage powered by a burbling brass-and-porcelain steam engine, and Ward stepped in front of it, waving to get the driver’s attention. The little cap-wearing driver pulled to the curb, the tall, narrow, rubber-lined wheels sloshing through the reeking sludge in the gutter. Ward stepped back, not wanting to get splashed, and then, when it came to a halt, he pulled the door open for Haley and Lisa.

Ward helped the driver load their packs and Lisa’s trunk atop the cab, then clambered in after them, pleased that the vehicle, at least, seemed clean and well-appointed. The seats were soft and smelled like oiled leather, their tufted upholstery contouring to Ward’s frame nicely. When the driver looked back over his shoulder, his hands resting on the brass levers he used to control the vehicle, Lisa said, “Governor’s District, please.”

“Oh, right you are, madam. A pleasure to drive ‘cross town for a change.” He pushed the lever on the left forward, and the little vehicle warbled, chugged, and then lurched forward.

Lisa looked at Ward and smiled at his rather stony expression. “You’ll like Westview once we get away from this stink.”

“Right she is, sir,” the driver chimed in. “If you’ve never visited before, the port ain’t the place to take your first impression.”

Ward nodded. “Fair enough. I’ll keep an open mind.”

“Most places we’ll want to visit are near the Governor’s District—the auction hall, the outfitters, the spire, my colleague.” She winked when she said, “colleague,” and Ward knew she was talking about the man who was supposedly one of the leaders of the Oathbound. Lisa turned toward the driver and raised her voice, “Can you suggest a fine inn? My friends have had a long voyage and are looking for something a bit posh.”

“Oh, aye, madam! The Iron and Ivy would suit your company just fine.”

“Yes!” Lisa’s eyes lit up, and she turned to Ward and Haley. “I’ve seen the place. It’s lovely, and if I’m not mistaken, it’s not far from where I’ll be staying.”

“Where will you be staying?” Haley asked.

“My cousin, Laurent DeGrand, is the Director of Commerce and Trade here in Westview, and I’ll stay at his⁠—”

“You’re related to Lord DeGrand, madam?” the nosy driver interjected, and Ward had to chuckle at the flicker of irritation in Lisa’s eyes.

“Yes, goodman, I am. You may rest assured, you’ll be well-compensated for the drive through town.” Lisa turned back to Ward and Haley and began to talk about the city—restaurants she enjoyed, tailors and dress shops they simply “had to visit,” and a dozen other little commentaries that served to pass the time as the cab made slow, plodding progress through the busy streets.

While she spoke, Ward looked out the window, amazed at how different the atmosphere was on this side of the sea. He could see a clear delineation between the classes that hadn’t been so obvious in Port Granite and had seemed absent altogether in Tarnish. Thinking about Tarnish got him thinking about Fay, and when there was a lull in the conversation, he cleared his throat and asked, “Can you help us find a messenger to bring some correspondence to Tarnish?”

Lisa smiled and nodded. “Of course! My cousin will know whom to hire.”

Ward gave a short, satisfied nod and leaned back in his seat, once again watching out the window as they slowly worked their way north, west, and up out of the clinging filth and miasma of the lower streets. The higher they rose, the more distant the chaos of the ports became, like waking from an unsettling dream. Part of him felt guilty leaving the squalor behind, knowing he was relying on Haley’s wealth, but he knew he was capable, himself, of success. The thought stirred something deep within him—an eager restlessness to face the next challenge.
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The Iron and Ivy was, as Lisa had requested, “posh.” The front façade was marble and, as the name implied, decked in wrought iron embellishments around the windows, on the stairs, and around the doors that were well grown over with carefully manicured ivy vines. Inside, the theme continued. Glossy marble floors met Ward’s eye, veined with green like deep forest moss. Towering columns, each capped with tooled moldings of iron ivy leaves and tendrils, rose to a high, coffered ceiling.

Against one wall, a grand iron-and-brass fireplace crackled warmly, its mantel adorned with verdant ivy-like engravings that gave life to the metal. Plush leather armchairs sat in cozy clusters around low, marble-topped tables, where visitors sat, drinking tea or brandy, relaxing beneath the warm, amber glow of gas lamps.

Ward followed Haley over to the reception desk—a long counter carved from dark wood, its edges trimmed with more iron leaves. A woman in a neat, white dress and matching jacket stood waiting, her eyes bright as Ward stepped forward. “Hello, fine sir! How might I help you? Are you seeking lodging, or are you here to meet with one of our guests?”

“Ahem.” Haley stepped forward. “We’ll need a suite.” She glanced at Ward, then back to the woman. “Two bedrooms if you have any available.”

“Oh! I’m so pleased you came in; our Brasswood Retreat opened up just this morning! It’s a lovely set of rooms appointed, as you might guess, with rich, polished brass and fine hardwoods. We have it available for five hundred a night, and⁠—”

“That’s a little more than we wanted to spend,” Ward interjected, smiling as he leaned closer. “We can take something a bit smaller, but two beds would be ideal.”

The woman looked from Haley to Ward, then back, and Haley nodded. “Of course, sir. Let’s see…” She turned the page of a thick leather-bound ledger. “The Elm Room is available—two comfortable beds and an adjoining bathroom. It has a lovely balcony overlooking Smith Street, though if you’re not an early riser, the sounds from the forges might be a bit of a⁠—”

This time, Haley interrupted her. “We’re early risers.”

“Lovely. I can book you into the Elm for one hundred a night.”

Ward watched Haley count out the glories, feeling increasingly irritated with himself for spending all his money on the heavy gun hanging from his shoulder. So far, the weapon hadn’t paid off, but he supposed they’d yet to do any real “adventuring” since he bought it. If Lisa and Haley had their way, that was going to change very soon. A bellhop tried to help them with their packs, but Ward chased him off, and it wasn’t long before they walked into their third-floor room.

It was nice, if a bit cozy, but it was positively enormous compared to their cabin aboard the cargo ship. More importantly, it had a private bathroom with an oversized porcelain bathtub. “This is nice,” Ward said, walking around, feeling the thick pile of the carpet as he looked out the window toward “Smith Street.” He could see how the street got its name—he counted at least four weaponsmiths, two armorers, and several “fabrication forges.”

“It’s nice, but I would’ve liked to see the Brasswood Suite.”

Ward looked at Haley, wondering if she was as irritated as she sounded. She sat on the foot of her bed, staring at the wall, her pale eyes dim under her glowering brows. “Hey, five hundred a night would eat through your stack of glories pretty damn fast.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “Could’ve done a night or two.”

Grace chimed in, suddenly there, standing in the doorway to the bathroom, “I think Ward’s feeling guilty about relying on your money, Haley.”

Haley looked at him sideways. “Is that true?”

“Yeah! Of course it is. I feel like an asshole spending all my money on this gun.”

“Well, I’m not an idiot, Ward. I wouldn’t spend all of our coins on hotel rooms. If things weren’t looking up, we could move to a cheaper inn. We still can if we don’t make some glories soon. Anyway, don’t feel guilty! I wouldn’t have this money if not for you. I’d be dead at the hands of one assassin or another sent by my rotten cousin. Those mercenaries, for instance, who chased us to Applegrass would’ve taken my bearer shares if you hadn’t helped me fight them off.”

Ward slowly nodded, not wanting to belabor the issue. “Anyway, I might be cash-poor, but I’ve got a few ways to make some money if things get dire.” Ward was talking about the mana well and his words of power; if he could find another sorcerer in Westview—not a problem, according to Lisa—he was sure he could sell them for a fortune. Not that he wanted to. No, Ward had fallen far too hard into the game of trying to learn more magic without giving his away. He understood the allure of the power and also the desire not to give that power to others.

“You don’t mean the artifact, do you?”

Ward turned away from the window, frowning at Haley. “The one in the box? C’mon, you don’t think I’d sell that to someone, do you?”

She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry.”

“I think Haley’s due for some Gopah practice,” Grace remarked.

“Oh, please!” Haley sighed. “Can I never be a little negative without you two deciding my corruption is taking root?”

“She’s got a point, Grace. No one’s upbeat all the time.” Ward unclasped his sword belt, sighing with relief as the all-too-familiar weight came off his hips. He’d been wearing it more and more—at Lisa’s insistence—but he didn’t think it would ever feel comfortable. He set it on the trunk next to Blazewitch and, after regarding the weapons for a moment, asked, “What kinds of supplies should we get if we’re going into that spire?”

Before parting ways with Lisa, they’d confirmed with the doorman at the inn that the next auction for living ship berths wasn’t for another eleven days. With that kind of wait ahead of them, Lisa had proposed they venture into the spire, offering the caveat that they could always leave after the first level or two if it wasn’t for them. Ward felt the urge to do something, so he’d been receptive to the idea, and Haley didn’t need any convincing.

“Well,” Haley answered, nudging her pack with her foot. “I’ve got lots of equipment—rope, a lantern, oil flasks, tinder, a compass, blank pages, and pencils. You’ve got your weapons, your armor, and your spells. I’d say we need some food like sardine tins, hardtack, and watered wine. We need a new batch of healing tonics, but I’ve got two jars of salve.”

Ward nodded. “Matches my line of thinking pretty well.” He looked toward the door and then, in the least demanding voice he could muster, asked, “Do you think you’re going to do more Gopah practice today? The receptionist said they had a garden on the roof. I could go out and buy supplies.”

“I’ll go out with you. We can stop for a bite, and then, when we get back, I’ll do my Gopah.” She looked at him sideways, arching one eyebrow. “Would that be all right?”

Grace laughed, but she sighed heavily when the moment of levity passed. “I wish I didn’t have to hide so much, but these crowds are so thick. It really brings back memories of old London. I don’t think I should risk getting caught out and about; if you listen to Lisa, I wouldn’t be surprised to find more ‘orders’ out there dedicated to hunting… things people don’t understand.”

“Could they hurt you?” Haley asked.

“Not easily, but they could hurt Ward.” She heaved another dramatic sigh and added, “It’s fine. I can still see and hear everything through Ward.”

Ward snorted and began unpacking his pack, using one of the two armoires against the far wall. While he sorted his clothes, putting his dirty shirts and undergarments into a pile, Haley called out, her voice a little muffled, “There’s a safe in this closet, Ward!”

Ward turned toward her and saw that she’d found a door in the short hallway leading to the room’s exit. He hadn’t even registered the door as he’d entered. “Oh yeah? Combination or⁠—”

“There’s a key!”

“Okay, well, we can stow the artifact and some of your money in there, yeah?”

Grace hopped down from the window sill. “With any luck, the inn has decent security.”

“Hopefully,” Ward agreed. After sorting their belongings and locking away their valuables, Ward and Haley went shopping. Lisa hadn’t been lying about the city feeling different in this “upper” district compared to the docks. Foot traffic was lighter, people were more pleasant and better dressed, and the vehicles in the cobbled streets were well-maintained. The biggest game changer for Ward, though, was the smell. In that part of town, the sewers were underground, not just gutter channels beside the sidewalks, and, as Lisa had promised, the prevailing breeze seemed to carry the smog and other smells south and east, away from the upper districts.

They found a small market square not far from the inn and made their purchases. Ward saw boots in the window of a cobbler that he wanted to buy—fancy cowboy-style boots made of some exotic hide, but he kept it to himself, afraid Haley would try to be overly generous with her money again. They weren’t the only potential purchases to catch his eye; he saw a supple leather duster, some hats, fine knives, and a display of “gentleman’s armor” that almost drew him into a store called “Leopold’s Accoutrements for the Adventuring Nobleman.”

Haley wanted to eat anything other than fish; they’d had their fill of seafood at Captain Lemon’s table over the last week. That decided, they ate at a place that served sauce-covered noodles that almost reminded Ward of Italian food if he ignored the faint, lingering aftertaste of unfamiliar spices. With full bellies and a faint buzz for Ward, they’d returned to the inn, and while Ward sat down to memorize some spells, Haley went to find the rooftop garden.

“What spells are you preparing?”

“Well, my knife is enchanted, and the sword can’t be enchanted, so I’ll prepare Strike True in case I have to throw my knife or something.” Ward had tried to enchant one of Blazewitch’s shells, but it didn’t work. He thought maybe he could enchant a regular bullet, but because Blazewitch’s shells were fully enclosed, he couldn’t get the spell to find purchase on any of the inner projectiles or incendiary materials. He figured that with a weapon so undiscerning, it didn’t really matter. Anything in front of the barrel was going to get hit, with or without enchantments.

“What else?”

“Reveal Secrets. I figure it might help on the, uh, puzzle floors.”

“Good idea. And?”

Ward sighed. On the ship, he’d tried to memorize as many spells as possible, but with Strike True and Reveal Secrets in his head, he could only manage to squeeze one more in there. “I mean, Lisa’s coming, so I’ll leave her two spells to her for now. I think I’ll do Shadow Step.”

“It could be very helpful in a pinch”—Grace nodded—“if the lighting is right.”

Ward chuckled. “Yeah, the lighting is a factor. Worst comes to worst, if it’s too bright, I’ll shoot Blazewitch at whatever light source there is.”

“I hope you’re not making a mistake bringing that cannon. I still wish you’d found a suitable handgun.”

Ward tapped his fingers on his grimoire in contemplation. “Give it some time. I’ll look around the city while we’re here, assuming we make some money in the spire. I doubt I’ll find anything great, but I figure one of the higher worlds might have better weapons.”

“I wish I knew more about the higher worlds.” Suddenly, Grace snapped her fingers and stooped to put her face in front of Ward’s. “You should see if there’s a library or bookshop we can visit!”

“All right, all right, I will. Give me a little space, would ya?”

Their night was uneventful, and in the morning, they met Lisa, as planned, in the hotel’s restaurant for breakfast. Haley was in a chipper mood, having risen early to do her Gopah drills before bathing and getting ready for the day. When she sat down with a stack of buttered, jam-slathered toast and half a dozen small pork sausages, she grinned at Lisa. “Are you ready?”

Ward could see the answer before Lisa replied; the woman was dressed in a set of her “adventuring” robes—similar to the ones she’d worn back in the catacombs. They were layered, made of sturdy material, and cut just below the tops of her knee-high leather boots. Besides that, she’d stepped out of her coach holding her soft leather backpack and wearing her rapier. She was ready.

“I am! My cousin sent a runner over to the spire last evening, ensuring there wouldn’t be any holdup. They confirmed my recollection, though; the spire’s always open. The most we’ll have to wait is if a group arrives ahead of us—they’ll need to climb the first flight of stairs. Once they pass the first doorway, they’ll be separated by the spire’s magic from other entrants.”

“How many groups can it accommodate?” Ward asked, mixing some chutney-type sauce into his eggs.

Lisa shrugged, her eyes fixed on Haley, watching the younger woman inhale her breakfast. “That I don’t know. I’m not sure a limit has been made public.”

“And the entrance fee?” Haley asked around with a mouthful of sausage.

“More than I thought—five hundred glories per entrant.”

“Shit.” Ward sighed, mentally adding to the tally he already owed Haley.

“Do you need help covering—” Lisa began to ask, but Haley shook her head, thumping the table as she swallowed a large mouthful of food.

“N-no,” she finally choked out. “We’re fine.”

“Most people who exit the spire are out in less than a day; they reach a floor they feel content with and descend. Some people have been in for as long as a week. They say that, generally, if you’re not back within that window, you won’t be coming back. That said,” Lisa pointed toward the restaurant’s exit and the lobby of the inn, “I’m still willing to ask my cousin to watch your belongings so you don’t have to maintain your rooms here.”

Again, Haley shook her head. “That’s kind, Lisa, but I already paid for a week’s stay.” She’d confided in Ward that she didn’t like the idea of relying on strangers’ charity if she didn’t have to. He didn’t want to argue, but for a different reason: Lisa’s “colleagues” still wanted to get their hands on the relic in the metal box, and he wanted to keep control over that particular treasure.

“I’m sure they’d issue a refund⁠—”

“No.” Haley smiled, wiping her mouth on a napkin. “I feel better this way.”

“Fair enough. Do we need to make any other stops, or shall we head straight to the spire? With luck, we’ll find some treasure and make our way out in record time.”

Ward knocked his knuckles against the wooden table. “How much luck? How many people go in and never come out?”

“Roughly half, and of those who come out, more than half are empty-handed, having barely survived a level or two.”

“That bad, huh? No wonder there’s not a waiting list.”

“There would be if the spire let a person enter more than once in a year—some people are very successful and would go right back in if they could.”

Ward arched an eyebrow. “Well, that’s very encouraging.”

Lisa nodded, smiling. “We’re in a good position with three people, too; the spire’s challenges scale, but it begins punishing groups of five or more.”

Haley cracked her knuckles and pushed her chair back. “I’m excited!”

“Shall we?” Lisa looked at Ward’s plate; it was clean.

“Yep.” He stood up and led the way out to the lobby, where they’d left their packs and Blazewitch behind the reception counter. Ward had all of his belongings other than the sealed metal box. Haley had left behind most of her money. They hadn’t used the safe in their room, after all. Ward had given it a good look and found it flimsy, the lock easy to pick with just a piece of wire. Instead, they’d asked the hotel’s manager to store the artifact and Haley’s sack of thousand-glory coins in the hotel’s main safe.

Ward figured it was a risk leaving their stuff there, but not a huge one. The hotel had a good reputation, which wouldn’t last if the manager allowed his guests’ belongings to be stolen. So, with their packs on their shoulders, they left the inn and took a cab toward the western wall where, according to Lisa, Alagenny’s Spire rose above the city. As they rode, Ward watched out the window, waiting to catch a glimpse of it, and Haley asked, “Lisa, why’s it called Alagenny’s Spire?”

“That’s a question with an interesting answer. Alagenny was once a queen of these lands and many more besides. Queen Marisol Alagenny—she had a tragic ending. Her family held power a hundred leagues to the north through at least two burn cycles; they took shelter in natural caves. It was something like a thousand years ago. When she inherited the family throne, she took her armies south, seeking more fertile lands to farm. She and her army crossed the Fiendhollow Mountains, and they explored south to find lush forests, verdant hillsides, and the spire standing tall above the ruins of a former civilization.”

“And she moved in?” Ward guessed.

“Yes, she set up a new capital here and claimed the spire as a source of income. Even back then, travelers visited Cinder to find the challenges here.” She grew quiet for a while, and Ward, still watching out the window, caught his first glimpse of the spire. It rose above the nearby brick buildings, utterly alien in its design. To him, it was reminiscent of a gothic version of the Eiffel Tower. It was made of dark metal, not quite black, but not gray—perhaps a very dark green. Its sloped sides rose to a point maybe a thousand feet in the air, and, judging by the buildings nearby, he guessed the base wasn’t much larger than the inn they’d just left.

“It doesn’t look all that big.”

“No, but it utilizes the same sorts of spatial magic that many of the challenges in the system employ. People speculate that there are many versions of the interior and that the stairways somehow move people between them.”

“Why?” Haley asked after a moment. When Lisa looked at her questioningly, she clarified, “Why was her life tragic?”

“Oh, Queen Alagenny? Well, it’s written that in a fit of depression, after her only child disappeared inside the tower, she stood for days outside, wailing and begging the ‘ancients’ to bring him back—to let him out. When the spire ignored her pleas, she entered and was never seen again.”
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When they emerged from the horse-drawn cab on the steps of the spire, the trio of adventurers took a minute to settle their backpacks and secure their weapons before climbing up to the heavy, wrought-iron gates. As they approached, Ward could see a small courtyard paved with gray stones and, atop a short run of steps, a door, metal, like the rest of the spire. A small wooden building was standing before it, clearly crafted in a different era. The front of the tiny structure was open, looking almost like a ticket booth. A young woman with disheveled hair and a wrinkled uniform jacket sat behind it.

Ward pushed the gate open, and they walked into the courtyard. Lisa was the first to approach the booth. “Hello, any wait?”

“At this hour?” The young woman yawned. “No, you’ll be the first.” Considering the woman was about to accept fifteen hundred glories for their entrance fee, Ward looked at her booth with a more critical eye. He could see a metal grating she could pull across the window, and the little structure looked sturdily built, but still—if he were a criminally minded individual, he’d find the ticket booth a rather tempting target.

“We three will be going in.” Lisa plopped a pouch on the counter with a tell-tale clink of heavy coins. “For me.”

Haley stepped up to the window and mimicked Lisa’s actions but nodded to Ward. “For him and me.”

The girl nodded, then, after confirming the contents of the pouches, she looked up to the wall over the gate and said, “These three are clear to enter.” Ward snapped his head around and saw that a guardhouse of sorts was built above the gate they’d come through. Two men with crossbows stood there with hard expressions in their eyes, and Ward suddenly felt a lot less worried about the girl’s safety. “Go on then. Good luck.” She nodded, gesturing toward the spire, and the trio started up the steps to the metal door.

Despite its apparent age and the metallic nature of the door, when Ward pulled on the handle, it swung wide noiselessly. Inside was a dimly lit antechamber leading to a winding metallic staircase. The illumination came from amber globes of light behind hazy, faceted glass mounted in the spire’s metallic walls. Craning his neck to look up, Ward saw the metal staircase winding around the tower wall until it came to a landing probably fifty feet above their heads. “Does it, um, move us after we go through the door up there or when we start climbing?”

Lisa shrugged. “I’ve no idea.”

Haley strode toward the foot of the stairs. “One way to find out.”

“Hold up.” Ward hurried after her. “We should get on the stairs close together in case it does separate people on them somehow.”

“I don’t think so, Ward. Remember, they told Lisa that if someone was ahead of us, we’d have to wait until they climbed the stairs to the first door.”

“Regardless, let’s be careful.” Ward turned to get Lisa’s support, and she nodded.

“Right behind you.”

Haley climbed three steps, then turned and waited for Ward and Lisa to mount the sturdy metal staircase. When they were all standing on a different step, she started up again. “Do you think we’ll have to fight in the first room?” She tossed the question over her shoulder, and Ward looked at Lisa, indicating he was also curious.

“I don’t know. It seems to be random.” She shrugged. “It’s probably the most well-documented challenge on Cinder with hundreds of first-hand accounts. The analysis I read indicated that people who visit an even number of floors tend to have a tiny percentage, on average, of getting more fights than puzzles.”

“I know I should’ve asked this before now.” Ward chuckled as he took two steps at a time, keeping close to Haley, “but what kinds of fights? Are we talking more frog and lizard men?”

“There’s a massive variety of foes recorded. Yes, sometimes boggerts and reptilians, but there are accounts of clockwork men, spiders, skeletons, ghouls, and even crazed former adventurers.”

The thought of people stuck in the tower and being used as fodder for “encounters” sent a shudder down Ward’s spine, but it didn’t surprise him. Hadn’t the catacombs pitted the entrants against each other? “What’s the damn point of these challenges? I mean, I get that they offer opportunities to folks like us, but why the hell would anyone make them? Why’d they have to be so damn… cruel about it?”

Lisa sighed. “Many historians have made careers theorizing about just those questions, Ward. Would it surprise you to learn that no one has any evidence to truly support their theories?”

Ward snorted. “Not at all.” He stepped onto the platform behind Haley and looked up, realizing the stairs didn’t continue—all he saw was the smooth metallic interior of the spire dotted with lights, receding into distant shadows. “So, yeah, if we go up another level, there must be some magic involved, eh?”

“Must be,” Haley agreed. She gestured to the door—an intricately carved piece of work adorned with delicate metal flowers and vines. “Shall we?”

Ward shifted Blazewitch so the gun was pointed forward, his hand on the stock. “I’ll go first.” He lifted the weapon to his shoulder, his right hand on the grip, finger near the trigger but not on it. His left hand was ready to crank the little brass lever that would rotate the oversized cylinder, readying the next round. He nodded to Haley. “Open it.”

Haley did so, twisting the metallic knob and then gently pushing the door. Like the main door to the spire, this one opened noiselessly, gliding on ancient metal hinges that somehow remained lubricated. Ward watched as a sliver of amber light expanded, revealing a well-lit circular chamber about twenty strides across. On the far side, he saw another metal door, but in the chamber itself, he saw nothing. Ward stepped forward, and he could hear Lisa and Haley crowding close as they came through behind him.

Lisa whispered, “Accounts I read indicated that often nothing happens until the door is closed. Are you two ready for me to close it?”

Ward nodded, still holding Blazewitch, ready to fire. Lisa shifted behind him, and then he heard the door clang shut. As the reverberation faded, Ward caught a low buzzing sound and scanned the room again, sidestepping to give Haley and Lisa a little more room by the door. Haley breathed, “I don’t see anything.”

“That buzzing, it sounds like—” Lisa’s words were cut short as, with half a dozen snicks, circular openings appeared in the ceiling, and massive, fist-sized wasps descended into the room—hundreds of them.

“Oh, fuck!” Ward exclaimed, something in him objecting viscerally to the sight of giant wasps with stingers thick enough and long enough to puncture a person’s organs. He lifted Blazewitch toward the first opening and squeezed the trigger. Boom, she sang and belched forth a gout of fiery payload. The wasps in her arc of fire exploded into little fiery blooms, flung back by the force of the shot to fall, sizzling on the floor as they died. Blazewitch was a pyromaniac’s dream, leaving a trail of sizzling burning incendiary pellets in a wide arc, throwing the room into chaotic flickering lights as black smoke billowed.

Ward cranked the lever, swung the barrel toward the oncoming swarm, and fired again. Boom! Another gout of fire tore through the buzzing things, and then Lisa’s voice rang out, her words crackling with mana as they echoed off the metallic walls, “Vurvak Krashir!” Suddenly, a powerful gust of wind whirled around, throwing Ward off balance and whipping up the smoke and fire, gathering it into a miniature whirlwind, and then scooping the insects still in the air into its billowing embrace. “I’ve gathered them!” Lisa screamed. “Shoot it! Shoot the zephyr!”

Ward cranked the lever and lifted Blazewitch, blasting a fiery explosion into the heart of Lisa’s smoke and wasp-filled cyclone. The gout of fire ripped the gust apart, sending flaming insect bits spraying over the metallic floor. The magnesium pellets in the round pinged into the far wall, sizzling and flaring brightly, adding to the chaotic scene already created by Ward’s previous volleys. “Holy shit!” He laughed, realizing the wasp threat was over. The circular holes in the ceiling had already cleared.

He turned to look at Haley and Lisa, catching Haley lowering her hands; she’d been covering her ears. “Hey, nice spell there, Lisa.” While he spoke, he lowered Blazewitch, cranked the other lever to break the stock away from the cylinder, and began prying the empty casings from the cylinder.

“And that’s quite a menace of a weapon. I thought it looked formidable, but now I know!”

“Thanks, you two.” Haley sighed. “I feel useless.” She stepped toward one of the blackened, smoking insects and kicked it with her boot. “Gah! Apple wasps! They haven’t been seen in the Copper Valley for a hundred years!”

“Apple wasps?” Ward chuckled.

Lisa smiled, gently squeezing Ward’s shoulder as he snapped his gun shut—reloaded. “They’re named such not because they taste like apples but because they’re the size of one.”

“Ah, I get it.” Ward walked past the blackened areas where Blazewitch had spewed her fire toward the far door. “Is that it? We finished our first floor?”

“I suppose.” Lisa walked to the middle of the room, closer to Haley, and added, “You’re not useless, Haley. We all have our strengths.” Ward appreciated her effort to cheer his younger friend but wasn’t worried about her. When she’d made the “useless” comment, he’d recognized the snark in her tone.

“Thanks, Lisa.” Haley winked at her, smiling and confirming Ward’s assessment.

“So, no reward?”

“I suppose our reward, in this case, is that we get to continue up and hopefully earn some prizes further on.” Lisa sat down on a relatively clean section of the floor. “Do you mind if I prepare my Dancing Wind spell again before we continue?”

“By all means.” Ward leaned against the wall, intent on watching her. With any luck, he hoped to learn that spell from her before too long.

She narrowed her eyes his way. “You won’t learn it by watching my forms.”

“Yeah, I know.” He folded his arms. “You’re the only other spellcaster I’ve been friends with. It’s interesting to watch you do your thing.”

“He just thinks you’re graceful. It’s true, though—Ward’s like a goat, and you’re like a cat.”

“What the hell?” Ward laughed. “A goat, Haley?”

Lisa smiled. “Oh, I wouldn’t take that too hard, Ward; I’ve seen goats do some amazing feats of acrobatics.”

“Still”—Haley grinned, her pale eyes flashing in the amber lights—“you’re no cat, Ward.”

He decided not to argue, rather enjoying Haley’s good mood. The thought gave him an idea, and he gestured to the door, catching Haley’s eye. “You should warm up and do some Gopah before we go up again.”

She nodded. “I was thinking the same thing, partner.” As she began, so did Lisa, working through her meditative poses, and, for the first time, Ward saw Gopah and sorcery being done at the same time, and it drove home the similarities. Lisa was performing movements that would help her build up the words of power in her mind, while Haley performed movements to infuse her body with mana and… what? Physical words of power? No, he decided; her movements were the words, and the mana and heat built up in her body the result of them. Gopah was like magical sign language—she was already casting her spell.

As the epiphany struck him, Lisa clambered to her feet and nodded. “Ready.”

Ward moved to the door, and Haley finished one of her movements and jogged over. “Will there be a stairway, or is the next room right here?”

Lisa reached for the door handle. “According to what I’ve read, we’ll need to go up before we reach the next room.” Ward got ready to shoot, despite her words, but when she pulled the door open, he saw a landing and the dark metal stairway leading up.

“So, if we wanted to call it a day, we go back through the other door and then down?” He turned to reassure himself that the door was still there.

“That’s right. Our path out will remain until we leave the tower.”

“Up we go!” Haley slipped through and started up the stairs. Ward and Lisa followed.

As Haley climbed, Lisa remarked, “For our first challenge, that wasn’t so bad, was it?”

“I mean, we were freakishly lucky to have a gun like Blazewitch and a spell like your, uh—what was it? Dancing Wind?”

“That’s right, and I suppose you’re correct. A hundred or so angry apple wasps could surely kill folks who weren’t prepared. We aren’t the only people who have the ability to deal with such a threat, however. I met a sorcerer who could spray fire from his fingertips! And you, Ward, aren’t the only adventurer with a fire-breathing alchemical weapon. Even Haley, if she were pressed, wouldn’t struggle to slaughter quite a few of the big, slow insects before they stung her to death.”

“Right. Fair enough.” Ward’s attention was above him. Just a few steps up, Haley had reached the second landing. He readied Blazewitch as he stepped onto the landing. “Same plan?”

Haley nodded, then looked at Lisa as she joined them. “Ready, Lisa?”

She nodded, and Ward gestured to the door with his gun. “Open it.”

Haley pushed the door open, and it swung wide to reveal a room just like the one they’d left below, if not for the ten copper poles rising from the floor to the ceiling. They were spread out evenly around the space, one just a few feet from the door. Haley moved beside him. “I think it’s a puzzle.”

“Yeah.” Ward looked at Lisa. “We gotta go in to see what it’s about, right?”

“Yes, but let’s study it from the safety of the landing for a moment. Look at the posts and imagine them as dots on a page. What do you notice?”

Ward tried to do as she asked, and he could see Haley straining to do the same. He saw the poles in his mind’s eye as two rings of dots—five outer ones and five inner ones. He said as much, and Lisa smiled. “Yes. Now imagine lines connecting them.”

“It just makes two circles,” Haley said almost immediately.

“No, not like that,” Ward said. “Imagine a line from the outer point to the inner, then out again, and so on. I think it makes a star.”

Again, Lisa nodded. “A pentagram.”

“Does that mean…” Ward wanted to ask if pentagrams were some sort of symbol for evil or magic like he’d heard in so many TV shows over the years. That was right, wasn’t it? Didn’t witches put pentagrams on the floor before they did a spell, or⁠—

“I’m not sure what it means, but keep it in mind when we go in.” Lisa stepped closer. “Are you ready?”

“Yep.” Despite the prevailing opinion that they’d be facing a puzzle, Ward kept his gun ready, stepping through the doorway but careful not to approach the copper column too closely. When he heard the door slam shut, he turned to see Haley and Lisa standing to either side of it with looks of apprehension on their faces. When a low buzzing sound came to his ears, Ward jerked his gaze to the ceiling, sure he’d see more wasps descending upon them, but there were no holes.

“The columns!” Haley pointed, and Ward looked to see that the source of the humming, buzzing sound was a build-up of static electricity at the base of each column. After several seconds, the electricity on the nearest column made a popping sound and arced up with a sharp zwapping sound, tracing the length of the metal with a forked tongue of electricity. Ward inched backward, moving past Haley to press his back to the wall of the chamber.

“Doesn’t look good,” he muttered, eyeing the dancing prongs of electricity on every pole.

“Look! The center!” Lisa pointed, and Ward saw, at the center of the room, in the middle of the electrified columns, a tarnished copper chest had appeared, either having risen out of the floor or magically materialized there.

Ward shook his head, grumbling more to himself than anyone else, “We’re supposed to get that chest without getting fried, huh?”

“That would be my guess,” Lisa replied. She looked from Ward to Haley. “Any ideas?”

“Can’t we just carefully move between the columns?” Haley pointed to the gap between two of the outer copper poles. “If we walk between them, it won’t hurt, will it?”

Ward shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m not an electrician, but that looks like a whole hell of a lot of amps. See how far from the pole it arcs? If it had something to jump to, like a person…” He trailed off, leaving the rest to her imagination.

Lisa nodded, looking at Ward, her wide, green eyes staring into his. “So, if we know how electricity works, can’t we solve the puzzle that way? Couldn’t we lay down some wires or something to ground the poles?”

Ward nodded. “Sure. Have you got any? Wire? Metal rods?” He knew the answer, of course; none of them had thought of anything like that.

“I don’t.” She frowned. “Surely, the ancients would have had a solution in mind.”

Haley sighed. “Maybe these challenges were meant to test magical students. Maybe if you and Ward had the right spell, something to deal with electricity, this would be easy to pass.”

“Hang on,” Ward said, digging into his pack. He took out his grimoire and then pulled free one of the many blank pages he had in the back. Two minutes later, he held aloft a paper airplane. “Let’s test this before we start talking ourselves into defeat. Anyone got something thin and made of metal, like a hairpin, maybe?”

Lisa smiled and reached up, pulling a thin, copper clip from her hair. “I have more,” she said, handing it to Ward.

“Thanks.” He fastened it to the nose of his plane, then, once Lisa stepped back, he tossed it toward the center of the room, aiming for the chest. Just as he’d predicted in his head, an arc of electricity zapped out of not one but two of the copper poles, reducing the paper plane to ash and flinging the remnants, along with the hairpin, toward the ceiling where more electricity arced out of other poles, creating a sizzling, crackling ball of lightning, reducing Lisa’s hairpin to bits of molten copper that splattered down like sizzling rain. After that, the poles returned to their normal behavior: electricity arcing up and down them menacingly.

Ward frowned, staring at the two nearest poles. It seemed like the one before the door, closest to the three of them, was more heavily charged than the others. The arc of electricity was wide and bright, lurching more than a foot away from the pole as it cycled up and down. Glancing across the room, Ward was pretty sure the one on the furthest wall only had a thin sliver of static electricity running up and down its length. He inched to his left toward the next outer pole, and as he progressed, sure enough, its electrical charge seemed to grow brighter and move faster.

“I think I have an idea.”

Before he could act, Haley asked, “Is that chest fastened to the ground?” Ward followed her gaze and saw what she meant. What if they could drag it out? Haley confirmed that’s what she was thinking by saying, “We could loop rope around it and pull. The electricity won’t attack the rope, will it?”

“I mean, it shouldn’t…” Ward didn’t sound as sure as he wanted. If there was something “magical” about the electricity, it might not behave as it should. “Hang on; we can test that next,” he said, then began stripping off his weapons, his belt, and his boots—anything with any metal attached.

“What’s the occasion?” Lisa asked with an arched eyebrow.

“Just an idea. Hang on.” He piled his belongings atop his pack near the door, then, once again, in his bare socks, inched toward the next metallic pole. This time, the electricity didn’t seem to respond. “It should, though,” he muttered. “I’m a conductive material, aren’t I?”

Suddenly, he heard Grace in his ear. “Don’t die, old man!” He jerked his head to the left, but she wasn’t there. Had she spoken to him from inside his head? That was new. He shook his head; maybe he was just used to her voice and had imagined it.

“Should we follow⁠—”

“Stay there!” Ward barked, nervously glancing over his shoulder. “I think this puzzle is set up so the electricity is hyper-reactive to metal.” He continued around the chamber until he was on the opposite side, near the locked exit door. He positioned himself directly equidistant from two of the outer pillars and then, gritting his teeth, inched forward. Neither pole seemed to react to him. Both had thin lines of electricity that barely arced.

“Careful, Ward!” Haley cried.

Beads of sweat popped out on Ward’s forehead. “Just stay there. Please don’t move.” He held his breath as he took the step that would put him directly into the plane between the two poles. Nothing happened. “Shit, man.” He sighed. “This is nerve-wracking.”

“I think it’s working, Ward! The electricity is thicker over here with us!” Lisa exclaimed, finally realizing what Ward had been doing.

“Yeah! Just please stay there.” He chuckled nervously, then inched forward toward the inner ring of poles. On the outer ring, there’d been several strides between them. He’d be close enough to reach out and touch a pole on either side when he passed through the inner ring. He was closer now to Haley and Lisa and all their metal gear. The inner ring had a stronger charge than the poles on the far side of the room. “And I’m closer,” he repeated in a hoarse whisper, slowly moving forward, watching the electricity on the poles, waiting to see if it reacted to him.

When he was just a step away from breaking the plane of the inner circle, he paused and stared at the two closest poles. They weren’t reacting. Could he do this? Was that really the key? Just leave the metal behind? What about the chest at the center? Ward’s eyes grew wide as he looked at the chest, only a few feet away, and realized it wasn’t copper! It was made of pottery painted to look like it had a copper patina. “Holy shit, those tricky assholes.”

“What?” Haley called.

“Sec.” Ward stepped between the two electrified poles, and as soon as his foot touched down in the middle, he squatted to lift the lid of the chest. With a crackling, sizzling, zwapping sound, the electricity on all the poles died away. He could see why: a wire was attached to the inside lid. When he’d pulled it, he’d deactivated the puzzle.

“You did it!” Haley cheered, but Ward noticed she didn’t move.

“Good for her,” he muttered, pleased that she seemed to be getting more savvy.

“What’s our prize?” Lisa called, and Ward could see her inching forward, nervous but eager to see inside the chest.

“I think it’s safe to come over and find out.” Ward looked inside the pottery “chest” and grinned. “I think you’ll be happy.”
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Lisa practically ran to where Ward knelt, peering into the chest. When she saw the pile of glittering gemstones at the bottom of the container, she blew out a breath and gave his shoulder a shove. “I thought there might be refinements in there!”

Ward chuckled, shaking his head. “No, but these aren’t low-grade stones—look!” He held up a handful of pebble-sized rubies and sapphires. “Maybe you’re not low on funds, but I sure as hell am. I owe Haley a⁠—”

“No, you don’t!” Haley sighed, joining Lisa in the physical abuse by tweaking Ward’s ear.

“Hey!” He winced and brushed her hand off, scooping more gems from the ceramic container. “If you two don’t want any of these, then by all means⁠—”

“I didn’t say that!” Lisa laughed.

“Well, help me get these out! We should move away from these, um, lightning rods before the ancients play a cruel joke and they turn back on.” That got the two women into gear, and soon, they were all hurrying back to where Ward had piled his equipment, their fists clutching handfuls of gemstones. Standing safely outside the line of the rods, Ward sat with his back to the door and put his gems into a pile. Lisa and Haley followed suit, and Ward started shifting them into piles.

“Those are sapphires, and they’re quite valuable,” Lisa confirmed, picking up one of the blue stones. She pointed to the red ones. “Not nearly as valuable, however; they’re carnelians.”

Haley pointed to the third pile. “Agates—I know because when I bought my first set of riding tack, Wind Queen’s bridle was set with some polished agates.”

“Yes, another gemstone of lesser value.” Lisa smiled at Haley. “Despite how pretty they can be.”

Ward divided the gemstones into thirds and gave the single, extra agate to Haley. When he was finished, he scooped up his pile of five sapphires, nine carnelians, and ten agates. He was eager to see how much he’d get for the sapphires, remembering his haul from the catacombs. “We’re not ready to leave yet, though, right?”

Lisa shook her head. “Not I!”

“No!” Haley started toward the far door. “We haven’t even had a real fight or seen any… magic.”

“You mean treasure?” Ward pointed to the copper rods running from the floor to the ceiling. “Because those things were definitely magic; normal electricity wouldn’t behave that way.”

“Yes. You know what I mean! We haven’t found any spells, no artifacts, no potions. The ancients owe me, Ward. We need to dig further.”

Ward didn’t argue, but as he readied Blazewitch, shifting the weapon’s strap to smooth out a lump in his armor, Lisa asked, “Why do they owe you, Haley?”

“Because…” Haley frowned and glanced at Ward as though checking to see if her response would be okay. Ward gave her a quick nod, and she continued, “Because I lost my anima in the catacombs. There was a puzzle…” She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter, but yes, the catacombs tricked me out of my anima.”

“And she got jack and squat otherwise.” Ward nodded to the door. “Open.” Haley pulled open the door, and, just as before, it opened onto a new landing with more stairs leading up. Ward led the way this time.

“That’s awful, Haley. I remember my tutor making offhanded comments about that when we covered the subject of anima leeches—creatures that prey on a person’s anima. The reasons they do so vary, but it’s widely understood that anima is like a concentrated form of mana. I wonder if the ancients didn’t build the challenges with the ability to use anima as well as mana to power their various tricks—spatial magic, teleportation, and all that.”

“Yeah,” Ward called back, several steps ahead of Lisa and Haley, “but did he tell you how to get it back?”

“No, but he indicated that there were, indeed, mages who could work greater magics using anima. I doubt they’d burn up their own, so it only makes sense that there’s a way to cultivate it.” Ward heard her move and realized she was leaning closer to Haley when she spoke in a softer voice. “Don’t lose heart, Haley. Perhaps when you go to Springsea, you’ll learn more.”

“I hope so.”

Ward stopped before the door and turned to his companions. “You two ready?”

Haley put her hand on the door’s intricately carved lever and nodded.

Lisa stepped close. “I’m ready. I think the odds are good that we’ll have an encounter.”

Ward lifted Blazewitch. “Open it.” Haley pulled the door wide, and Ward put a foot over the threshold, scanning the room. It was just like the previous two in shape and lighting, but the far wall was lined with not one but five doors. The intervening space was empty. Ward moved to his right, his back to the wall, keeping Blazewitch trained on the far doors as Haley and Lisa came in.

Lisa shrugged out of her backpack, setting it against the wall, then drew her rapier with a metallic ring that echoed off the room’s metal walls. Ward liked her idea of removing her pack before a fight and followed suit, wondering why they hadn’t done it in the other rooms. Haley did the same. When everyone stood ready, Haley pulled the door toward the latch but stopped short of fully closing it. “Should I?”

Ward nodded. “Do it.” As the door clicked shut, four matching clicks echoed hollowly through the empty room, and then the two doors on the left and right swung open. The rooms beyond were dark, but something was there—Ward could see faint red lights, and he heard a ticking sound that reminded him of an old-fashioned stopwatch but a hundred times louder.

“Clockworks!” Lisa cried, and then Ward saw what she meant. Brass, pointy legs extended from the open doors, and close behind were the bulbous metallic bodies of giant, mechanical spiders. Blazewitch thundered as Ward’s instincts took over. The report echoed off the walls, instantly setting Ward’s ears ringing. The gun spewed forth a gout of fiery shrapnel that impacted the leftmost spider, sending it skittering back over the metal floor. It squatted down, folding its legs close like it was turtling up, protecting itself as two magnesium pellets flared brightly against its metal carapace.

Meanwhile, three more of the mastiff-sized spiders sprang forward, and before Ward could crank the lever on his gun or swing the barrel to a new target, Haley engaged one, and Lisa darted to the left, avoiding a flurry of stabbing spear-like feet and gnashing bladed mandibles. Ward tried to get a clear shot, but Blazewitch wasn’t a precision weapon, and the damn clockwork spiders were quick, leaping and skittering forward and backward while Haley kicked at hers, and Lisa fended the other two off with her rapier.

Ward darted forward, skirting Haley and her spider. With his left hand, he snatched the rearmost leg of one of Lisa’s antagonists and yanked it with all his might, hurling the spider back. Or, he tried to hurl it back, but the thing drove its pointy metal legs into the floor, easily finding purchase in the rough, patterned metal tiles. Ward’s hand slipped along the leg down to the bladed tip, slicing a deep gash in his hand. “Goddammit!” he roared, releasing the spider and shaking his hand in agony.

The spider ignored him, renewing its assault on Lisa, and then something heavy impacted Ward’s back. He staggered forward as something repeatedly pounded into his wool jacket, stabbing through but stopping as the chain links in his armor did their job. Ward didn’t have to look behind him to know one of the spiders was on his back. Was it the one he’d shot? “Fuck!” he roared again, whirling and trying to get a clear shot on any of the damn things with Blazewitch.

Haley had hers up against the wall, her fists glowing red hot and leaving trails of smoke as she slapped its attempts to stab her aside. Ward could see she’d already given it a good hit—half of its brass carapace was blackened and dented in, and some of its legs hung limply, whatever hidden gears they depended upon bent or damaged. No longer worried about her, he turned his focus on his own problem.

The spider’s legs were pounding repeatedly, but it didn’t seem to understand why it couldn’t penetrate his back. Nonetheless, Ward didn’t want to leave it there; what if it aimed its blows up a few inches and started trying to stab his neck or skull? He released Blazewitch to hang by his hip and grabbed his sword hilt in his right hand, yanking it free. To his surprise, the runes were aglow—not blindingly bright like when they’d absorbed Nevkin’s magic, but glowing with a baleful, red warning.

He tried futilely to hack at the spider on his back, but he couldn’t get any leverage, and the sword just clanged limply against its metal legs and bulbous carapace. Meanwhile, the spider had shredded the middle of Ward’s coat and was trying to burrow through the metal links in his armored shirt. What if it found purchase? What if it did snip some of those rings? Ward growled, thinking he might slam his back against the wall, but then Lisa screamed.

He whirled toward her and saw that one of the spiders had gotten through her guard and was wrapped around her leg, gnashing at her waist and abdomen with its bladed mandibles. Her robes were thick and tough, but Ward was sure he already saw blood spreading through the fabric. He charged toward her, and before the second spider could leap on her, he hacked his broadsword down into the center of its brass carapace.

The heavy, sharp blade bit through the brass far more easily than he would have imagined. Sparks flew, gears crunched, and the spider fell to the ground, its legs twitching and jerking. Lisa screamed again, and Ward heard the consonants of a word of power in the sound, but if she was trying to cast a spell, she failed; the spider’s assault on her flesh made it impossible. Ward yanked his sword free and raised it high, aiming to relieve her of the clinging clockwork monstrosity, but then something sharp and cold pierced the back of his neck, and blinding pain whited out his vision.

He fell to his knees, screaming some garbled mixture of cuss words. Haley cried, “Ward!” and suddenly, the weight on his back was simply gone. The foreign object—likely a spider’s leg—was yanked from his neck, and Ward’s mouth filled with blood as he shook his head and coughed. He fell forward, gagging on his blood, coughing out a great mouthful of the stuff as his wounded hand slipped on the metal floor and he crashed, jarringly, onto his elbow.

Lisa screamed again. Something crashed off to his left, and Ward sucked in a ragged breath, coughing on the blood that flowed into his windpipe. Suddenly, he felt a warm hand on his neck, pressing against his wound, and Grace spoke, an inch from his ear, “Come on, big guy. Come on, you got this. I’ll hold this cut—keep your blood inside. Come on! Get up!”

“Right.” He choked, spitting blood, but he lifted his sword and, using it like a crutch, stood up, shaky on his feet but more pissed than scared. He saw Lisa, her face white, her eyes wide with pain, gasping, crying, pushing against the spider that still clung to her leg, cutting and slashing at her robes, the big red stains on the material making it clear that it had cut through more than once.

Ward glanced to his left and saw Haley beating the shit out of the spider that had been on his back, and he lifted his sword, staggering toward Lisa. Somehow, Grace moved with him, her hand pressing against his neck, continuously whispering encouragement. “Come on, Ward. Come on! You’ve got this!”

Ward didn’t need further direction; he went to work on the spider clinging to Lisa. His many hours of practice with the sword made it comfortable in his hand and accurate despite his fatigue, adrenaline, and blood loss. The blade with its red-tinged runes parted the brass legs with little resistance, and when he got a good, clean hack into the clockwork spider’s carapace, Ward twisted the blade, ripping and dislodging gears. By the time he’d pried the ruined automaton off Lisa’s leg, Haley was there to help, grasping it by a truncated leg and hurling it to smash against the wall.

Ward fell to his butt, exhausted, and only then did he realize Grace was gone. She’d done enough, though—somehow, she’d staunched his bleeding, sufficient for his mana-infused “vessel” to clot up and his “minor enhanced healing” to kick in. Haley started probing at his neck and back, but Ward shook her off. “Lisa.” He nodded to the woman, eyes closed, face pale, sitting against the wall in a disturbingly large pool of blood.

“You’ll be all right?” Haley asked.

“Yeah. Help her.” He coughed, still tasting blood with every swallow. Haley ran back to the entrance door, retrieving her pack. Ward watched her while she dug out some healing tonics and a tin of wound salve. She jogged toward Ward and tossed him a tonic before he could wave her off. He caught it and nodded his thanks as she turned to help Lisa.

While he unscrewed the metal flask, he heard Grace in his ear. “You did it! You were great, Ward! How many people could put up a fight like that after being stabbed through the neck?”

Ward whirled to face her, ready to tell her to hide in case Lisa opened her eyes, but she wasn’t there. “Are you talking to me right now, or am I nuts?” he whispered hoarsely before chugging the healing tonic.

Warm tingles spread through his throat as Grace’s voice came to him again. “I am! Our bond is growing stronger! Even so, I had to manifest to put pressure on your wound. She might have seen me.”

“It’s okay.” Ward coughed again and spat out a glob of dark blood. “Goddamn! I’m lucky that thing missed my carotid.”

“Very lucky! It missed your spine, too.”

Lisa coughed weakly, and Ward turned to see Haley administering a tonic to her, tilting her head back and gently drizzling the liquid between her lips. “How bad?” he asked.

Haley glanced his way, frowning. “Pretty bad. It bit deep into her stomach.”

“I’ll—” Lisa sputtered, coughing weakly. “I’ll be all right. I can feel the tonic…” She trailed off, groaning.

Haley looked at Ward again, shaking her head. “I don’t think so, Ward. These tonics aren’t meant to repair this kind of damage. I think it bit into her, you know, innards!”

“Her intestines?” Ward shifted, aiming to get to his feet, but then one of Lisa’s bright green eyes parted, and she locked it onto his.

“Check the chest. Maybe we earned a h-healing…” She trailed off again, her voice listless. Ward whirled, scanning the room. Chest? He almost didn’t see it, but then he realized one of the clockwork spider corpses was crumpled against it—the one Haley had flung against the wall.

“Shit,” he grunted, standing up. “She’s right. There’s a chest by the door.”

Haley rolled up the hem of Lisa’s robes and pressed the wad of fabric into her abdomen. “Check it!”

“I am.” Ward grabbed the spider by one of its hinged joints and dragged it off the chest, then bent and lifted the lid. It was burnished copper, not pottery, and when he looked inside, he felt his heart begin to beat with excitement. There were half a dozen vials nestled in a silky black nest of fabric. They ranged in size from a tiny silvery one the size of his thumb to a much larger one that had to hold ten or twelve ounces of cloudy orange liquid. Ward ignored most of them, picking up one that looked very familiar.

It was about the size of a typical test tube and filled with sparkling red liquid. He tilted it into the light, turning it slowly until he found the inscription on the glass: Restorative. Ward jogged over to Lisa, pulling the cork out of the vial with his teeth. “Drink this.”

Her eyes fluttered open, and she looked at him listlessly but perked up noticeably when he poured the first tiny drizzle of the liquid between her lips. She swallowed reflexively, and Ward saw her eyes focus and brighten, the clouds fading away. He poured more into her mouth, and she swallowed it down. Her wan cheeks flushed with color, and she sighed heavily, taking a deep, clear breath.

“Oh, thank the gods. Thank you, Ward. Thank you, Haley. I thought I might die for a moment there.”

Haley pulled the bunched fabric of Lisa’s robes away from her stomach, carefully pulling them down over the woman’s exposed legs, and Ward watched as Lisa pulled the rips apart to examine her stomach. Her wounds were still there, but they looked shallow and much older than they were, tender, pink flesh already starting to fill in the gashes. She smiled and gently pressed her hands to her stomach, smoothing out the torn, blood-soaked fabric. “Nothing compares to the healing elixirs from the challenges.”

“I’m glad you’ll be all right.” Ward stood up and stretched, then jerked his thumb at the chest. “There’s more in there. We should look together.”

“Yes. Yes, of course. Allow me a moment to gather myself.” She sat up a little straighter on the wall. “Haley, would you retrieve my pack?”

“Sure—”

“I’ll get it.” Ward had already turned toward the door. “I gotta get mine, too.” A moment later, he set Lisa’s bag beside her, then turned back to the chest, shrugging his arms into the straps of his pack. He studied his left palm, glad to see the gash was scabbed from the tonic, but it was still swollen and red and hurt like hell if he tried to make a fist. He was about to ask Haley for the wound salve when she spoke.

“You’re going to need a new coat.”

He sighed, nodding. “Yeah. I should’ve just packed it. Not like it’s cold in here.”

“You were due a new one anyhow. The stitchwork I did after the trogs wasn’t⁠—”

“You kidding me? I could barely see the repair when you were done!” A loud click sounded—a sound Ward was far too familiar with, even considering the different style of the guns on Cinder as opposed to Earth—and he whirled to see Lisa pointing her pistol his way, her hand deadly steady. “What the fu⁠—”

Lisa shook her head. “Ward, we need to talk about your passenger.”
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Ward took a step toward Lisa and snapped, “If you’re going to keep pointing guns at me, you might as well pull that trigger ’cause I’m about done with that shit.”

Lisa looked down at her pistol, and then her eyes darted to her shredded robes and the empty vial from the healing potion. A flicker of doubt marred her determined expression, and she sighed heavily, lowering the gun until the barrel clicked against the metal floor. “You’re right. I’m sorry. You deserve the benefit of the doubt.”

Ward folded his arms and scowled down at her. “Appreciated.”

“What’s going on?” Haley stepped to Ward’s left, looking at Lisa. “Why did you pull your pistol?”

“She saw Grace.” To her credit, Grace hadn’t yet appeared, and Ward hoped she was waiting to hear the results of this conversation before she decided to show up with any smart-ass remarks that might shift Lisa’s point of view in the wrong direction.

“When?” Haley looked around the room as though she’d missed something.

“If Grace is the woman who held your wound during the fight, then yes, I saw her.”

Haley mimicked Ward’s posture, folding her arms and scowling down at Lisa. “So? What’s the problem?”

Lisa held her ground, her gaze flickering between Ward and Haley, clearly searching for the right words to explain herself. “The problem,” she began, her voice steeling with conviction, “is that creatures like her—those that ride alongside another person’s consciousness, using their vessel to achieve some semblance of life—are dangerous. They’re like parasites with a… with a goal in mind. They manipulate, control, and even corrupt without us realizing. I’ve been trained to look for exactly this sort of thing! This is what my order does!”

Ward frowned and started to protest, “What exactly⁠—”

Maybe Lisa could see the doubt in his eyes, the objection on his tongue, because she hurriedly spoke over him, “I don’t think you’re evil or up to no good, Ward! I spent too much time with you on that ship to think that. It’s why I’ve put my gun down. I don’t believe you’ll hurt me. That tells me it’s not too late! The spirit—Grace, if that’s what it’s called—hasn’t turned you to evil yet; it hasn’t⁠—”

“Grace isn’t evil, and she’s not an ‘it’!” Haley interjected with a viciously deep scowl.

Lisa pushed on, her voice thick with emotion. “My order has documented cases! A woman whose spirit was overtaken by a shadow entity so completely her own family couldn’t tell it wasn’t her. When she started hurting people—killing people—it was too late! A sorcerer, a burgeoning talent, the pride of Westview, who let a trickster into his mind, thinking he could control it, only to be used as a puppet in a cruel game. He ruined so many lives! Entities that jump from one body to another, leaving their victims hollowed out. Mind leeches that⁠—”

“Listen, Lisa,” Ward interrupted, squatting down to look at her more directly. He could hear the sincerity in her voice, the genuine concern. If she’d been raised and trained to believe a certain way, he knew how hard it must be to look at the issue from an unbiased angle. “Grace lives in me, yeah. We’re sharing this ‘vessel.’ She’s not like that, though. She doesn’t do anything to control me other than talking to me and presenting her opinions. Yeah, she has some strong opinions, but half the time, she’s right. The rest of the time, I do what I think is right, and she doesn’t do anything other than argue a little—like any other person would.”

Lisa leaned forward, away from the wall, staring into Ward’s eyes. “Maybe she’s not what I fear, Ward, but maybe she is. Beings like her… they don’t always show their true colors right away. They play a long, slow game, patient as they build trust and slowly begin to exert control over your life. Before you know it⁠—”

“None of that slippery slope bullshit with me, Lisa. Grace isn’t taking me over by inches. I’d be dead without her half a dozen times over.” He nodded to Haley. “She’d be worse than dead.”

Lisa’s eyes darted to Haley. “Worse?”

Ward nodded. “She’s got no anima, remember?”

Lisa licked her lips, frowning as her certainty faded. “Oh…”

Haley lowered herself to her knees, looking Lisa in the eyes. “Grace gives good advice, and she’s been very kind to me… for the most part. She’s a person, and she’s listening to everything we say, and I think it’s probably very hurtful for her to be talked about like she’s some kind of parasite. She has hopes and dreams, and she cares about Ward and me. Maybe you’re right, and there are creatures that live in a person and turn them bad, but Grace isn’t like that.” Haley looked up at Ward, her pale eyes wide, pleading, “Tell her!”

Ward shrugged. “I did. I don’t know what else to say to you, Lisa. I owe Grace everything. She’s not evil; in fact, lately, she’s been actively encouraging me to do good. When Haley and I saved a girl from some trogs, Grace talked to me about how it made her feel, that she appreciated the fact that Haley and I want to do good things in the world. She talked to us both about wanting to consciously find ways to choose the ‘right’ way to act. She’s not perfect; she makes mistakes, and she’s been colored by her experiences, but she’s trying—just like you and me and Haley. She’s not a devil or a shadow or some other evil thing. If you want to put a label on her, then you could call her an angel just as well as you could a demon.”

Haley nodded, reaching out to take Lisa’s hand. “Isn’t it possible that the people who trained you, all the stories they told you, focus on the bad when there are plenty of examples of good? Haven’t you heard of guardian spirits, fairy godmothers, angels, and celestials? Couldn’t people like Grace be just like us—some good and some bad? Should all people be condemned because there are some bad ones like Nevkin and Raymond LaCorte?”

Haley’s mention of LaCorte seemed to hit home, and Ward saw Lisa’s chin move up and down slightly as the point registered. “Will she speak to me?”

Suddenly, Grace was there, standing beside Ward. She reached out and took his hand in hers, gently squeezing it. “Thank you, Ward and Haley, for your very kind words. I’m—I feel…” She sniffed and turned toward Ward, pressing her face into his shoulder as though hiding it. “I feel overwhelmed.”

Ward looked at Lisa, saw how she stared at Grace with wide eyes and how her hand drifted back to her pistol but didn’t touch it. She was scared. Grace was a creature she’d been told horror stories about all of her life, and maybe those stories were justified; if Grace’s “uncle” was any metric, then at least some of the beings like her were bad, if not evil. He put an arm over her shoulders, surprised, himself, by how right it felt. He did like her. Despite their constant bickering and the rocky situation with his missing anima, he didn’t think she was bad.

Of course, he couldn’t overlook the callous way she’d often spoken and behaved—cutthroat and pragmatic to a fault—but she never spent time debating with Ward when he chose to ignore her less-than-considerate advice. When she’d told him to kill the scavenger woman, for instance, it had been out of concern for his safety; Grace had thought she’d be a threat to him—not precisely angelic behavior, but not necessarily sociopathic.

Lisa interrupted his thoughts. “Well, Grace? Can you tell me what sort of entity you are?”

Grace turned her head, peering at Lisa with one eye but still pressing her forehead against Ward’s arm. “A pathetic one.”

Lisa arched an eyebrow. “How so?”

“Because I am a parasite. I cling to Ward because, without him, I’d be a bodiless mass of emotions drifting on the aether.”

“Are all your kind such?” Lisa’s question caught Ward by surprise, and he frowned, wondering why he’d never pushed Grace like that. Never grilled her for details about her “family.” Was she influencing him, or was she just really good at dodging conversations when they got uncomfortable?

“No.” Grace straightened and turned to face Lisa fully. “Some of my kind steal anima from their hosts and trick them into helping them move to a new host to repeat the process. If they do it enough times, they begin to have more freedom, more presence. They gain the ability to move about in the physical world for a time and work more powerful magics. I’ve never been comfortable stealing anima and haven’t ever gotten enough from my hosts to do more than work a few minor magics.” She looked up at Ward. “Other than from Ward. I used some of his anima to save his life and activate a spell circle to transport us here.”

Lisa shifted and looked around the room as though something might come out of the shadows to attack her. Ward figured she might feel cornered with the three of them surrounding her, especially with him and Grace standing, looming over her. He sat down, mimicking Haley’s posture, and was pleased when Grace did the same. The gesture got a small, quick smile out of Lisa, and she nodded. “Do you think you’re good, Grace?”

“I think I’m an individual who can choose good.” Her answer was quick, and Ward had a feeling she’d rehearsed it before, and why wouldn’t she? Wouldn’t it make sense that, if she were as old as she claimed, she’d spent days, weeks, even years contemplating her nature? She’d definitely seemed damaged when he first met her. When she talked about her old hosts, there was trauma hiding behind her words. The more he thought about it, the more he felt sorry for her, and he reached over to take her hand again.

He looked at Lisa while he folded his fingers around Grace’s. “I don’t know if you have some method of harming a person like Grace, but you need to understand that I’ll stand in your way. It’s not her fault she’s the type of being she is, but she’s trying damn hard to be decent.”

Haley nodded, leaning even closer to Lisa, locking her strange, pale eyes with hers. Her voice was earnest and breathy as she insisted, “It’s true, Lisa. Grace hasn’t harmed us!”

Lisa shook her head and blew out a quick, pent-up breath. “I must be honest: I’ve been trained to recognize the signs of possession, and I don’t see them in either of you.” She looked at Grace. “I’m sorry I assumed the worst, but you must understand that I’m dealing with many years of ingrained prejudice. Seeing you without those preconceived judgments clouding my vision will take time. Will you be patient with me?”

Grace nodded. “If you’ll keep an open mind, I will.” She looked from Lisa to Haley, then Ward, and despite the fact that her body wasn’t physically real to anyone other than Ward, she had tears in her eyes. He wondered at that. How could a being without a physical body feel? Weren’t feelings or emotions—if there was a difference—chemical reactions? Didn’t hormones bring them on? Was she using his body for that? He had so many questions, but Grace, as usual, ended the conversation, or at least her part in it. “I feel a little overwhelmed. I’m going to rest for a while. Be careful, please. I didn’t like how close you came to serious harm in here!”

“I’ll be better about protecting—” Haley started to promise, but Grace was already gone.

Lisa slipped her pistol back into her leather pack, and Ward cleared his throat, grunting as he stood up. He held a hand out to Lisa. “You feel better about things?”

She looked at his hand for a moment, then clasped it, her fingers warm and a little moist. Ward wondered if it was nerves or the adrenaline dump in the fight and her near-death experience that made them so. As he pulled her to her feet, she replied, “I feel better, Ward. I could tell there was something you were holding back from me, and now I know. I feel like the air has cleared between us.”

“Good. Let’s keep it that way.” Ward walked over to the chest. “There are five more potions in here.”

“Healing or something more?” Lisa’s hopeful tone was barely masked; Ward knew she was looking for a refinement.

Haley moved over to look inside. “I doubt it. They’re all different-looking.”

“I’ll pull them out one by one, and then we can talk about who gets what, all right?” Both women indicated they were fine with the idea, so Ward sat down before the chest and waited for Lisa and Haley to sit to either side of him. “Let’s keep this civilized; I don’t want Haley beating me up for one of these things.”

“Oh, hush. I wouldn’t beat you up—just knock you out!”

Ward chuckled under his breath. “Cute.” Without looking, he reached into the chest and lifted out the first vial his fingers touched. It was the big one shaped like a beer bottle and filled with cloudy orange fluid. “Recognize it?” he asked as he held it high, turning it slowly, looking for any sort of marking on the glass.

“I do not,” Lisa replied, and Haley shook her head. Ward’s thumb found the label—raised letters molded into the glass somehow.

Squinting, he read it aloud. “R and a… plus symbol. R plus.”

He looked at Haley and Lisa, but neither said anything. “You guys have never seen a refinement potion, have you?” He knew Haley’s answer but watched as Lisa slowly shook her head. “Okay, setting this one aside.” Ward did so, putting it on the ground beside his knee, then he reached in and picked up another potion he’d recognized the moment he’d opened the chest. It was smaller, about eight ounces, and had a curlicued R stamped onto the wax seal. “This is a refinement potion.” He pointed to the stamp.

“Ah!” Lisa’s cheeks flushed, and she leaned toward it, literally licking her lips in excitement.

Ward chuckled and set it beside the orange one, noting that Haley’s eyes also tracked it closely. “I wanted to show you guys that because of the R. It makes me wonder about the orange one—if that potion’s R also stands for refinement, then it might be more potent or something. What do you think?”

Lisa shook her head, still staring at the refinement potion next to Ward’s knee. “It makes sense, but we can’t know for certain.”

Haley frowned. “I thought you’d studied the challenges. Shouldn’t there be, like, a lot of records about this stuff?”

Lisa chuckled. “You would think so, wouldn’t you? I know a good deal, but the list of possible rewards in the challenges is staggeringly long. After Ward showed us the refinement, of course, I recognized the description I’d read in many accounts, but I swear, I’ve never read of one like that orange potion.” She shook her head, correcting herself, “No, I should say that if I have read of it, I don’t remember.”

“Well, let’s keep looking at these before we try to make any decisions, okay?” Ward glanced from Lisa to Haley, and when they nodded, he reached in and took out the next potion. It was tiny—the size of his thumb—and the liquid was thick and silver, reminding Ward of mercury. It had a black wax seal stamped with a B. When he held it up, Lisa sucked in her breath.

“It’s a bloodline refinement!”

Ward turned it left and right, lifting an eyebrow. “No shit?”

“I speak the truth!” Lisa nodded, emphatic.

“Just a figure of speech.” He set it beside the other two. “Okay, two more.” Ward pulled out a small, bulbous potion, and its cobalt blue contents caught the light, revealing swirling sparkles inside. He didn’t see any markings on the wax seal, but when he turned it over, he found an M imprinted on the glass.

“I think…” Lisa squinted, watching the liquid sparkle. “I think it will enhance a person’s mana capabilities—sensitivity, pathways, and the like. I’m almost certain, but, as I said, my memory is far from eidetic.”

Ward nodded, setting the potion next to the others, then took out the last. It was about the same size as the healing potion had been, narrow and long, like a test tube, and it was filled with a thick, syrupy forest-green liquid. When he searched it for a label, he found a word printed in the glass. “Fortitude,” he read aloud.

“Ah!” Lisa cried. “I think it will improve a person’s vessel capacity!” She frowned. “Or just their vessel’s durability.” She clenched her hands into fists, squeezing her eyes shut, and Ward almost snorted with laughter at her physical cues, indicating she was thinking hard, searching her memory. “I can’t be sure. I’m sorry!”

“It’s all right!” Haley reached past Ward to pat Lisa’s knee. “You know more than we do.”

“Yeah, but that’s going to change.” Ward set the potion down. “I’m going to start taking notes on this shit, and if we get out, I’m going to visit a library or bookstore or something.”

“I agree that would be wise.” Lisa stared at the potions while she spoke. “How will we decide who will take which reward?”

“I have an idea,” Haley announced, pulling her backpack close and digging through a side pouch.

“Oh yeah?” Ward watched as she rooted around in the pocket for several seconds and then pulled her fist out. When she opened her hand, he saw three polished ivory dice sitting on her palm—six-sided with silver-inlaid dots to indicate the number on each face.

Haley grinned, her pale irises shining in the spire’s strange lights. “How do you feel about rolling for our picks?”
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Lisa looked at the dice in Haley’s hand and chuckled, shaking her head. “I will forfeit my chance at the first choice, as I’ve already consumed one of the prizes. If you two wish to settle it by chance, then by all means.”

Ward cleared his throat. He thought about arguing with Lisa, being magnanimous, and saying she had a right to make a case for the first choice—any of them might have needed that healing potion, after all—but he didn’t. His loyalties were firmly aligned with Haley, and he wanted to see her come out of the challenge ahead. “Nope. Haley, you pick one.”

“But, Ward⁠—”

“No, seriously. You’ve yet to win a prize in these damn challenges—I mean anything meaningful. You go first.” Ward closed the chest and set the potions atop it so they were displayed clearly. Haley looked like she wanted to argue, but though she clenched the little muscles along her jaw and inhaled several times, about to speak, she ultimately remained silent. The three of them stared at the potions, and while Haley pondered her choice, Ward started prioritizing them in his own mind.

Of course, the refinement potion was a known quantity. The orange R+ potion was, without a doubt, tempting, but what if they were wrong and it wasn’t a special type of refinement? The silver B potion was intriguing, but was he really interested in awakening his bloodlines further? Thinking about them—Lycan, Aetherborn, or “unknown”—he wasn’t sure doing so would be a net positive. Then there were the mana and the fortitude potions, both of which sounded quite beneficial for someone like him.

Logically, he figured he should put the refinement at the top, then the mana or fortitude potions in second place, and the bloodline on the bottom, simply because he was afraid of awakening something negative. He’d had a few discussions with Lisa while they traveled over the sea, and the one thing he’d been able to glean from her expertise without tipping his hand about his potential bloodlines was that they were often mixed bags of benefits and detriments that sometimes sounded like curses. That left the orange potion as a wildcard. He supposed, if he were feeling lucky, he’d pick it first, but logic said to pick the known refinement first.

Haley reached toward the chest, her hand hovering over the potions. First, her fingers lingered over the refinement, and Ward saw her eyes narrow as she contemplated picking it up. Then, she let her hand drift to the right, hesitating over the orange one. With a quick shake of her head, she decisively reached further to the right and snatched up the green “fortitude” potion.

Ward smiled at her. “You sure?”

Haley nodded. “Certain.”

He glanced at Lisa, and she only smiled, her expression unreadable, so he held out his hand. “Let me see those dice.” Haley huffed an amused breath and picked them up from where she’d set them on the ground, passing them to him.

“You can’t decide?”

“Not exactly…” Ward shrugged and nodded. “Yeah, I guess I can’t. I know the refinement is a safe bet, but I’m curious about the R+ one.” He shook the dice in his fist, enjoying the way they clicked against each other. “So with three of them, the highest number I could roll is eighteen, right?” He didn’t wait for an answer, treating it as a rhetorical question. “Three would be the lowest. So, I guess the average roll would be around ten. If I roll ten or below, I’ll take the refinement, and if I roll higher than that, I’ll take the orange one.”

“Fun!” Lisa shifted to see the area of the floor in front of Ward’s folded knees more clearly.

Haley nodded emphatically. “I’m glad I brought my dice!”

“Right.” Ward shook the dice for another couple of seconds, then threw them down so they bounced off the chest and clattered over the hard gray-green metal floor. He counted the dots on their faces: six, six, and four. Suddenly nervous about his cavalier use of random chance to make his decision, he chuckled awkwardly. “Well, I won’t back out now.” He nodded and scooped up the big orange potion.

“Three more!” Haley thumped the top of the chest. “Now, how will we choose?”

Lisa pointed to the potions. “It’s only fair that you choose first again, Haley. My choice was made—the healing potion.”

Haley held up a single finger, wagging it back and forth. “That’s actually not right. You were forced to choose the healing potion first. I chose second, and Ward was third.”

Ward nodded. She was right, and if they were going to be truly fair, then it should be Lisa’s turn again. “That’s right, Lisa. Your turn; take your second potion.”

Lisa smiled and surprised him by reaching out and snatching up the blue mana potion without further argument or hesitation. He tilted his head. “I thought you’d go for the refinement.”

“It would certainly benefit me, but believe it or not, they’re considered one of the more common awards in the challenges. It will give a person’s entire vessel a general boost, but this mana refinement will significantly increase my spell-casting attributes. Not that I’d turn down a refinement, but I think this is the better choice.”

Ward nodded. “Makes sense.” He didn’t say what else he was thinking—that it would have been nice for her to share that little tidbit before they started selecting prizes. He supposed he couldn’t hold it against her; it might have been something she assumed they knew or just a bit of trivia she hadn’t thought would fit into their earlier conversation. Even so, Ward filed it away, glad to know the fact but also adding a tiny bit of weight to the scales, increasing his mistrust of the green-eyed woman. He looked at Haley. “Well?”

Haley looked from the bloodline potion to the refinement and glanced at him out of the side of her eyes several times. “I think…” She trailed off, clenching and unclenching her left hand nervously.

Ward knew what was bothering her. She was trying to think of what he would want. “Take the refinement, kid. Unless you’re eager to see what your bloodlines are about.”

“Don’t you want⁠—”

Ward held up the orange potion. “I had my chance at it and took this one.” Still, she hesitated, and Ward nudged her shoulder. “Take it!”

Haley snatched up the milky white potion and smiled at him almost nervously. “Thank you.”

Ward nodded and grabbed the tiny, silvery bloodline potion. He looked from Haley to Lisa. “So, do you two know what happens when you drink these things?”

Lisa nodded. “I’ve read that a refinement of any kind will purge your body of impurities and bring out more of your potential.”

“Right, well, I’ve lived through that once, and it was a hell of a goddamn mess. I won’t be drinking either of my potions until I’m near a bathtub or a shower.”

“Oh, that’s right!” Haley chimed in. “He smelled awful!”

“So.” Lisa pulled her pack close and began shifting her belongings, clearly looking for a safe place to stow her potion. “Are you saying we should leave?”

“I think it’s a discussion we ought to have.” Ward mimicked her behavior, digging out some of his clothes so he could wrap each of his potions in soft wool socks before nestling them among his other garments.

“If we leave, we can’t enter again for a year, right?” Haley asked, still clutching her potions.

Lisa nodded, slipping her arms through her pack’s straps. “That’s right. The spire puts up a sort of psychic barrier; you’ll find it impossible to walk through the door.”

“So, we either take what we’ve got, call ourselves lucky, and head on out—” Ward started to say, and Haley finished for him:

“Or we push on and risk everything we’ve got.” Ward picked up Haley’s dice, rattling them in his fist, but Haley laughed and grabbed his wrist. “No games of chance, Ward! What do you think we should do?”

“I don’t know. Shit—Lisa almost died in this room. If I’m honest, I guess I did, too.” Ward reached a hand up to feel the still-tender, scabbed-over puncture wound on the back of his neck. “If that spider had stabbed me an inch to the left or right, I’d be a goner.”

“Maybe not. I might have gotten it off you and got the potion in time⁠—”

“Then I’d be dead,” Lisa finished.

Ward shrugged. “Well, dead or at least hurt badly enough that we’d have to hurry out.”

“So, what are we saying?” Lisa arched an eyebrow.

“You tell me,” Ward replied, grunting as he stood, slinging his pack over one shoulder and stooping to pick up Blazewitch. “What do you want to do, Lisa?”

“I want to press on.” Her reply was immediate, and Ward glanced at her quickly, catching a hungry glint in her eyes. She had it bad—the desire for more. She wanted knowledge and treasure at least as much as he did.

Haley nodded. “I’m not afraid, Ward.”

Ward worked to reload the spent cartridge in his gun, mulling things over. They’d earned a significant pile of treasure, and the various refinement potions they’d claimed were certainly prize enough for any outing. What if the next room held a spell page with new words of power, though? What if they found an artifact as powerful as the tongue resting comfortably in his mouth? It seemed like the challenges had an endless supply of powerful surprises for the people brave enough and strong enough to face them.

He clicked his tongue, amused at the slight irony, and shook his head. “Sometimes bravery and stupidity are pretty hard to tell apart.”

“Don’t forget to throw greed into that mix,” Lisa said with a chuckle.

“So? Are we being brave? Or are we foolish and greedy if we continue?” Ward looked at Haley. “You decide.”

“Why me?”

Ward folded his arms, looking at her down the length of his nose. Should he tell her the truth? Should he tell her that he cared about her well-being more than his own? That, of the three of them, he’d only really be upset if something happened to her? The thought was sobering, and it made him wonder when it had happened. When had he started viewing her as family? When had he decided she was pretty much the most important thing in his life? Was it guilt? Was it pity? Was it admiration?

He knew he wouldn’t find the answer, that it was probably a combination of a hundred different factors, but it didn’t matter. It was what it was. “Because I’m happy to head out or continue, and I’m hoping you have a stronger opinion,” he bluffed. He nodded to Lisa. “She wants to go on, but nothing says we have to go with her. Right?”

Lisa’s eyes locked onto his, and she licked her lips—a nervous tell—and slowly nodded. “I suppose that’s right. The spire will know if I’m with you or alone. I hope.”

Haley shook her head. “No, we should keep going, Ward. The next room is likely to be a puzzle. If we’re careful, it shouldn’t be too dangerous.”

“All right then. That’s settled.” Ward hefted Blazewitch and walked toward the row of doors on the far wall. He looked inside the open ones, where the clockwork spiders had emerged, but they held small, empty, closet-sized spaces. When he stood before the center door, his gun held to his shoulder, he nodded to Haley. “Open it.”

As before, the door opened onto a new section of stairs, and they climbed up to the next level and repeated the process. When Haley opened the door this time, it revealed another identical spire room. It was empty, the only object in sight being the closed door on the opposite side of the circular, metallic room. Ward took a step inside and shrugged out of his pack, dropping it against the wall. Haley and Lisa did the same, and then Haley, holding the door handle, asked, “Are we ready?”

Ward nodded, readying Blazewitch. “Close it.” She did so, and Ward heard the lock engage with an echoing click. Nothing sprang out at them, but he felt the floor vibrate faintly, and his ears picked up the faint click-clack of clockworks under the floor.

Lisa knelt, pressing one of her palms against the metallic floor. “It must be a puzzle.”

“Look at the floor.” Haley moved to Lisa’s right and pointed. Ward’s eyes traced her finger and saw what she meant. There were circular plates in the metal floor—a pattern that hadn’t been present in the other rooms they’d passed through. They were each about the size of a tea saucer, and he counted thirty-eight of them. None were more than a yard apart from any other.

“Yeah. Hang on.” Ward had stuck Haley’s dice into his pocket, intent on messing around with them the next time they took a rest, and he dug them out. “Are these sentimental?”

“What?” Haley looked at him askance. “Are you going to ruin my dice?”

“I was going to toss them close to that plate right there to see what happens.”

“Oh, go ahead. They’re nothing all that special. I mean, they were my brother’s⁠—”

“Jesus!” Ward jerked his hand back, barely stopping himself from releasing the dice in a toss. “Haley, dammit, it’s not okay to destroy your dice! Not if they’re your brother’s! Not when I could just as easily throw a pair of my underwear out there!”

Lisa snorted. “I wouldn’t mind seeing that, but I might have a better idea.” She turned toward the door and dug through her pack, pulling out a small handful of tiny black beads. “They’re glass, see?” She held one up to the light, and Ward saw that it wasn’t black but dark blue, and it had a tiny hole in it. “A necklace of mine that broke.”

“Pretty.” Haley smiled and shrugged when Ward arched an eyebrow, stuffing her dice back into his pocket.

Lisa clutched the beads in her hand. “Should I throw them all at once?”

“Nah, start with one. Roll it over that close plate.”

Lisa pursed her lips, and Ward saw her left cheek sink a little, and he realized she was biting it. She leaned forward and, with careful concentration, rolled the bead of glass over the metal floor directly toward the first metal plate about four feet away from them. It tinkled almost musically as it went, catching a ridge in the floor before the plate. It bounced, landing directly on the plate, tink-tink, and, with an ear-splitting explosion of steam, the plate shot upward, revealing a metallic post that snapped out three sword-like blades and began to spin, whirling the blades through the air and up and down on clouds of steam as the post sank and extended.

“Shit!” Ward cried, stumbling back against the wall. He snatched Lisa’s shoulder on the way, pulling her with him just as the blades began spinning. Haley didn’t need any help; she’d danced back adroitly. They watched, horrified, as the blades spun, pumping up and down, ensuring that anything near the pillar, from six inches above the ground to five feet in the air, would be sliced into tiny bits.

Ward scanned the room, counting the plates again and noting that two were within striking distance of the far door. There wouldn’t be any sneaking around the perimeter; the only safe area was just inside the door, where they all cowered. Ward was about the edge along the wall, away from the gathering steam and the menacing, whirling blades, but then they slammed home into their slots in the post, and it sank to the ground with a metallic clink. Suddenly, the room was quiet and still again, though the steam lingered, slowly dissipating.

“Well”—Lisa shook her head and stood up—“I don’t think I’ll throw the rest of these beads.”

Ward frowned, scanning the room. “What if the way across is to find some posts that don’t activate? Maybe some of the plates are inert.”

“Maybe they have to be touched?” Haley added. “It didn’t shoot up until the bead touched it.”

“Maybe. Or maybe it was just convenient timing.” Ward frowned, studying the pattern of plates. “Stay back, close to the door here, but roll one of your beads between those plates there.” He pointed to the gap he was thinking of. “If you roll it straight, it’ll pass by two plates before it hits one.”

Lisa held out her hand. “Take my hand, please; I’m terrified I’m going to panic and stumble forward into one of those blades.” Ward took her hand in his, but he thought it was a little out of character for the nimble fencing expert. He doubted very much that she’d stumble forward. However, he supposed something about the noise, the steam, and the whirling blades might make her unsteady. Whatever the case, he held her hand tightly as she leaned forward and carefully rolled her glass bead over the metal floor.

It passed the first metal plate and approached the second before the post beneath the first shot up, startling Ward into cussing again as he pulled Lisa back. A second later, the second post erupted out of the floor, then the third, sending the glass bead flying into the air, and Ward lost it in the steam from the three spinning, pumping, bladed posts. The air grew hot and thick as the steam gathered, but the three of them held still, pressing against the wall near the door, and Ward counted aloud, “One, two, three…”

When his count reached one hundred and fifty, the first of the posts sank into the floor, closely followed by the other two. “Gods!” Lisa gently pulled her hand from Ward’s, and she brushed at her forehead. “It’s positively sweltering in here now!”

Haley turned and tugged on the locked door’s handle. “I don’t know how we’re supposed to make it unless we’re just meant to sprint for the far door and pray it’s unlocked.”

“I dunno about that.” Ward squatted, rubbing his chin, contemplating the pattern of plates. “It seems the rods have about a two-second delay before they fire. I guess one fast person could stay ahead of that and yank the door open, but even then, you’d be playing with fire, hoping the door opened and you could get it wide enough to charge through before you got sliced up.”

“Any ideas?” Lisa asked.

Ward nodded. “I think I might have one.” He stood up and threw Haley a quick wink. “How about we cheat a little? Let’s see what kinds of secrets this room is holding.”
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CHEAT CODE


As Ward spoke the words of power, their shadowy shapes rolling off his tongue and into the air with ease, they echoed around the room, reverberating and multiplying into a harmonic crescendo that seemed to rattle the shadows out of the corners, nooks, and crannies of the spire room. As the darkness intensified and strange ghostly lights flickered in the space between the waking world and whatever place the phantoms of the past were pulled from, Ward glanced at Lisa and Haley.

He was surprised to see Lisa covering her ears in much the same manner as Haley. Were the words of power in his Reveal Secrets spell too much for her? He supposed it was likely if she’d never had a refinement; the spell had done a number on him the first time he’d cast it. As the echoing clamor of the words faded, Haley lowered her hands and whispered, “Watch the shadows, Lisa.”

Lisa slowly uncovered her ears and peered into the swirling masses of shadows, and Ward followed suit. A strange, blue-tinted glow came into being at the heart of the swirling shadows closest to the door and gradually brightened, expanding into the ghostly shape of a phantom man. He was young, with elf-like pointed ears, and wore a leather vest adorned with beads and feathers. He knelt on the ground just inches from the door and deftly prodded at the floor with the tip of a delicate, slender-bladed knife.

“Look!” Lisa gasped, leaning closer to watch what he was doing. Ward grabbed her wrist, afraid she might get lost in the moment and approach one of the deadly blade-posts.

“Just let it play out.” Ward also squatted to better see what the phantom was doing. “He’s prying up a floor panel!” The elfin fellow set aside a small square of the metallic flooring and then reached into the opening, twisting a recessed brass knob until the hiss of steam sounded from somewhere beneath the floor. Then he crawled, on all fours, to the first circular plate and right past it—it never erupted from the floor.

Ward and his companions watched the fellow move in a random-seeming zigzag across the room, pausing five more times to remove floor panels and twist hidden knobs. When he deactivated the final one, just a few feet from the far door, a resounding series of clicks echoed through the room, and the phantom pumped his knife in the air. A moment later, echoing out of some aetheric abyss, his voice sounded in a whoop of joy.

As suddenly as they appeared, the shadows faded, and the tower’s glowing lamp resumed its eerie, pale luminescence. “He disarmed them!” Lisa cried.

Ward nodded. “Yep. I think I marked them all mentally, but did you guys pay attention? I don’t want to mess it up⁠—”

“I think I should do it, Ward.” Haley had already produced a slender knife from her boot and was kneeling on the floor, inching toward the spot where the first panel had been.

“Why?” Ward knew she was more agile than him, but there wasn’t any reason he couldn’t crawl around on a floor.

“Because if I make a mistake, I’m confident I can leap back before the nearby posts erupt to slice me to bits.”

“She has a point, Ward. You’ve seen how she can move.” As she spoke, Ward realized he was still holding Lisa’s wrist, and he uncurled his fingers.

“Yeah. Just be careful.”

“I will.” Haley’s voice was terse with concentration as she delicately dragged the point of her knife over the metal floor, looking for some sign of the hidden seam. After a minute, she straightened and frowned. “Does anyone have a sharper blade? A finer point?”

Lisa turned to her pack. “Just a minute! I have an excellent little knife in my nail grooming kit.” While she looked through her belongings, she added, “Ward, that spell was incredible! Does it always show what you need?”

“Nope. It reveals a secret; sometimes it’s not the secret you want.”

“Still… incredible!” She sat back from her pack, a small, turquoise-colored leather package in her hands. She unsnapped it and pulled out a delicate, pearl-handled little knife about the size of Ward’s pinky. “Here, Haley. Try this.”

Haley sheathed her little dagger and took the tiny knife, smiling. “It’s very nice!” When she turned back to the floor, gently gliding the paper-thin blade over the floor, it visibly caught on something. Haley hissed excitedly, probing the hidden seam until she found a spot where the tiny blade could sink further in. With a bit of gentle prodding, she wriggled the plate up enough to grasp it with her fingernails and lift it off the hidden compartment. “Yes!” Haley reached into the little recessed compartment and twisted something, eliciting a hiss of steam.

“Hell yeah, Haley!” Ward clapped his hands once, startling Lisa, still kneeling by her pack.

“Now”—Haley probed along the metal floor with her fingers—“the next was this way, right?”

“Yeah.” Ward pointed to the space right in the center of three plates to Haley’s left, “Right in there between those three. Go slowly!”

“I will, I will.” Haley sucked her lip between her teeth as she concentrated, inching toward the spot.

She slowly made her way, moving far more delicately than the phantom Ward’s spell had revealed, and Ward glanced at Lisa. “You never told us about your time in the catacombs. You didn’t gain anything of value?”

“I never said that! My two little partners—remember when we split up?” Ward nodded, and she continued, “They helped me to solve a puzzle where we had to slide stones onto weighted plates in the correct order. Liam—that was the young man—was a genius at math and saw the conclusion before I’d even figured out how the puzzle worked. When we had the stones in the proper places, a door opened, revealing a chest and a marble stair.”

“Yeah?” Ward held his breath as Haley began probing with Lisa’s little knife.

“Yep. In the chest were a handful of gems, a spell page, and a runed dagger. I took the spell, Liam the knife, and Kym a larger share of the gems.”

“That’s it?”

“Sadly, yes. The stairway wound up and up, and the next thing we knew, we were stumbling through a cave mouth onto a hillside overlooking Tarnish!” Ward heard another hiss of steam as she finished speaking and realized Haley had disarmed the second set of posts. Lisa laughed almost musically. “Four to go! Nice work, Haley!”

Ward nodded at the encouragement, then added, “The next one is straight toward the door, between the next two plates.”

“Right.” Haley crawled that way on her stomach.

“Ward,” Lisa said, also raptly watching Haley. “You realize how potent that spell is, yes? A master tinkerer or a jack with locating abilities might be able to solve a puzzle like this, but most others, most people, would wind up doing something foolhardy like what we were contemplating—rushing through the room to try to open the door in time. People like that tend to disappear in the challenges.”

“Heh.” Ward squatted down, then plopped onto his butt, leaning against the wall. At Haley’s current rate, it would be half an hour before she closed the sixth valve. “Back in the day, my friends and I would have called it a cheat code.”

“Cheat sounds about right! If—well, if you’ll have me, I hope we can try more challenges together! This is only my second, and to meet someone with your talents”—she paused abruptly, locking her wide, emerald eyes onto his—“and friends. Haley is amazing, and, Ward, I won’t deny that one of us might have lost our lives in the last room if not for your… other friend.”

“Grace.”

“Right. Grace. My point is that I feel fortunate. If I’d come into the spire alone, the challenges might not have been as severe, but a room like this—a deadly puzzle? This room would have been my end.”

“I mean, you could always stop doing challenges.” Ward winked to show he knew the suggestion was foolish.

“So you won’t have me?” She stretched out a hand, her fingers hovering near his wrist before she pulled it back.

“Relax. I didn’t say that.” Before he could say more, he saw Haley stop moving, lying flat on her stomach. “You good, Haley? You need a break?”

“No! I’ll just lie here a moment until my hands stop shaking.” She followed her words with a soft snort, and Ward knew she was mostly teasing.

Ward looked back at Lisa and was surprised to see Grace on the other side of her, silently leaning against the wall with her arms folded. When their eyes met, he smiled. “You have something you wanted to say, Grace?”

Lisa jerked her head around and inhaled sharply as Grace said, “What do you bring to the table, Lisa?”

“I…” She paused, licked her lips, and turned to Ward, clearly caught off guard.

“I mean,” Grace pressed, “you talk a big game. You say you’re ‘trained for this’ and ‘trained for that.’ You mention your tutor and this organization you work for, but then… then you get caught off guard by seeing Ward on a ship. You murder a man—sloppily. You shake when you confront Ward with a pistol. You did well with the wind spell earlier, but those clockwork spiders surely threw you off. I noticed you didn’t even get your rapier into a guard position before you were swarmed. I think you owe it to Ward to tell him the bare truth—what is it you bring to the table?”

“I—”

She stopped short as another hiss echoed through the chamber, and Haley called out, “Halfway!”

“I’ll make sure she knows where the next one is,” Grace said. “Lisa, please be honest with Ward. He’s a good, fair man.”

As Grace walked over to Haley, stepping on the metal plates like she hadn’t a care in a world, Lisa gawked for a moment, then shook her head and turned to Ward. “I haven’t lied, Ward. I’m afraid I’ve purposefully been a little misleading with my phrasing, however. I have been trained in all the ways I say, but I’m very inexperienced. That’s the truth. I’ve spent a thousand afternoons practicing with my rapier but never fought anyone for real. I’ve cultivated mana—more than you might think, but my spells are, for the most part, parlor tricks. I have studied a great deal, though, and I know I can be of use—I’m a historian. More than that, I think, if things get bad, I’m someone you can rely on.”

Suddenly, Grace was there again, leaning close to Lisa’s ear. “Doesn’t that feel better?”

“Ack!” Lisa flinched away. “I liked you better when you were contrite!”

“Well, if you’re going to be working with us, you’d better get to know all my sides. So, if I understand you correctly, you were raised a spoiled rich girl, and, sometime into your late twenties, you got the itch for adventure?”

“It’s… well, it’s partially like that, but my father was training me for a reason! He wanted me to join the Oathbound! He wanted me to make a difference in the world.”

“’Wanted’?” Grace pressed.

“He was killed last year.”

“Four!” Haley cried as another hiss sounded beneath the floor.

“Hold still!” Grace called. “I’ll guide you to the next one.”

As she traipsed over to Haley, Ward nodded after her. “She has a nearly perfect memory.”

“Nearly?”

Ward grunted in the affirmative, folding his arms over his chest. “She can’t remember words of power. And,” he added, wondering if he should be spilling Grace’s secrets, “she can only remember things I see and hear.”

“But since you saw the vision your spell produced, she can remember exactly where the hidden compartments were!” Lisa looked at Ward, her eyes eager and bright. “It’s like… it’s the perfect combination!”

“So,” Grace asked, now sitting on the floor facing Ward and Lisa, her back to Haley, “since so much of your motivation seems to rest on your relationship with your father, Lisa, do you mind telling us how he died? Who killed him?”

“I’m not sure, but I suspect it was an agent of the Circle of Thorns. My tutor, Doctor Thiel, is convinced of it. He’s the one who sent me to Tarnish; I was meant to find information about a man my father had been corresponding with.”

“Anyone we might know?” Ward had been content, letting Grace lead the “interrogation,” but Lisa’s latest revelation had piqued his interest.

“A man named Yates. Sonder⁠—”

“Are you kidding me?” Ward hissed, glancing toward Haley to see if she’d heard. Luckily, she was most of the way across the room, and Lisa had been speaking softly. He leaned closer to Lisa and whispered, “Don’t say that name again. Not yet. He’s the man who killed Haley’s parents. He’s her cousin.”

Lisa’s eyes widened, and she frowned, shaking her head. “But…” She trailed off, clearly bothered by something. “No, no, that can’t be⁠—”

“What?”

“I watched him for a month before I entered the catacombs. I found no evidence that he was with the Circle. I was going to write him off as a coincidental contact—someone my father had been dealing with for business affairs unrelated to his investigations into the Circle. When I came out of the catacombs and got word from another member of the Oathbound about Nevkin’s activities with the artifact, I put”—she glanced at Haley—“him out of my mind. I’m so sorry…”

“So, again,” Grace remarked dryly, “you demonstrate a serious lack of ability. That guy was about as dirty as they come and⁠—”

“I understand you don’t like me,” Lisa snapped, cutting her off. “I understand I put the wrong foot forward with you. Can we not try to be charitable going forward? I watched that man closely, and all I saw was a hard-working businessman with his fingers in many pies—stables, orchards, mines, and even some local politics.”

Another hiss of steam sounded from across the room, and Haley, lying flat on her stomach, turned to grin in their direction. “Grace, can you show me the last one?”

Grace disappeared, and Ward watched her reappear near Haley, pointing at a spot on the floor. “Right here. Be careful not to stray too far to the left, or you’ll trigger that post there.”

“Got it,” Haley grunted, inching toward her.

“It’s a damn small world.” Ward sighed. “So many coincidences where you and us are concerned. It all makes sense, though, and my gut tells me you’re not lying. Is there anything else you want to come clean about?”

“Only that I’ve never met anyone else in the Oathbound—only Doctor Thiel and my father. Since Doctor Thiel officially inducted me, I’ve received some anonymous correspondence, but that’s all.”

“So the ‘influential’ member you know in Westview is⁠—”

“Doctor Thiel.”

“All right. Fair enough.” Ward lowered his voice. “We’ll figure out what to do with that ‘Sonder’ information later. It might be a moot point; we sent Marshal Aldiss after him before we went looking for Nevkin.”

“Truly?” Lisa’s eyes widened. “Oh! That’s why you wanted to send correspondence to Tarnish!”

“That’s one reason.” Ward nodded, his eyes on Haley, watching her open the last secret compartment. “I also have a friend there.”

“Oh, of course. Will our success in this challenge, assuming we make it out, change your plans about traveling to Springsea?”

“Why would it?”

“I thought perhaps you’d like to seek out some other nearby challenges before moving on.”

Ward shook his head. “No. We already have more refinement potions to use, and they’ll push us toward new tiers. We need the ‘higher level’ worlds if we’re going to start finding the answers we’re seeking. I mean about anima, ‘anima hearts,’ pathways, and all that stuff. Haley and I—” Ward stopped himself short. He’d almost let it slip that he, too, was without anima. He covered by clearing his throat. “Haley and I need to figure out her situation. I don’t like that she’s walking around, doing dangerous things”—he nodded to where the younger woman currently lay prone amid more than two dozen death traps—“while she doesn’t have an ounce of anima.”

Lisa regarded Haley and nodded soberly. “Understood. And… me?”

“What? Oh, yeah, Grace already told you: you’re good with us as long as you’re not hiding anything.”

Grace appeared behind Lisa and leaned close, speaking into her ear with a playful grin. “Well, I didn’t say that exactly, but yeah. I’m good with you, Lisa. I can be charitable if you can.”

A hiss sounded, and this time, a series of deep, resonating clicks followed it. A moment later, a much larger panel slid aside at the center of the room, and a chest lifted out of the darkness, sitting there as though it had always been. “Yes! We did it!” Haley leaped to her feet, and Ward’s heart warmed at the massive smile on her face. Her dour, surly alter ego hadn’t shown her face since they’d entered the spire. Was it all due to the Gopah she’d been doing, or was the thrill of the challenge also bringing out her true spirit? He didn’t know, but he was glad about it.

“Let’s see what we got.” Ward stood up and offered his hand to Lisa. She smiled and took it, allowing him to pull her up. She was lithe and agile, and he hardly felt the tug as she stood. Of course, he’d already helped her up a hundred times when they’d been on the ship practicing with their swords, but for some reason, this time, he noticed how her fingers pressed into his palm and her cheeks flushed slightly as she avoided his eye contact as she stood. Was there something there? If there was, he wasn’t sure it was a good idea.

They all walked toward the chest, and Ward tapped it with the toe of his boot. “You open it, Haley. You did more work on this one than the rest of us.” It felt good to say “the rest of us,” including Grace. His demon or angel, or whatever you wanted to call her, looked happy, standing beside Haley, watching as the young woman knelt before the chest, carefully examining it from every angle. Ward also walked around the chest, studying it, hoping Grace might catch something the rest of them would miss.

Haley sat back on her heels. “Looks safe.”

Grace nodded. “I agree.”

“I don’t see anything amiss,” Lisa added.

Ward stood behind Haley and rested his hand on her shoulder. “All right. Open it up. Let’s see what we got this time.”
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A WALK IN THE DARK


Haley let the chest’s lid flop back as she peered inside. She caught her breath, which gave Ward some hope, and when she looked over her shoulder with a crooked smile, he knew something good must be within. “I think we’ll need my dice again!”

“Let us see! Come on, Ward, look inside!” Grace stood behind the chest, peering in, but Ward knew she couldn’t see anything until he did likewise. He grinned, enjoying the game almost as much as he wanted to know what was in there.

He rested a hand on Lisa’s shoulder, catching her eye to indicate he wanted her to stay back with him. “No, no. This one’s Haley’s to manage. Why don’t you take each item out? We can look at them one by one.”

“Really?” Haley grinned, then turned to do so while Grace glared daggers at Ward.

“I know what you’re doing,” she seethed.

“Oh, come on; I’m just having a little fun. Don’t these chests remind you guys of birthday presents, or maybe more like Christmas? It’s fun to drag it out a little, don’t you think?”

Lisa nodded. “I’m reminded of Midsummer when we exchange gifts at the weirding tree.”

Before Ward could ask what a “weirding tree” was, Haley turned, holding a small ivory box inlaid with three clear crystals. “What does this remind you of?”

Ward sucked a breath through his teeth, shaking his head. “The box this tongue came in.”

Haley grinned and nodded, setting the box in front of the chest. Then she reached in and lifted out a gleaming sheet of paper-thin silver. It was exactly the same size as the copper one Ward had gotten in the catacombs. “It has words on it, but they hurt my eyes, so I’m guessing it’s a spell.” Lisa inhaled and leaned forward but didn’t pull against Ward’s gentle grip on her shoulder.

Haley set the silvery sheet beside the ivory box and reached into the chest again. This time, she lifted out a small black silk pouch that clinked softly as she rattled it. “Something sort of heavy, but not metal. I think the objects inside might be gems or maybe made of glass.” She looked into the chest once more, then shrugged. “That’s it.”

Ward sat down, cross-legged, and nodded. “Let’s have a closer look.” Grace walked off, poking around the room as though she might find another chest or something. Ward wasn’t too surprised that Lisa stepped to Haley’s side and peered into the chest. He’d had the impulse to double-check her to be sure she didn’t miss something, so he couldn’t really blame Lisa. After she sniffed and nodded, Lisa sat down to Ward’s left, and Haley closed the chest and sat atop it. She picked up the ivory box and turned it, pausing to squint at the bottom.

“There are some words here: ‘Thurven’s Lucky Key.’ I can’t find a latch to open the box, so I think you must do what you did before—put mana into it.” She set it down, picked up the silvery sheet, and held it out to Ward. Can you read it?” Ward took the sheet and held it between him and Lisa so they could both read it.

Lisa mouthed one of the words at the top, then looked away, blinking her eyes. “I can, but it’s the second word that turns my stomach and makes my eyes feel like they’re being twisted ’round each other.”

“What about you, Ward?” Grace asked, peering at the page with him.

“Yeah, I can read ’em.” Ward had already read through the words once, and he glanced at them again: Vrakkun Khorvek. Lisa was right; the first word read like any ordinary word to him, meaning it wasn’t beyond his “vessel’s” capabilities, but the second word sent a faint twinge of nausea through his guts when he read it. It was a strong word, but he felt he could cast it just fine. Looking over the forms outlined under the words, he frowned. “Two words, but seven forms. Seems like it’ll be a little tricky to prepare.”

Lisa nodded. “I’m not ready for it yet, but perhaps after I use the potion we found.” She looked at Ward, her eyes almost plaintive. “Do you suppose I could make a copy of this spell?”

Ward gave her a nudge with his elbow. “Hell yeah. We found it together, didn’t we? I’d say we should all make a copy if Haley were interested.”

“I’m not.”

Ward chuckled and set the spell sheet on his knee. “What’s in the pouch, then?”

Haley shook it, eliciting some little click-clack sounds that reminded Ward of marbles. When she unwound the drawstring and poured the contents into her hand, he whistled appreciatively, and Lisa drew in a sharp breath. Haley smiled and rolled the three faintly luminescent stones in her palm. They were all polished to a bright, almost oily sheen. One was sky blue, another red like rich, damp clay, and the third black as night. “They feel good in my hand. It’s like they’re full of energy or potential or something.” She held out her hand, and Ward cupped his beneath it so she could pour the three stones into his palm.

She was right; he could feel the buzzing magic in them. It felt like they wanted to do something. They were warm and smooth as glass but heavy—like bullets. He looked at Lisa, arching an eyebrow. She stared at his palm, her mouth working in silent recitation. When she noticed Ward watching, she spoke aloud. “It’s a rhyme. ‘Fairy stones of earth and sky, with fire’s heart and night’s dark eye. When need is great and hope runs thin, hold us close, let aid begin. Speak your plea with voice so true, and we shall lend our strength to you.’ I learned it as a little girl from a book of adventure tales my father read me.” She smiled almost sadly, and Ward swore he saw a thousand memories flash behind her bright green eyes. “It was my favorite.”

Grace had wandered over behind him, and now she leaned close, whispering in Ward’s ear, “I think she’d like to feel them.”

“Do you want to hold them?” He held out his hand.

“Of course!” Lisa’s smile was so genuine, and her hand trembled so earnestly that Ward felt suddenly endeared to her. He could see the little girl who used to sit with her father reading stories, and he felt a wave of nostalgia and loss as though she’d transferred the feelings to him, but really, he knew it was his life he was mourning, or, more pointedly, it was his life that could have been.

He’d practically run from home when he joined the Marines, and he and his folks had been quite distant when they’d died. Worse, he’d let himself drift away from his sister and had lost himself in his career—no new wife, no kids, no one to share the wonder of fairy tales with. Of course, if he were still on Earth, he might finish that melancholy bit of musing with something like, “And now it’s too late.” He wasn’t, though, was he? He was living in a new magical world and had his youth again. His options were wide open, and, who knows, maybe it was still in the cards that he could share an adventure book with a little kid someday.

“Ward?” Lisa prodded, and he blinked, bringing himself back to the present.

“Sorry,” he muttered, pouring the stones into her palm. “I spaced out for a second.” She closed her fist and her eyes, and he could see she was savoring the feeling of the stones in her palm. He looked at Haley. “Toss me that little case, and I’ll see if I can open it.”

“If you don’t have enough mana—” Grace started to say, but Ward looked at her and shook his head. He didn’t want to take out the mana well. He’d given enough away to Lisa for one day. “Yeah, right. Of course you’ve got it.”

Haley tossed the box, and he felt something shift inside it as he caught it—presumably “Thurven’s Lucky Key.” He held it in his hand and closed his eyes, grounding himself. He knew he had a “mana well” inside him, a place that held mana ready to be used on spells. Most of the time, it was plenty for what he needed to do, but when he’d cast the spell that brought Haley back, it hadn’t been enough; he’d had to draw power from the mana well artifact he’d gotten in the catacombs. He wondered if he had enough to open the box.

He didn’t wonder long; he could feel the box growing warm in his palm as he focused on his meditation. He could feel little tingles in his palm as his mana trickled out of the invisible pathways in his hand into the artifact, and, though his eyes were shut, he saw a lightening in the black behind his eyelids and knew one of the crystals was alight. Haley confirmed, “You lit one, Ward!”

He nodded, still focusing on his meditation, ensuring he was deeply grounded, still savoring the feel of his mana as it made itself known to him, tingling and thrumming with potential all over his body. The darkness lightened more, and he knew he’d activated the second crystal. Just another minute or so passed before the third crystal lit up, and the box clicked.

Ward opened his eyes to see the box open on his palm. Haley, Grace, and Lisa leaned close, peering at the rather plain-looking copper key. The top end was big and triangular, and the teeth were many and jagged, but other than that, it was just a piece of copper. Ward didn’t even see any runic words of power inscribed into it. Haley reached for it but held her hand close, hovering over the key. “May I?”

He nodded. “Yeah, go for it.”

She lifted the key from the box, twirling it in her nimble fingers. “I bet it works like a skeleton key!”

Grace leaned close to Haley’s face, peering into her silvery eyes. “Is that just a guess, or did it… speak to you?”

Haley giggled. “Just a guess. I don’t feel anything much from it.”

Ward sighed and held up the spell page. “I’ll hang onto this. Haley, you want to keep the key for now?” She nodded, smiling, as she found a spot for it in one of her belt pouches. Ward turned to Lisa. “Want to hold onto the fairy stones?”

“I do!” She reached out to snatch the little silken pouch off Haley’s lap.

“Good enough,” Ward grunted as he clambered to his feet. “So? We pushing further or calling it good? We’ve got a lot of potions to use, and we just got some… well, I guess they’re possibly artifacts, right? I’m feeling like it would be tempting fate to press further for now. We need these improvements, and then, maybe in the next challenge, we can go deeper or further or whatever.”

Haley nodded. “If Ward says it’s time to pull out, I’m with him.”

“I won’t lie—I feel lucky just to be with you two here, and now I’ve got honest-to-goodness fairy stones in my pocket. Let’s go use our various refinements and see where we stand! If we can get on the next living ship, we may be able to attempt the challenge at Monraht—the capital of Springsea! I just need to organize our approach to the next auction. I’ll talk to my cousin about who might be bidding against us and see if we can pull some local political strings. Gods! We’ll need to shop. Haley, you should buy a tinkerer’s kit… or a locksmith’s! Ward, I think that cannon is great for defending a ship from boarders, but I’m not sure it’s the right gun to bring into challenges, and⁠—”

“So”—Ward smirked and winked at Grace—“Lisa’s a planner. Got it.”

“As opposed to?” Lisa asked, putting her hands on her hips.

“As opposed to a knucklehead who walks around in the dark clubbing people with a stout stick,” Grace answered for Ward.

Ward held up a finger like he had a counterpoint, then sighed and shook his head. “I can’t argue. I could use a little more thinking ahead, myself.” He nodded to the door they’d come through. “I feel like a quitter, but I think being smart and knowing when to back off is the way to win sometimes.”

“Right.” Haley nodded. “Let’s go!”

No one argued, and Haley took the lead, retracing their progress through the spire. On the stairs between the first and second rooms, Haley cleared her throat and looked over her shoulder at Lisa. “You should get a room at the Iron and Ivy. If we’re going to work together, we should stay close.”

“Well, I…”

Ward immediately took Haley’s side. “I’m sure your cousin’s place is nice and all, but there’s something to be said for team building, don’t you think?”

“Team building.” Lisa nodded. “I like the sound of it. Of course I’ll join you!” She sounded genuinely tickled about it, and Ward, again, found himself warming to her. He caught Grace giving him a sidelong look, and he mouthed, “What?” She just pressed her mouth into a thin-lipped smile and shook her head, looking away. He supposed she was going to give him some grief about teaming up with another pretty woman or flirting or some other bullshit. He hadn’t been flirting, had he? He didn’t think so, and if he was going to be working with Lisa, he didn’t think that kind of behavior would be on the table, anyway.

When they exited the spire, it was deep in the night, which Ward found surprising. If he were to make a guess, he’d say they’d been in the weird, magical tower for three hours or so. By that sort of accounting, it should be mid-morning. Still, the catacombs had already shown him that the ancient challenges could mess with time and the perception thereof, so it was with a little nervous trepidation that he approached the woman in the ticket booth and asked, “How long were we in there?”

“Do I know you?”

Ward gave her another look and realized it was a different woman. Of course, the same girl wouldn’t still be working, even if it was the same day. “Ah, never mind. I guess it was a different person I paid the entry fee to⁠—”

“You all went in early this morning,” a gruff voice called from the top of the gatehouse. Ward looked up to see one of the burly crossbow wielders looking down at him. “I was here.”

“Thanks.” Ward tipped his hat—he’d donned it as soon as they’d reached the bottom floor—and then walked through the gate. When they were all standing outside on the quiet street in the dim light of a nearby gas lamp, he turned to the others. “Did I lose some time? Do you guys feel like we were in there all day and night?”

“No, a few hours at most,” Lisa replied.

“It’s the magic.” Grace shrugged. “Just like the catacombs. I mean, according to everyone else, you two slept for about a month.”

“Let’s go!” Haley said, gesturing down the empty street. “We need to get to a busier street if we’re going to get a coach at this hour.”

Lisa nodded, striding down the street in her torn, blood-stained robes. “If we go to the corner and turn right, we’ll come to a market square. I’m sure some people will be out and about there.” Ward followed the two women, eyeing the shadows of the tall, mostly dark buildings. Here and there, a window glowed with warm light, but the city was definitely asleep.

“Something bothering you?” Grace asked, walking beside him.

“If you knew people might come out of that tower at any hour and you were the kind of low-life that liked to capitalize on other people risking their lives while you passed the time looking for someone to take advantage of…” Ward let his words trail off as he saw movement in the shadows of a nearby alley.

“Someone’s there,” Grace hissed. Lisa and Haley heard her tone and turned to see what they were talking about; that was when a shot rang out, and black smoke billowed out of the alleyway. Lisa cried out, grasping her shoulder and falling to a knee on the damp cobbles, and Haley dove into action, darting toward the sound of the shot. Ward was right behind her, but he scanned the other side of the street, waiting for the other half of the ambush he knew would be coming.

Sure enough, two figures darted out from the opposite alley, and he caught the glint of polished metal in the moonlight. Ward had been trained about trigger discipline and proper escalation of force, but, as far as he was concerned, all bets were off when one of his companions had just been shot. He leveled Blazewitch and pulled the trigger. The night bloomed with orange fire as she spat her volcanic payload in a massive cone, enveloping the two figures in flames, black smoke, and sizzling, blinding-white hunks of fiery magnesium.

Both men screamed in agony, one falling to flop on the ground, the other turning to run like a human torch, his hair and clothes alight. Ward cranked the lever to cycle the gun’s cylinder, then swung the barrel toward Haley, only to find her atop a burly man, pounding his face to a pulp, her own face a twisted visage of fury. “Behind you!” Lisa cried, and Ward swung around to see three men running up the street toward them—two held crossbows.

Something in his training made Ward hesitate; these were men hired to guard the spire. They might be good; they might be coming to the aid of some citizens in need; they might⁠—

“Gods-damned idiots! They were supposed to wait for us,” one of the men grunted as a crossbow twanged and a bolt ripped through the air, narrowly missing Haley as she rolled to her feet. Fury erupted in Ward’s chest as he realized his hesitation might have cost Haley her life. He pulled the trigger, but when it clicked, Blazewitch didn’t bark her fiery payload. He tried to work the lever again, but it would only pull halfway.

Ward threw the gun off and yanked his sword free of its scabbard. The red runes blazed in the darkness, and the other crossbowman lifted his weapon and aimed it his way. Ward stalked toward him, and out of his mouth cracked words of power that shook the nearby windows and sent the men’s hands slapping to their ears in consternation. “Dhrak Vel!”

Ward’s visual spectrum narrowed to a monochromatic set of grays as he became one with the shadows, but he could see clearly—nothing hid from him in the dark. The three approaching men stopped in their tracks, shaking their heads, blinking, and fumbling to regain control of the weapons they’d hastily let fall. They darted looks left and right, and the one who’d meant to shoot Ward cried, “Where is he?”

Gliding among the shadows, Ward moved to flank them, a grin that felt almost evil on his face as he lifted his heavy, razor-edged sword. He’d show them where he was.
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Ward could feel the spell fading as he closed in behind the man who was trying to reload his crossbow. The burly, leather-clad fellow had the bolt set and was pulling the lever to cock the string when Ward drove his broad-bladed sword through his kidney. The man screamed in surprise and agony, and Ward kicked him away as he swung his sword up and then down, cleaving the crown of the other crossbowman, splitting his bald head like an unripe melon.

The third antagonist whirled at the noise, and when he saw Ward advancing with menace in his eyes and a bloody sword with balefully glowing red runes, he dropped his knife and yanked an alchemical pistol from his belt. He’d just lifted it when Ward’s sword found the soft spot beneath his sternum and punched through his woolen shirt and thin flesh, sinking deep, severing organs and arteries until the tip ground against his spine.

The man, probably only in his late teens or early twenties, opened his mouth in a horrified O and pulled the trigger of his pistol, sending a shot skittering off the bricks of a nearby building. Black smoke stung Ward’s eyes, and for the second time, he kicked a dying man off his sword blade. As he crumpled, Ward scanned the dark street, staring into the alleys with angry eyes. Nobody else approached, and only the distant screech of a cat broke the still night air.

When his gaze dropped to Lisa, he saw Haley already leaning over her. He looked toward the first two men he’d shot with Blazewitch. One was close, lying still, his clothes smoldering, but the other was further up the road, crawling and dragging one leg that still sizzled and smoked. He whimpered and cried, and Ward knew he had a piece of magnesium burning in the meat of his thigh. He turned to look at the three men he’d hacked down. All were motionless, even the first guy he’d stabbed—a massive pool of blood pooled around him.

“They’re dead,” Grace confirmed while Ward picked up his malfunctioning gun and slung it over his shoulder.

“Yeah,” he grunted, then walked close to Lisa and Haley. “She going to be all right?”

Haley nodded. “Yes, but we need to dig the slug out before we treat the wound.”

“Later. Let’s get out of this area.” He reached out a hand to Lisa. “Can you walk?” Her face was pale, her eyes big as she took his hand and nodded. With a whimper, she let him pull her to her feet, then, gripping his arm tightly, walked beside him as Ward led the way toward the distant streetlamp. “No cops in this part of town?”

“Cops?” Haley gave him a sidelong look.

“Guard patrols,” Grace clarified for him.

“The—” Lisa gasped and leaned harder on Ward’s arm. “The first ambushers—they wore uniforms.”

“Oh shit,” Ward groaned. “Come here.” He turned Lisa to face him and then squatted, grabbing her around the butt with his arm and hoisting her onto his shoulder. “We need to get the fuck out of here.” Ward didn’t know much about the city watch in Westview, but he knew how cops operated. If another patrol happened upon the men they’d killed and maimed, regardless of who started it, the city watch would be out for blood.

Lisa groaned in pain, and Ward realized it probably wasn’t great to have her hanging over his backpack when she had a bullet in her chest. Nevertheless, they had to hurry, and she was moving too slowly on her own. “Hang on, Lisa,” Grace said, jogging beside Ward. “When we get clear, we’ll get you patched up.”

“I-I’ll be f-fine.”

“Ward!” Haley called, having run ahead to the corner. “Keep going! There’s a watchman on a horse near the market square. I don’t see any coaches anyway.”

“Right,” Ward grunted. He was irritated that they’d been ambushed, irritated that they felt they had to flee justice, and irritated by the damn heavy, dead weight of Blazewitch banging against his thigh as they ran. How many times had he shot it? Five or six? “Damn shoddy piece of pretty-looking shit.”

“The gun?”

Ward nodded at Grace, responding as he exhaled, “Yeah.”

“Maybe something got bent when you were fighting the spiders.”

“Maybe. I just wish I had my damn S&W.”

“You did well with my father’s sword,” Haley said, panting as she caught up to him. “The watchman didn’t come this way. He’s mounted but talking to a pair of ladies.”

“Good. By the way, I wasn’t knocking the sword; it’s great. I love how the runes light up when I draw it in combat—really adds to the intimidation factor. How the hell does it know I’m fighting for real?”

Haley shook her head. “I’ve no idea, Ward. It never did that when my father took it off the mantel to tell stories.”

They rounded another corner, and Ward could see the market lights ahead. They were on the far end, though, and he didn’t see any members of the city watch standing around. “Haley, run ahead and find us a ride. I’ll stay here in this alley with Lisa.”

“I will!” Her feet hardly made a sound as she sprinted ahead. Ward hoisted Lisa down and propped her against the brick wall of a nearby building. Then, he dug around in his backpack for a healing tonic and some salve.

“The slug first,” Grace reminded him.

“Right.” Ward reached for his big Bowie-style knife but paused, eyeing the more slender dagger at Lisa’s waist. She was acting dazed, her head lolling to the side as she repeatedly tried to hold it up straight. Ward freed her knife, inspecting the narrow point and clean, razor-sharp edge. “Do I need to worry about infection? Will the healing tonic and salve take care of it?”

“It will be fine,” Lisa replied, her words slightly slurred.

“Stuff your sleeve into your mouth and bite down. Can’t have you screaming and drawing attention.” He held the knife ready at the bloody, puckered flesh of her wound and waited until she did as he’d told her. Before he started digging, though, he said, “Sorry about this, Lisa. I’ll try to be quick.” With that, he probed the wound, trying to slip the slender blade into the opening without cutting more flesh. At first, he did fine, and she hardly reacted, but as he got deeper, she began to moan, and tears slid from her clenched eyes.

Ward pressed harder, and then he felt the unmistakable clink of metal. It seemed to him the bullet was lodged in muscle against the backside of her collarbone. “Not in your lung or anything. You’ll be fine.” With a few less-than-gentle prying motions of the dagger, he worked the bullet out. Halfway through, Lisa seemed to lose consciousness, and he had to press her against the brick wall to keep her from sliding down as he worked.

When the round ball of lead came free with a sucking, slurping sound and fell to the cobbles with a click, Ward immediately pulled the cork from a tonic with his teeth and poured it into the oozing hole. Lisa’s eyes fluttered open, and he held the little bottle to her lips. “Drink it.”

“I think Haley’s coming,” Grace said, and Ward realized he heard the clatter of wheels on cobbles and the chug-hiss of a small steam engine. He moved to the corner of the building and looked around it to see a small, brass-and-lacquered-wood vehicle coming their way. It had big, spoked wheels, and the passenger car was suspended on a spring-mounted platform that wobbled and bounced as the vehicle hit each bump on the uneven roadway.

Ward snatched Lisa’s hand and tugged her to the corner just as the vehicle came to a halt with a long, protracted hiss. The round door flew open, and Haley leaned out. “Come on!”

Ten minutes later, they were bouncing through the city, far away from the spire and the scene of the ambush. Ward had Blazewitch in his lap, puzzling over the innards beneath the brass cover. There were more gears and spokes in there than he had imagined, and he couldn’t, for the life of him, figure out what they all did. “This thing is ridiculously overengineered. It’s like the insides of a damn watch!”

“Considering the size of the payload it fires,” Grace observed, “I’m not surprised it failed.”

“Goddamn irritating. A thousand glories down the drain.”

“Not necessarily.” Lisa winced as she leaned forward, pressing her hand to the bandage Haley had put on her wound. “Take it to a tinker, have them fix whatever is jammed, then trade it at an alchemical arms shop. You’ll get some value out of it.”

Ward nodded, contemplating the gun. He liked it. It had certainly done its job a couple of times, but he wouldn’t carry a weapon that he couldn’t rely on. It was bulky, too, and, as the others had pointed out, not exactly great to use in a confined space. He was genuinely beginning to like the sword, but Ward wanted a decent gun. He was just too damn used to having one. “If I can’t find something good here, I’ll try on Springsea.”

Lisa nodded, her face still a bit wan from her two brushes with death. “You’re likely to find something better there. Springsea is closer to Ferris, which is where all the best smiths can be found.”

“That’s another world?”

“Yes. Ferris is commonly considered the fourth of the Vainglory worlds.” She leaned back, sighing. Their compartment was separate from the driver’s, but she still lowered her voice as she said, “First thing in the morning, I’ll speak to my cousin to ensure we’re in the clear. Regarding the dead watchmen, I mean. After that, I’ll want to take some time to drink the mana potion from the spire and make some inquiries about the next auction for ship tickets. Will it be all right if we meet in the evening? I’ll come to your hotel.”

Ward glanced at Haley, and she nodded. “We should do the same. We can drink our potions and then do some shopping.”

“And you should do your Gopah,” Ward added.

“Of course.” She narrowed her eyes, aiming a slight scowl his way.

“Look, I’m not trying to be a pest, but I was thinking—you should be at your best before you drink those potions.” He didn’t want to elaborate about her corruption and how he thought she should ensure it was subdued before drinking refinements, not in front of Lisa, but he could see Haley got the idea as her eyes widened.

“You’re right.”

The coach clattered to a stop, and Lisa moved toward the door, wincing again as she adjusted her pack. “I’ll see you in the evening, then.”

“Night, Lisa.” Ward held out a hand, and she took it, squeezing it gently in fingers that felt too cold. “You sure you’re all right?”

“Yes. The tonics weren’t as effective because I’ve had too much in a short time, but it did the job well enough. I’m no longer bleeding. A bit of rest and a hot bath will do me wonders.” She turned to Haley and Grace. “Good night, ladies.”

As they replied in kind, the coachman opened the door, and Lisa slipped out. They were parked in front of a grand house with a wraparound porch and gas lamps burning cheerily by the front door. The coachman shut the door, halting further observation, and then, a few seconds later, the vehicle began to rumble and bounce as he drove them to their hotel. “I like her,” Haley offered.

“Yeah, she’s all right. I’m glad we cleared things up between us all.”

Haley nudged his knee with her boot. “You think she’s pretty.”

“Oh, come on. Did Grace put you up to that?” Her answering smile and glance at Grace were all the answer he needed. “Don’t give me a hard time, all right? I’m exhausted, and I think it’s going to be a long day.”

“A long, fun day!” Grace replied, rubbing her hands together like a comic book villain. “You two are going to be going through some changes!”

Ward shook his head. “I don’t know. I’m a little nervous about the bloodline one. Do you think it might be better to sell⁠—”

“Don’t even think it!” Grace howled. “Ward, like anything good in life, there might be risks, but the payoff could be enormous! There are some powerful bloodlines out there!”

Ward held up his hand. “Easy, easy. It was just a thought. I figure, when we get back, Haley and I should use our refinement potions, and then, depending on how we feel, we ought to go into town and sell some gems and maybe see about a better hemograph. I have a feeling there’ll be more options in this city than in Tarnish.”

“But what about⁠—”

“I’m hoping,” Ward interrupted, “that if we get a better reading, I’ll know more about my possible bloodlines, and that’ll give me something to research at the city’s archives.” Lisa had mentioned the library earlier, and Ward was eager to see if he could find the answers to some of his more pressing questions about magic, hemographs, bloodlines, anima, and all the other esoteric topics that common folk didn’t seem to know jack or shit about.

“And then?” Grace folded her arms, resigned irritation twisting her lips into a half frown.

“And then, if things look promising, I’ll drink that bloodline potion.”

“Sounds smart to me,” Haley quipped. “Don’t you agree, Grace?”

Grace sighed and flopped down on the bench seat she shared with Ward, resting her head on his thigh. “Fine, I suppose it’s wise to know what we’re dealing with.”

Ward smiled at her surrender and looked out the window, watching the dark streets slip by. Some of the streets they passed had steep downward slopes, and he could see fog clinging to the damp cobbles as he peered down their lengths. He realized the city reminded him a little bit of Seattle. The port and the steep hills had obvious parallels, but the weather was similar, too.

Of course, such thoughts brought to mind other comparisons—steam and gas versus electricity and oil, for instance. Ward could see why Earth had advanced in that department; mana made electronics act strangely and, eventually, fail. He doubted that many people would fight against that tradeoff. Would he want his smartphone back if it meant he had to give up magic? Hell, he doubted he’d make the trade even if he couldn’t work magic himself but had to rely on alchemical mixtures and magically artificed devices. Who would go to an emergency room to get pumped full of drugs and carved up by a surgeon if they could rub an alchemical mixture on a wound and watch the flesh knit back together?

The coach came to a stop, jarring him from his musings, and Ward hopped out, holding the door for Haley. She flicked a glory that glinted with the sheen of silver to the driver, and the two of them walked through the door, held open by a smartly dressed doorman. “Go ahead up, Haley. I’ll get our stuff from the vault.”

She started for the stairs but paused, turning back. “Shall I go first? In the tub, I mean.”

“Yeah! Go for it. Just get the water nice and hot and soapy first. Trust me.”

Haley pinched her nose and waved her hand in front of it. “Trust me, I remember.”

Ward laughed, waved her off, and walked over to the counter. A young man he hadn’t met stood at the ready. Glancing around, Ward realized he was the only other person in the lobby at that hour, so he gestured to the ample, quiet space. “Everyone still asleep? What’s the time?”

“Good morning, sir. It’s just a quarter past two.” He looked Ward up and down, taking in his attire and the stains, though Ward didn’t think he could possibly tell it was blood, not on his dark woolen clothing. “Is everything all right, sir? If I’m not mistaken, you already have a room, yes?”

“That’s right. I have some things in the hotel vault, however. I’d like to claim them.”

“Oh, of course, sir. I would love to help you with that, but I’m afraid you’ll have to wait until the manager comes on duty at eight.” His tone was apologetic, and he stood stiffly as though bracing himself for an outburst, but Ward just smiled and nodded.

“Eight, huh? All right then. Be sure to mention to the manager that I’ll be calling. I’ll need my belongings tomorrow.”

“Of course, sir. Might I have your name? I’ve seen you in the lobby, but we haven’t met⁠—”

“It’s Ward. Ward Dyer.” Ward thumped his knuckles against the counter, nodded, and then turned to the stairs. “In the morning, then.” A few minutes later, he walked into the room he and Haley shared to find her standing on the little rug at the foot of the bed, going through her Gopah forms.

“I didn’t want to start the refinement until I did my Gopah.”

Ward nodded. “Oh, right. Um, should I go first, then? How long will you be?”

“I think I should do it for a while. I want to reach my peak charge.”

“Damn.” Ward sighed. “I was kind of hoping to have a little more time to psych myself up.”

Grace appeared, standing near the bathroom door. “Just get in here and drink your medicine, you big baby.”

“Go ahead, Ward!” Haley nodded. “This will take me nearly an hour if I’m thorough.”

“All right, dammit.” Ward walked over to his bed and began stripping off his gear. When he was down to just his shirt and pants, he walked to the bathroom but paused, giving Haley another look. “Hey, you know I was pretty damn proud of you tonight when those assholes jumped us. You didn’t hesitate, and you took that guy out before he could get another shot off.”

She paused her movements and looked at him, her silvery eyes bright in the room’s lamps. “Really?”

“Yeah. You were great in the spire, too. Shit, you were the only one of us who didn’t have any trouble in the fights, and you were steady as a rock when you were disarming those blade things. I’m damn lucky to have you as a partner.”

Ward saw moisture in her eyes as Haley clamped her mouth shut and nodded. He could tell she wanted to say something but didn’t trust herself not to start crying. He wanted to hug her, to tell her all sorts of platitudes about how her parents would be proud of her or that she’d grown a lot since he met her in the catacombs, but he also wanted to treat her like an equal. So, in the end, he just locked his eyes on hers and gave her a final respectful nod. Then, he went into the bathroom and started the tub—things were about to get messy.


26
WASTING DAYLIGHT


Ward let the water get hot and filled the tub halfway, adding plenty of soap. He was determined to get ahead of the stinking filth he figured was about to come out of his body. “You know,” Grace said, watching him, “you had stuff coming out of both ends when you drank the refinement potion in the catacombs. That water is going to be disgusting.”

“Yeah, well, I can drain it and then fill it up again, can’t I? It’s better than nothing.”

“Maybe it won’t be so bad,” she offered. “Wouldn’t it make sense that the first refinement would get rid of the bulk of your… impurities?”

“Here’s hoping. I mean, we don’t even know for sure that this potion is a refinement. R+ could stand for all kinds of things. Hah, maybe it’s a strong dose of radiation!”

“No, I think your initial suspicion was correct. The beings who created the challenges labeled refinements with an R, so it wouldn’t make sense to use the same denotation for a different type of potion.” She chuckled. “Or poison.”

“Very comforting.” Ward sighed, unbuttoning his shirt. He didn’t bother asking Grace to leave; he knew she wouldn’t be willing to miss whatever show he was about to put on, and, besides, he’d gotten too damn used to her to care if she saw his naked butt. He stripped down and slid into the soapy water, the potion clutched in his hand. The water felt amazing, and his impulse was to lie back and soak for a while.

Part of him wanted to drink the potion to find out what it would do and how it might improve him, but another part was dreading it. His hesitation was largely due to the flashes of memory that kept running through his mind’s eye—puking, cramping, writhing in agony and disgust, unable to fathom how such filth could be pouring out of him.

“Come on, old man,” Grace urged. “Take your medicine. It’ll be over before you know it.”

“Maybe a bath is the wrong idea. What if I cramp up and drown?”

“In this little tub?” Grace chuckled and moved to sit on the smoothly curved porcelain. She reached into the water to gently squeeze the back of his neck. “I can keep your head above water if it comes to that.”

Ward nodded, enjoying the feel of her firm, warm fingers. He was tense, partly from their experiences in the spire, partly from fighting and fleeing the guards in the street, and partly from his anticipation of going through literal hell when he drank the potion. “‘Nothing to it but to do it,’ as they say.” He sighed and twisted the stopper in the potion bottle, breaking the wax seal. He took a whiff and almost chickened out right then and there when the unmistakable tang of ammonia brought tears to his eyes. “What the fuck? This smells like it’s meant to clean out a dirty oven!”

Grace nodded, having smelt the stuff vicariously through him. “It’s bad, that’s for sure. I recommend not breathing while you chug it.”

“What if this shit really is poison?”

“It’s not, Ward. Come on. Be brave.”

Ward scowled, looking up at Grace. He wanted to bicker with her, but most of that impulse was his way of stalling. He wanted to accuse her of being power hungry, of pushing his advancement above all else, but they’d turned a new leaf, hadn’t they? They’d been friendly—even charitable—with each other since, well, since getting to Port Granite. She’d shown herself to have real feelings and, in his mind, proven to care about him and Haley. Hell, she’d even been pretty damn good-willed toward Lisa.

“We’ve got a healing tonic right there,” she said, gently squeezing his neck and nodding to the little glass jar on the bathroom sink. “If it’s not a refinement, I’ll make sure you drink it.”

“All right. Enough stalling.” Ward took a deep breath and tilted the potion to his lips, swallowing it down. It was smooth and a little syrupy, and he downed it all in four gulps. He didn’t breathe as he drank, so the fumes didn’t get to him, and when he finished and gasped a breath of air, he was surprised to find his throat wasn’t burning, and he didn’t feel like vomiting. Even more perplexing, a faint, pleasantly sweet citrus tang clung to his tongue. “Hey.” He smiled at Grace. “That wasn’t bad, act—” An eye-watering clench of his guts cut off his words.

“Ward?”

“Oh—” he grunted and groaned, every muscle in his abdomen contracting. “Shit!” he cried, and then sweat exploded out of his pores, and his vision grew hazy and bright, like he was looking at the sun through an old stained-glass window. He could feel his body doing things it had no business doing—muscles contracting in opposition to each other and then relaxing too much, releasing everything he’d spent his entire life holding in—shit, urine, tears, snot, and, of course, sweat. For some reason, he didn’t vomit, but he was too far gone to be thankful for that little mercy.

Ward writhed in the water, splashing, but not a lot—he’d only filled it halfway, anticipating his convulsions. He’d opened the window, cranking it out so the many little panes caught and reflected the street lamps below and, thankfully, directed a nighttime breeze into the bathroom. Still, if he’d been cognizant of his surroundings, he would have gagged at the steamy stench filling the air. He moaned and groaned and occasionally cried out. After two or three minutes of such noises, a knock sounded at the door.

“Ward? Are you going to be all—” Ward barked a gasping, coughing cry of pain as his abdominal muscles twisted in a knot, cutting Haley off.

“He’s going through it, Haley!” Grace called. “It happened last time, too. I think he’ll be all right.”

“Can I do anything?”

“No, I’m afraid not. Go ahead with your Gopah.”

Ward continued to writhe, their words only discernible as background noise. His vision had changed in tone, shading the world in sepia. He felt like his muscles and bones were being pulled apart from each other, and though he remembered the experience as being awful when he’d drunk the refinement in the catacombs, he didn’t remember it being this painful. With the pain came hunger, which was strange, considering the sickness he’d just gone through.

As he thrashed, his joints popping and cracking, his mind flashed with bloody images—men he’d killed, meat he’d eaten, and, to the horror of his barely conscious self, he found himself growling and snarling, salivating for a taste of the coppery stuff. He felt Grace, then, grasping the sides of his face, shaking him. “Ward!” Her voice was distant, like she was outside, calling for him through a closed door. “Ward!”

The words were muffled, indistinct, and, above all else, irritating. Ward swiped at her with one arm, and she was gone, no longer a bother. He gripped the sides of the tub and thrust himself up, unaware that his hands cracked the porcelain where they gripped it. A deep, rumbling growl rose from his chest, and he glared around the bathroom as hot, soapy water sluiced off him. The space was stifling and damp. The breeze from the window tickled his flesh, and Ward swiveled his head that way, staring out into the darkness that fell away from his piercing gaze.

Shadows didn’t exist for him; everything was lit in shades of yellow and gray. He leaped for the window sill, adroitly catching himself on it, his feet balanced while his hands gripped the casing. Distantly, he heard a shrill cry, “Ward! What’s going on?” Then, he leaped, sailing from the second-story window to land lightly on the cobbles. He lifted his nose to the sky, sniffing, seeking something to satiate the hunger that clawed at his guts. A whiff of pine and grass came to him atop the underlying soot and damp, and he ran toward it, slipping through the shadows, a menacing growl tinging each of his heaving, excited breaths.

He tore down an alley, the wind rushing through his hair. A cat saw him coming, yowled, and jumped atop the fence bordering the yard of a narrow, gabled home, but something in Ward was triggered by the thing’s flight, and he leaped after it. His claws—claws?—swiped through the air, narrowly missing the feline and shattering several planks. He would have given further chase, but his ears picked up a new sound, a distant yip, a series of snarls, and the cry of something dying. Saliva flooded his mouth, and Ward tore down the alley, stretching his legs in long, loping strides.

Motion caught his attention here and there, but he was fixated on the scent of grass and pine and the unmistakable sounds of predators feeding. He crossed streets, leaped parked carts, and scrabbled over low walls until he came to the fortifications that guarded the northern edge of the city—a watchtower here and there, a bridge across a gorge where a river crashed over boulders far below, and low, broken-up fortifications meant to deter siege engines that had fallen into disrepair and disuse long before the last burn cycle.

Soon, Ward was savoring the soft grass and moist soil beneath his feet, the fresh air, and the night sounds of birds and forest creatures—predators and prey. His nose and ears guided him through the trees and undergrowth until he came upon the scene he’d been hunting for. A berm in the forest, soft soil covered with old leaves and pine needles, upon which a buck had been taken down, ripped open, and was currently being feasted upon by four big wolves.

If Ward had been his usual self, rational and thoughtful, he would have frozen on the spot, his mind desperately seeking an exit plan. He wasn’t himself, however. He was something less… and something more. He didn’t care about the eight luminescent eyes turned his way. He didn’t care about the growls rumbling out of the throats of those wolves. All he cared about was that hot, steaming, bloody flesh, and he intended to have his share.

Ward stalked up to the corpse, ignoring the wolves. They challenged him, of course, with barks and growls, and two of the big females began to circle behind him, but they cast worried glances at their alpha. “What was this thing?” those eyes asked. “Do we fight it?” The big male backed away, sniffing the air, his savage-toothed snarls turning querulous, a slight yip chasing the lowest notes. The wolves, despite their initial instinct to defend their kill, backed off, forming a loose circle around the interloper, and they watched, licking bloody muzzles, panting in a way that meant they were more confused than angry.

Ward fell to all fours and sniffed the blood. His mouth exploded with saliva, and he gripped a great hunk of the buck’s rear thigh, pulling it away from the bone with ease. He bit into it, slicing through the bloody meat with canines and incisors grown unnaturally sharp, biting down with jaw muscles that felt suddenly powerful beyond reason. Grunting and huffing, he ate his fill while the wolves watched, and when he was done, he moved off to a soft patch of loam at the base of an old oak and curled up, too exhausted, too blood drunk, to care that he was utterly exposed.

He slept then, deeply and soundly, though when he awoke, he had fragments of disjointed memories of a warm tongue lapping his face, his lips, even his teeth as he snored and grunted in response. It was when he contemplated that memory that Ward sat up straight, inhaling sharply as the chill morning air caressed his bare chest. “What the fuck?” He scanned his surroundings, taking in the massive tree boles, the loamy leaf-covered ground, and the freshly killed buck stripped to the hide and bones a dozen yards away.

He could remember everything he’d done. It was dreamlike, unreal—surreal—but he could remember it. He’d run, naked, out of the city. He’d walked right up to a pack of wolves and helped himself to their kill! “And they fucking let me.” Ward looked at his hands—normal in every respect, though stained with dried blood. Didn’t he remember having claws? He gingerly probed his teeth, afraid of what he’d find, but his mouth felt normal. Had it all been a bad trip? Had that potion been laced with wild hallucinogens?

He grunted, stretching his neck, surprised by how limber and fresh he felt. “What the fu—” he started to ask himself again, only to have Grace suddenly appear before him, stormy-eyed and disheveled.

“What the hell was that?” she growled, shoving his chest.

Ward, used to her occasional outbursts, met her outrage with a wry grin and shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re asking me. I drank that damn potion, and the next thing I know, I’m waking up in the woods.”

“You pushed me down! You buried me! I couldn’t see, I couldn’t hear or smell! I was trapped, Ward! What did you do?”

“Grace, what part of me waking up naked in the woods don’t you understand?”

“You don’t remember anything?”

Ward sighed, shaking his head. He wasn’t being honest. He remembered everything, but it was just too damn strange to be real. Nevertheless, he tried to explain. “I do, I guess, but it was more like I was along for the ride than I was doing anything. I jumped out the damn window, ran through town, into the woods, here, and took some meat from a pack of goddamn wolves.” He gestured with a bloody hand toward the deer carcass.

Grace sat back, eyeing him up and down with her dimly smoldering eyes. “You’ve changed.”

“Ah, c’mon. I didn’t mean to—what did you call it? Bury? Yeah, I didn’t mean to bury you, Grace, I⁠—”

“No, you dummy, you’ve changed. Literally. You’re more muscular. You have more hair on your chest. Your eyes aren’t just blue anymore—you have a band of gold near the pupil. I think that R+ potion did more than advance your ‘vessel’ attributes.”

Ward wasn’t a dummy. He could put two and two together. “Oh, shit. The ‘lycan’ bloodline? Am I a werewolf, for God’s sake?”

Grace frowned, folding her arms as she continued to study Ward. “I don’t know about that. You took some meat from a pack of wolves?”

“That’s what I remember, yeah.”

“And they didn’t fight?”

“They growled, but they backed off.”

“I know a thing or two about wolves. If a lone wolf tried to take meat from a pack’s kill, they’d be very likely to attack it. Either that doesn’t hold true for werewolves, or you might have the scent of a different animal, something that could back off a wolf pack.”

“Like what? A bear?”

Grace nodded. “Exactly. Who’s to say, though? It could just be that lycanthropes trump regular beasts when it comes to the perceived-threat department.” She sighed and stood up, pacing in a small circle, examining their surroundings. “Please tell me you didn’t murder anyone on the way out of town.”

Ward chuckled. “Nah, I almost got a cat, but I didn’t attack anyone.” He stood up and stretched, enjoying the way his body felt, enjoying the scents on the wind and the dappled sunlight coming through the tree branches above. “God, everything feels good. Everything seems… sharper.” He clenched his fist, grinning as his knuckles popped with the force of his grip. “Honestly, Grace, I feel fantastic.”

“We need to get you back to the inn; I want to see what the hemograph says about you.”

Ward nodded. “Shit! How late is it? We’ve got a lot to do today, and what about Haley? She must be losing it!”

Grace looked up at the sky, shielding her eyes. “It’s still early. Let’s start back, and, hopefully, something will present itself as a solution to your, um, nakedness.”

Ward nodded and started out, somehow knowing which way to go. He might not have been entirely in the driver’s seat the night before, but he’d definitely been cognizant of everything that had gone down. He recognized little landmarks as they went—a tiny stream, an old, lightning-blasted tree, an enormous bee hive buzzing from a hollow log. When he heard the sounds of axes falling and men shouting, he slowed and frowned down at his nakedness. “I’m going to cause some trouble if I run into some loggers like this.”

“Ward, I think your hearing has improved. I think those sounds are much farther than you think. Do you remember running past any tree stumps?”

Ward shook his head. “Nope.” He concentrated, closing his eyes and focusing on the distant sounds. “Yeah, I think you’re right. They’re coming from off that way.” He nodded toward his right, then continued ahead. He’d only covered another ten yards when he heard a faint cry on the wind.

“Ward!”

“Haley!” Grace cried.

“Yep!” Ward started jogging toward the voice. He heard her call his name three more times before he came upon her, hands on knees, studying the forest floor. Ward cupped his hands over his family jewels before she could look up at the sound of his pounding feet. He needn’t have worried; Grace stood before him, arms on hips, blocking most of his nakedness.

“Ward!” Haley cried, leaping up. “I’ve been looking for you all night!”

“How’d you track him this far?” Grace asked, and Ward had to admit to some curiosity about the subject.

“I followed him! The lunatic! I chased him through the streets until he outpaced me, but I could see he was running for the city’s edge. Ward! You looked like a monster on the prowl! Growling and gnashing your teeth! I didn’t get close enough to get the details, but I swear you were more animal than man by the time I lost sight of you.” She gestured to the soft, mulch-covered ground. “I picked up these tracks near a beet farm outside the city.”

“Haley,” Grace bemoaned, “do you have something he can cover up with?”

Haley looked over Grace’s head, her eyes brightening with humor as she reached up to unclasp her cloak. “This won’t cover you if you wear it around your neck, but just wrap it around your waist. It’ll get you to the inn.” She tossed it over, and Ward did as she suggested, wrapping himself with it like a big beach towel. “You have to tell me what’s going on, though.”

Ward nodded, motioning for her to follow as he began walking again. “I will, but it’s all guesses right now. We need to get back to the inn and take a look at the hemograph.”

“It’s his bloodline, we think,” Grace added. “It seems that R+ potion might have been a refinement plus a bloodline awakening.”

“Oh, gods. Lycan? Ward… I’ve heard stories…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

Ward sighed, rubbing the back of his head in frustration. “I don’t want to hear it. Not yet. Let’s get to the inn, and we’ll get to work as planned. You need to do your refinements, and then we’ll go to the library. Depending on what the hemograph says, I think I’ve got some research to do.” He put an arm over Haley’s shoulders. “Thanks for coming to find me, partner.”

“Of course! Though, this whole thing has me wondering if I want to go through with the refinements. Ward, that bathroom is disgusting!”

“Hah!” Ward laughed and squeezed her against his side. “I’ll clean the tub for you, don’t worry.” He felt good despite everything, and he couldn’t help picking up the pace, breaking into a loping jog after a few seconds. “Come on!” He laughed. “We’re wasting daylight!”
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Back at the hotel, Ward asked Haley to wait while he cleaned up the bathroom and got himself dressed. He had a vague memory of cracking the porcelain rim of the tub, but when he looked more closely, he realized he hadn’t done that; he’d gouged several deep grooves in it. “Jesus. How hard must my nails have been to grind through porcelain?”

Grace leaned close, peering at the damage. “I’d say it’s a combination of the hardness of your nails and the force applied, Ward. Porcelain is hard but brittle. Your point stands, though—the nails you sprouted during your little episode were formidable. Whatever the case, the hotel staff will be gossiping about what you and young Haley are getting up to in the tub.”

“All right, all right. Enough of that.” Ward waved her off and turned on the water. Sluicing it around the tub to wash the gray, stinking residue down the drain. While he was at it, he scrubbed the blood and grime off himself, for the first time really noticing what Grace had mentioned earlier; he was thicker around the chest and arms, his legs were more muscular, and, yes, everywhere he grew hair, it seemed thicker and darker.

As he finished and was toweling dry, he looked in the mirror and couldn’t help striking a muscle-man pose, flexing his arms. “Hah!” He laughed as his biceps and shoulders bulged. “This has to be cheating. I haven’t lifted any weights or anything.” He rubbed the thick stubble on his jaw. “Shame about all the hair, though. Grooming’s going to be a real chore.”

Grace drew her fingers across his chest, scratching her nails through the stiff, dark hair. “Oh, I wouldn’t worry about it. Not all women like the smooth, boyish look.”

Ward slapped her hand away. “That’s enough of that.”

She grinned, hopping atop the counter to watch him get dressed. “I’m glad you’ve learned to take a little teasing.”

“What I’ve learned,” Ward said, shrugging into a clean shirt, “is that fighting with you doesn’t do any good.”

“True. So? Are you ready to see the hemograph?”

“Yeah, we’ll check out my reading while Haley’s in here.” Ward took one more look around the tub area, wiping up some soapy water from the floor, then gathered the wet towels, intending to leave them outside the room. When he stepped out, Haley jumped up eagerly. Ward chuckled. “Feeling less conflicted?”

“I’m excited! You seem more vibrant, I mean, despite your weird adventure last night…” She frowned, stepping a little closer. “You don’t suppose you’re going to go on rampages like that all the time, are you? Maybe we should buy some chains while we’re out today.”

“Chains?”

“To bind you to the bed or maybe a bolt in the floor.”

Grace laughed. “I think that’s a fantastic idea! Let’s chain him down!”

“You two need to cut that shit out! Hopefully, we’ll find some information about Lycan bloodlines today, and we’ll know how often I might lose my, uh, self-control.” He gestured to the bathroom. “Your turn. Don’t put much water in the tub until afterward, okay? I wouldn’t want you to drown.”

“Should I drink both⁠—”

“No!” Ward and Grace said in unison. Haley’s eyes widened in alarm, and Ward clarified, “Not right away. Drink the refinement, then come out here, and we’ll do a hemograph reading. Then you can drink the green potion, and we’ll do another reading. It’ll be good research for us.”

“Ah, I understand.” Haley stepped into the bathroom and started to close the door but paused and looked Ward in the eyes. “Here goes.”

She sounded more than a little scared, so Ward tried to reassure her, clicking his tongue as he said, “It’s unpleasant, but you’ll be fine. It’s like being sick for five minutes and then getting better. Drained, but better.”

“Okay, well, don’t come in. I don’t want you to see or… smell me like that.”

Ward shrugged. “Hardly fair, but all right.”

Haley didn’t respond, but her lips quirked up at the corners, and he considered that a win. She pushed the door closed with a click, and then he heard the water start to run in the tub. “Come on,” Grace said, gesturing to his pack. “Get the hemograph out.”

“Right.” Ward retrieved the device and sat on the edge of the bed, setting it beside him. A moment later, he was sucking on his sore finger and watching the aetherflux swirl around, glowing with silvery blue luminescence. When the figures arranged themselves into a table, Ward stared at the results for several long seconds, forgetting even to breathe as he took in the changes:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Evolved [Awakened] Human – Aetherborn Traces, Lycan Manifestation [Traces], *Unknown* Traces

Accumulated Mana: 0 [1,212]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 3 – 76% [36%] to next tier, Enhanced Regeneration Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 5 – Bloodline Dependent, *Unknown* Artifact Influence Detected

Vessel Capacity: Tier 4 [Tier 2] – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 3 – 2% [Tier 2 – 60%] to next tier, Enhanced Healing – Moderate [Minor], Enhanced Bone Density – Moderate [Minor]

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 5% [Tier 2 – 46%] to next tier, Enhanced Physical Power – Moderate

Vessel Speed: Tier 2 – 94% [50%] to next tier, Enhanced Reflexes – Moderate

Longevity Remaining: 80% [62%] – Tier Three [Tier Two] Depletion Rate (Approximate)

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

“You’ve certainly gone through some changes,” Grace observed. “I don’t see anything that seems negative.”

Ward snorted. “Well, except for the whole running through the streets naked and eating roadkill.”

“I think it’s worth staying posi—” Grace’s words were cut short as Haley cried out from the bathroom, her voice strained like she was trying to lift something heavy.

Ward shook his head ruefully. “Poor thing. I know that feeling.” As Haley’s grunts and groans continued to emanate from the bathroom, he turned to the readout again, pointing at the “Bloodline” section. “Looks like we were right, at least. Lycan is now a ‘manifestation.’ Then you can see I have improvements in speed, strength, and durability. ‘Moderate,’ whatever that means. I wish there were more precise levels like the numbered ‘tiers.’ I really want to try to find a better hemograph.”

“I agree, more information would be nice, but, Ward, you improved in almost every category. You feel amazing, don’t you?”

“Yeah, other than the yawning canyon crying for food that my stomach has become. Oof! Why’d I think about it?” Ward pressed his palm to his stomach. “I hope Haley’s quick in there. I’m starved!” Ward stood up and walked over to the bathroom door, pressing his ear to the wood. Haley was panting and grunting, and he could hear her limbs thumping the sides of the tub as she thrashed. “She’s still in the thick of it,” he whispered.

Grace nodded. “If you hurry, you could order some food brought up.”

“I hate to leave her. I promised I’d be here for her.”

“I suppose you’re right.” Grace paced toward the window, speaking more to herself than Ward. “Just be patient. She’ll be done soon, and then, while she cleans up, we can go order the food.”

Ward joined her in pacing, walking from the bathroom to the bed, to the window, and back again. He figured he could spend some time trying to prepare the spell he’d gotten from the spire, but he felt like his mind was too disordered, his thoughts running in a million directions. He was a goddamn werewolf! Or if not a werewolf, he was a were-something. He couldn’t figure out why he wasn’t freaking out more. Was it the nature of the magic? Was his physical well-being so overpowering that it wouldn’t let his mind slip into terrified catatonia?

Despite what the hemograph said, Ward didn’t feel any different. He didn’t feel like a “Lycan,” whatever that was supposed to feel like. Of course, he immediately played devil’s advocate against that thought; if he’d changed, would he even know it? He whirled on Grace. “Am I different?”

“I told you! You’re… thicker. You’re more vital. I don’t know how else to⁠—”

“No, dammit. I mean me. Am I still me? When I first woke up, I thought the world looked sharper, everything smelled richer, and I could hear things far away. Now, it all seems normal. Am I just used to being… whatever it is I am now? Was it so easy to forget my humanity? Would I even know it if my feelings were different? Am I going to want to kill people? Eat their bloody livers? Am I⁠—”

“Ward!” Suddenly, Grace was right in front of him, grasping the sides of his face, her sharp nails tickling the stubble on his jaw as she tilted his face toward her. “Do you remember what you did yesterday?”

“Yeah, of course. We were in the spire, and then we left and got ambushed by⁠—”

“And do you remember last week?”

“We were on the ship… Captain Lemon⁠—”

“And last month?”

“Tarnish. Fay and Fan and⁠—”

“If you can remember your life, Ward, you can remember how you felt. Remember Fay? Remember how she felt, naked and hot, her breaths gasping in your ear as you had sex, grinding your⁠—”

“Jesus, Grace! Cut that out!”

Grace’s face twisted into a self-satisfied smirk. “You’re still you, Ward. You can count on me to help you remember who you are if it ever comes to that. Okay? You should stop spiraling because it’s not doing anyone any good. What’s done is done.” She nodded toward the bathroom. “I haven’t heard any grunts in a while. Check on her!”

Ward nodded, irritated but grateful. Grace was right; he was still himself on the inside despite the changes he’d gone through. That was what mattered, right? He tapped on the door. “Haley?”

“Don’t come in here!”

“I won’t. Are you okay?”

“I am, but I feel like I was thrown and trampled by a stallion!”

“Well, that’ll pass quickly. Wash yourself off; I’m going to go and order some food brought up, all right?”

“Yes, please!”

Ward chuckled and hurried downstairs. He spoke to the young woman at the desk, promising a generous tip to whoever brought breakfast for six up to their room. On his way back to the room, Grace gave him a sidelong look. “Six, Ward?”

“I’m telling you, Grace, I’ve never been this hungry in my life.” Haley was waiting when he got back, sitting on the bed beside the hemograph. Ward paused at the door and gave her a good, long look, curious to see how the refinement potion affected another person.

Her hair was damp, and she kept it short, so he couldn’t see much different about it, but it certainly seemed to have a healthy sheen. It wasn’t just black; it was like onyx, with an inner luster that would’ve done wonders for a shampoo company in their commercial. Her eyes were still pale, silvery discs, but he hadn’t expected that to change. Her brush with death had caused them to look that way, and he wasn’t sure it was necessarily part of the “corruption” she had on her spirit or if it was just a side effect of being brought back through the “veil.”

Overall, she didn’t seem significantly changed. Her skin, pale as it was, had a healthy glow, and her wiry muscles stood out tautly on her shoulders and arms—she wore a sleeveless sleeping gown—but they always had done so; Haley was a damn healthy, fit person—probably one of the healthiest people Ward had ever met. “How do you feel?”

“I feel wrung out, but good. Like you said, the soreness faded quickly.” She nodded toward the hemograph. “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t wait. Do you want to see?”

“You know I do!” Ward hurried over and peered down at the display, afraid the numbers would fade before he got a good look:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Empowered [Awakened] Human – Infernal Traces, Celestial Echoes – *Unknown* Corruption Detected

Accumulated Mana: 743 [312]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 1 – 36% to next tier, Enhanced Fire Affinity – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent, Enhanced Mana Collection – Minor

Vessel Capacity: Tier 3 [Tier 2] – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 3 – 21% [Tier 2 – 74%] to next tier

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 98% [55%] to next tier, *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Vessel Speed: Tier 2 – 64% [21%] to next tier

Longevity Remaining: 99% – Tier Four Depletion Rate (Approximate), *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

Grace was the first to speak. “Why did she change from ‘awakened’ to ‘empowered’ while you changed to ‘evolved?’ It has to have something to do with you advancing your bloodline, don’t you think?”

Ward shrugged. “That or Gopah… Like, the way she gathers mana might be having an effect on that.”

“I’m here!” Haley said, waving a hand. “What does this all mean?”

Ward sat down beside her and pointed to the readout. “The big thing is your vessel capacity jumped to tier three, which means you can improve your ‘vessel’ attributes that high. Though, your strength was already tier three, so I don’t think the rule is set in stone. I mean, that ‘mutation’ seems to be pushing your strength past its normal bounds.” He took out his notebook and began scribbling down Haley’s numbers.

Grace pointed to a line on the reading. “You see, your strength is nearly the next tier. I’m interested to see what will happen to that when you drink the green potion.”

“Should I do it now?” Haley asked, standing up.

“Why not?” Ward glanced up from his scribbling to look at Grace. “Any thoughts on why it might be bad to do two potions back to back?”

She shook her head. “I’ve never read anything about it. Honestly, before we came here, I didn’t know there were different types of refinements.”

“I’ll do it.” Haley started for the bathroom. “I feel fine.”

“Well”—Ward stood up, frowning—“don’t lock the door, okay? Holler if you need anything.”

“I will.” With that, she stepped into the bathroom, and the door clicked shut. A moment later, the water turned on in the tub.

“The potion was called ‘fortitude,’ Ward. I don’t think it’ll be harmful.”

“Yeah, I know—” His further words were cut off by a knock at the door. When he opened it, two young men stood outside carrying trays laden with food, and suddenly, Ward’s hunger surged to new heights. He ushered them in, snatching a rasher of bacon as they passed by. “Just set it on the table over there. I’ll sort it out.”

“Yessir.”

“Thanks, boys.” Ward flicked a ten-glory coin to each of them, and then he fell into a feeding frenzy, the likes of which would have left his Marine buddies envious. It felt like he had a bottomless pit in his stomach. He’d eaten something like ten eggs, four biscuits soaked in gravy, a dozen slices of bacon, two bowls of chopped fruit, and a plate of linked pork sausages before he began to feel normal again. When he looked up, Grace was watching him with wide, amused eyes, licking her lips in vicarious pleasure.

“God, you loved that food!” She laughed.

“I told you! I was starved. I feel pretty great now, though.”

“Well, I don’t envy the toilet when you pay a visit later today.”

“Nah, I’m a machine.” Ward stood up and slapped his hard stomach, grinning. “None of that’s going to waste.” Further joking around was forestalled when the door opened, and Haley tentatively poked her head out.

“Um, Ward, Grace…”

“What is it, Haley?” Grace hurried toward her, though she couldn’t do anything other than look at her face more closely.

“I feel… different.” She pushed the door open and stood before Grace. When he saw her standing there, Ward could see why. She’d grown. More than that, some of the healthy glow of her skin was back—the paleness caused by her “corruption” had faded significantly. Her hair had grown several inches, her shoulders seemed broader, and overall, she just seemed much, much more vital.

Ward laughed and hurried over to grab her into a hug. “You look like I feel, Haley! You look fantastic!”

She laughed along with him for a moment, but when he released her, some doubt crossed her eyes. “It’s strange, though! Isn’t it…” She held up her hand, flexing her fist and looking down at herself. “Isn’t it unnatural?”

“Honey…” Grace laughed. “You and Ward are drinking ancient magical potions designed to improve a person’s vessel. No, it’s not natural. I don’t think there’s anything wrong with it, though! People have been fighting over these things for thousands of years!”

Ward stepped back and held out his hand, visually measuring her height in relation to himself. “Yeah, you grew a couple of inches. Last time I hugged you, your head came right about here.” He touched his sternum. “You’re up to here now.” He shifted his finger to a spot just below his clavicle.

“I grew nearly three inches?” she cried. “My clothes won’t fit!”

“Something more to shop for today,” Grace quipped. “Come on, let’s see her reading.”

Haley nodded and walked over to the hemograph. Ward watched while she stuck her finger into the little slot, jerking it back when it clicked. “I hate that!”

Ward nodded. “Yeah. Same.”

“You know…” Haley held her finger up, and Ward could barely see a tiny bead of blood. “It didn’t hurt as much as the last time.”

“That might be a good sign…” Ward stopped speaking as the hemograph began to populate its strange, mystical table:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Empowered Human – Infernal Traces, Celestial Echoes – *Unknown* Corruption Detected

Accumulated Mana: 233 [743]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 1 – 36% to next tier, Enhanced Fire Affinity – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 2 – Bloodline Dependent, Enhanced Mana Collection – Minor

Vessel Capacity: Tier 4 [Tier 3] – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 4 – 1% [Tier 3 – 21%] to next tier

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 98% to next tier, *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Vessel Speed: Tier 2 – 64% to next tier

Longevity Remaining: 99% – Tier Four Depletion Rate (approximate), *Unknown* Feat or Mutation Detected

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

“Well,” Ward said, smiling at Haley, “I guess it’s safe to say that improving your durability is another way to stave off that corruption.”

Grace folded her arms over her chest. “That’s one takeaway. Another is that it seems the ancients mean ‘durability’ when they say ‘fortitude.’ Haley, was the process as… unpleasant as the other refinement?”

Haley was still staring at the report but looked up and shook her head, locking her bright eyes on Grace. “No. At first, I thought I was just sweating, but when I stood up from the tub and looked in the mirror, I saw I was steaming—thick, gray steam that drifted out the window. I got very hot, but that’s it.”

“Well”—Grace clapped her hands together—“you should eat some of the scraps Ward left behind for you, and then we’ve got some serious shopping to do.”

Ward nodded. “Yeah. Hell yeah. Congratulations, Haley! You look fantastic, and I’m beyond thrilled that nothing crazy happened to you.”

She smiled mischievously, and Ward felt like he was catching a glimpse of the old Haley, the one whose family wasn’t dead, whose cousin hadn’t betrayed her, and who hadn’t died and come back with a shadow on her soul. “Do you mean like sprouting a bunch of body hair and running through the streets showing everyone my arse?”

“Hey!”
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THE BEAST WITHIN


Ward and Haley walked to the nearby market square as a starting point for their day’s shopping. The shops in the square catered to the upper-class citizens of Westview, thanks to the proximity of the governmental district and the more exclusive neighborhoods in the upper half of the city. Of course, as far as goods went, that was fine with Ward; he didn’t want to shop for cheap weapons or hunt through bargain shops for books and texts, but everything hinged on their first activity of the day: selling the gemstones they’d pulled from the spire.

The hotel manager had recommended a jeweler for them to visit, and he’d also been eager to hand Haley back her sack of glories, apparently uncomfortable with the responsibility. As Haley stashed away her fortune, Ward had taken the sealed metal box and stored it back in their room, locking it in the safe. He intended to seek further answers about the evil artifact contained within, but he didn’t want to carry it around town while he shopped.

They found the jeweler’s shop exactly where the manager had promised, on the northeast corner of the market square. Haley read the sign aloud as they approached, “Gregor’s Gilded Touch.”

Ward snorted. “Sounds a little…”

“Creepy?” Grace finished for him.

Ward sighed and went inside. The shop reminded him of a jewelry store from an old movie, with glass display cases, a finely dressed “hostess” in a silken gown, and men with jeweler’s lenses sitting behind counters, examining gemstones and fine jewelry. When Ward showed his handful of gemstones to the woman who greeted them, she hurried them back to a private room, where they waited for only a few minutes before one of the jewelers entered and sat down on the opposite side.

He was a pleasant enough fellow, and to Ward’s sensibilities, he seemed honest enough. He valued their gemstones at nearly thirteen thousand glories and didn’t bat an eye when they asked for payment immediately in cash. Ward insisted on giving Haley a thousand of his payout for Blazewitch, but she flat-out refused to take anything further for the things she’d paid for while he’d been short of funds. As a result, when they left, Ward had a nice fat pouch with more than five thousand glories in it, and Haley was flush, having recouped far more than she’d put out since leaving Port Granite.

Standing outside the jeweler’s shop, Ward nodded to the far side of the square where no less than three alchemical arms shops stood waiting. “I want to see about trading Blazewitch for something a little less cumbersome.”

Haley nodded. “And I need to buy a new wardrobe, among other things.” Ward knew part of the “among other things” was a set of tinker’s tools for future explorations in challenges.

“I wish I could go with Haley!” Grace whined, folding her arms over her chest.

“Well, you have my permission,” Ward quipped.

“You know it doesn’t work that way!” Grace looked at Haley. “I wish it did, though.”

“I know, Grace. I’ll show you everything I buy when we meet back at the hotel. Will that be fine?”

“Fine.” Grace veritably pouted.

“I’ll go to the library after dealing with this.” Ward held up his malfunctioning gun.

Haley nodded and smiled as she started toward a dressmaker a few shops down the way. “I’ll just meet you back at the hotel, then. I don’t want to try to find you.”

“See you later.” Ward wanted to tell her to be careful, but he knew it went without saying; besides, she was tough as hell. Anyone who tried to mug her was going to be in for a very bad day.

As he made his way across the square, skirting around a central fountain, Grace tugged on his wool jacket. “You need to replace this.”

“Yeah, I know. I’d like something lighter than that chainmail shirt, too.”

With no recommendation to steer him, Ward stopped at the first alchemical arms shop he came to: Philosopher’s Forge. It was smaller than the shop where he’d bought Blazewitch, but the front window boasted a wide array of guns, many of which looked a lot more modern than those Ward had seen in Tarnish or Port Granite in that they seemed to have blued-steel barrels and featured a breech-loading cartridge design.

When Ward stepped into the shop, he had to wait a while as the only proprietor helped a man purchase a hunting rifle. As he waited, Ward perused the weapons, lingering in front of a wall hung with all manner of pistols, though, sadly, no six-shooters. When the older gentleman with a walrus-style mustache exited carrying a very long-barreled rifle, the shopkeeper, a tidy, older fellow who smelled like tobacco and spiced cologne, walked over and gestured to Blazewitch, hanging from Ward’s shoulder. “Quite a weapon there.”

“She’s a work of art but not exactly durable. I need something a bit sturdier and more compact for my line of work.”

“Oh? Looking to sell that one?”

“Sure, or trade it for store credit. It’s, uh, currently a bit jammed. I think one of the gears is bent.”

“Bring it over to my workbench.”

Ward did as asked and set Blazewitch on the well-worn wooden countertop. The old fellow brought out some fine brass tools—pliers, screwdrivers, and the like. After fifteen minutes of tinkering and a little pounding from a tiny brass hammer, he managed to get the lever to start moving again, actuating the cylinder smoothly with each pull. “Aye, she’s a work of art, but I wouldn’t carry her onto a battlefield, Mister.”

“Yeah, my thoughts exactly. I’ve got a couple of boxes of ammunition to go along with her if you’re interested in taking her off my hands.”

“I’m sure I could find a buyer here in town. What kind of replacement were you thinking of?”

“Well, something reliable and accurate and compact. In my old line of work, I carried a handgun that could fire six cartridges before needing a reload. I don’t suppose you’ve got anything like that?”

“I’m afraid not. Best I can do is a two-barrel, breech-loading cartridge pistol. Here.” He walked over to the wall and took the gun in question down. It was bigger than Ward’s old pistol, but he could see it was well-made with a pair of eight-inch, blued-steel barrels and a hand-carved hardwood grip. “This one was made by a local artisan—Mitt Mayfield. He has a way with barrels that gives the bullets a bit of a spin. ‘Course, that means you need to be pretty precise with the size of the lead balls. Anyway, you won’t find a more accurate handgun in Westview.”

“May I?” Ward held out his hand, and the old-timer slapped the butt of the pistol into his palm. It had a good weight, and when he cracked the breech and looked through the barrel at a light, he saw that his suspicion was correct—both barrels were rifled. “How much?”

“Well, seeing as you carry a sword, do you want a shoulder rig for that piece? If so, I’ll do the gun and the rig for six-fifty. Or, trade me that cannon and your ammo, and we’ll call it good.”

Ward knew full well that Blazewitch was worth a hell of a lot more than a two-barrel pistol. He chuckled and shook his head. “I’ll pay you for your time fixing Blazewitch, but I think I’ll try to sell her elsewhere. I paid more than a thousand for her.”

“Oh, hold on now. Never bargained with anyone before?” The older man reached into his vest and took out a leather pouch. Ward watched as he scooped a wad of tobacco out of it and stuffed it into his cheek. “I was just feeling you out, ya see?” He turned and spat on the sawdust-covered floor behind his counter. “I’ll give you the pistol, a shoulder rig, a box of munitions, and two hundred glories. Now that’s the best I can do.” He locked eyes with Ward and held out his hand.

Ward grinned. The truth of the matter was that he was glad to be done with the deal; he wasn’t the kind of man who wanted to walk from store to store looking for the best bargain. He nodded and clasped the old-timer’s hand, surprised by the strength of his grip. “Deal.”

Fifteen minutes later, Ward walked out of the gun shop with a new pistol slung under his left arm and a much lighter backpack, having unloaded Blazewitch’s heavy ammunition boxes. On one hand, he regretted letting the gun go so quickly and easily, but overall, he was glad not to be lugging the thing around. He hadn’t been lying when he said it wasn’t the right sort of weapon for him.

“Well, that’s one impulsive decision that didn’t cost you too much,” Grace remarked as Ward contemplated where to go next.

Ward glanced at her and scowled, a wave of irritation rising in his chest that, he was a little embarrassed to say, sounded like a growl. “Which way to the library?” He was trying to remember the directions he’d gotten from the hotel manager before leaving.

“North out of the square. When you see the gated manors on the right, you’re supposed to follow the lane along the river park, and the library will be across from the cemetery.”

Ward smiled, trying to recapture his earlier good cheer, and nudged her with his elbow. “See? You’re not useless. I don’t care what other people say.”

“Hilarious. So? Are you going to shop a little more or go straight to the library?”

“I need to know what the hell is going on with me, so, yeah, I’m going to put off shopping for jackets and whatnot until I try to find out if I need to, you know, chain myself down at night.”

Grace hurried to follow as Ward started off toward the square’s central, northern exit. “Do you feel more angry or hungry? Can you smell the blood of the slaughterhouse on the other side of town?”

“Are you just going to throw movie clichés at me, or do you have some actual ideas?”

“Well, answer me! Do you get the urge to bite people or, you know, sniff their crotches?”

Ward laughed. “Nah, nothing like that yet.”

Grace pointed to a mangy yellow-white dog sniffing around an alley nearby. “What about him? Any urge to chase him off or bite him?”

Ward adjusted his hat, chuckling. “You’re an idiot.”

The walk to the library was longer than he’d expected, but it was nice and cool out, and the river park was lovely, despite the fall weather. Ward watched more than one fancy little coach roll by with finely dressed ladies and gentlemen out for a morning tour. Part of him thought it looked fun, and he imagined taking a ride like that with Fay or—and this he wouldn’t admit to anyone, especially with Grace around—Lisa. He had to admit the sorceress was growing on him. The thought brought a question to his mind, and he asked Grace, “You suppose Lisa’s doing all right? Her bullet wound was healing fine, right?”

“Of course she is. If our ministrations weren’t enough, I’m sure her fancy cousin has a surgeon on call.”

Ward nodded. “Yeah.” He strolled the rest of the way in silence, hurrying his steps in eager anticipation. Was he finally going to start getting some answers about all the strange shit he’d been experiencing?

The library was an enormous stone edifice with stained-glass windows and gargoyle-like statues lining the crenelations on the third story. No crowds milled about, and the foyer was quiet when Ward went inside. When he stepped onto the marble floor, and his boots clicked, echoing hollowly, a small, bearded man wearing a dusty smock emerged from an office behind the central counter and beckoned him over.

“How may I assist you today, good sir?”

Ward doffed his hat and hung it on a rack before walking closer. He knew his eyes would be bright in the dim light of the library’s foyer, so it wasn’t surprising that the little fellow straightened up and glanced left and right a bit nervously. Ward cleared his throat and nodded. “I have important research to conduct. How are your books organized?”

“Sir, we follow the Burns-Thatcher method of cataloging, and I’ll be more than happy to assist you. However, I must ask: are you a member?”

“Not yet, I’m not. What will it cost me?” Ward slipped a hand inside his coat.

“Oh, a nominal fee, sir; however, I’ll need to file your sponsor’s letter of introduction.”

Ward felt a low growl in his chest as he muttered a curse, but the man hastily waved his hand.

“Apologies, sir, but are you, um, registered with the Assembly? Perhaps I could waive the membership requirements for you, at least temporarily.”

“I’m not registered,” Ward rumbled, frowning, but then another idea came to him. “I’ve done some work as a marshal—deputized and everything. In fact, I think I might have my letter of introduction from Marshal Aldiss here somewhere.” Ward unslung his pack and made to open it, but the man waved his hand again.

“Not necessary, sir. I can see clear as day that you’re on the Road, and if you say this is Marshal business, I’ll not be fool enough to interfere. Follow me, and I’ll set you up in one of the reading rooms.”

Ward nodded and followed him into the grandly appointed library, inhaling deeply, savoring the scents of old paper, vellum, and leather. They passed by high library shelves equipped with rolling ladders, ornately carved tables and chairs, and then into a smallish room dominated by a large, polished mahogany table and chairs. “You won’t be bothered in here, sir. Now”—he produced a small notebook and a stick of charcoal—“if you’ll tell me what texts you’d like me to fetch you, I’ll be quick as can be.”

“I need books detailing bloodlines—particularly lycan, aetherborn, celestial, and infernal. I also need any texts you have that might provide clarity about anima and ‘anima hearts.’ Finally, I need information regarding refinements from the challenges.”

“Ah, well, those are certainly esoteric topics, sir. I won’t pretend to know what sort of business you’re about. I won’t promise we’ll have all the information you seek, but I’m certain I can find a few documents and tomes on those topics. If you’ll be pleased to wait, I’ll do my best to gather what you seek.”

Ward nodded, and the man hurried out, leaving him alone with his thoughts, which Grace was quick to intrude upon. “He certainly seemed helpful.”

“Yeah, it almost feels suspicious, doesn’t it?” Ward clenched and unclenched his fists.

“It’s called intimidation, Ward. You looked like you were ready to rip his throat out when he started asking you about a sponsor’s letter. Did you realize you were growling at him?”

“Not until after it started,” Ward admitted. Grace seemed amused, but he didn’t think it was all that funny. He couldn’t go around growling at people until he got his way, could he? What if the kid working the library counter went to the local constabulary? What if they came with witch hunters and priests to lock Ward away or put him down? Hadn’t he just helped slaughter some guards in the street that very morning? Sure, they’d been crooked and tried to rob him and his friends, but if they had a grudge and were looking for strangers causing trouble… Ward shook his head and pushed the worries aside. What could he do about it? Hopefully, the kid was just getting him the texts he requested.

“What do you think your new spell will do?” Grace asked, perhaps trying to help him take his mind off things.

“Lord knows. I didn’t expect the first spell I got to conjure phantoms from the past.”

“Did I say something to irritate you?” To his surprise, Grace seemed genuinely concerned.

“No. Why?”

“Your tone. You’re snapping and, well, like seriously, Ward. There’s a growl rumbling in your chest.”

“The fuck?” Ward held his hand to his chest, and sure enough, he could feel the rumble. Why couldn’t he hear it? Was it too much a part of him? “I feel irritable. No, it’s more than that. I feel stressed.” He glanced around the little room, at the walls with no windows and the heavy oaken door. “I feel trapped.” He stood abruptly, sending his chair clattering back into the wall behind him, and approached the door.

When he grabbed the knob and twisted, he half expected it to be locked, but it turned easily, and when he jerked the door open, nothing waited outside—no soldiers with spears or torches, no hunters with silver-tipped crossbow bolts or muskets primed to fire. Ward stepped out and walked down the short hallway to a tall, narrow window letting in a pale shaft of daylight. When he stood before the glass, the sun hitting his face and the trees and grass of the park in view, he felt his racing heart begin to calm.

“Something’s going on with you,” Grace said, clearly trying to keep her tone calming and her words less than inflammatory.

“You think?” Ward growled. He sat on the window sill, his back to the glass, and watched the hallway, alternating his view toward the room he’d come from and the far end where it opened onto the central library. When he’d been sitting for a while, and nothing moved, let alone threatened him, he began to feel more relaxed. “It’s the lycan—the wolf or whatever beast I’m becoming. It doesn’t like being cooped up in an unfamiliar place.”

“Why are you speaking about it in the third person? Isn’t ‘it’ you?”

“I don’t know, Grace. If that kid ever returns, maybe we can find out.” To her credit, Grace didn’t reply, and Ward sat there stewing for several more minutes before a trundling squeak announced a book cart long before it came into view. Even knowing what it was, Ward found himself standing with his hand on the hilt of his sword when the young man pushed the cart around the corner.

When he saw Ward by the window, he paused and called out. “Shall I bring the books to you there?”

Ward shook his head and started forward. “Nah, I just wanted to stretch. Did you find what I needed?”

“I hope so, good sir. I found several books on bloodlines, a religious text from the fourth era on anima, and a traveler’s guide to the Vainglory challenges.”

Ward wanted to ask what ‘the fourth era’ meant but didn’t want to look too much like a fish out of water, so he just grunted his thanks and followed him into the study room. “What’s your name?”

“My apologies, sir. I’m Kandish. I’ll be working the front desk until evening, so if you need anything at all, that’s where you can find me.”

“Do you ever allow books to leave the library?”

“Only for members with borrowing status, I’m afraid. I’d love to waive the requirement, but I can’t afford a single one of these books, and it would come out of my⁠—”

Ward waved a hand. “It’s fine. I was simply curious.”

The young man pushed his narrow triangular spectacles up on the bridge of his nose and nodded. “Very well. As I said, I’ll be at the front desk.” With that, he left, closing the door gently behind himself.

Ward looked at the leather-bound tomes on the cart, one of which was a good six inches thick. Taking a deep breath, trying to push his earlier agitation out as he exhaled, he looked at Grace. “Please tell me you can read really fast or something.”
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RESEARCH


It turned out that Grace could read faster than a normal person, but more importantly, she remembered just about anything she ran her eyes across. While it was helpful, it was also a little irritating when Ward would start to read a page and make it about three sentences into the first paragraph before she’d say, “Turn the page.” This went on for a while, and Ward got frustrated to the point where he tried to tune out, but Grace couldn’t read the words if he didn’t focus on them at least briefly.

After nearly an hour with the religious text from an organization called The Order of Arcadian Transference, Grace sighed and shook her head. “I don’t know about this. It’s filled with parables and anecdotes—stories that, frankly, mirror most of the major religions of Earth. Nothing seems grounded in practice, but I just read a section that mentioned ‘anima hearts,’ which is a first.”

“What?” Ward’s interest was piqued, and he scanned through the page. “Where?”

“Here”—Grace pointed and traced the words as she read—“it says, ‘no grasping talons of the nether creatures could restrain his spirit, for his anima heart burned with such light that the shadows recoiled, their forms unraveling as if cast into the noonday sun. With each pulse of his heart, the air trembled, and the weight of his will became more than they could bear. Thus, with his foes scattered and wailing in the void, he stretched forth his hand, and the gateway to salvation opened before him…’”

“Was he dying? Is this the story of someone moving on from this reality?”

“It’s more like a salvation story. A ‘savior’ type who defied death to deliver his people. Honestly, I don’t know how much help anything we read in this book is going to be. I guess it’s helpful in that those are the first written words we’ve found that mention an anima heart. Still⁠—”

“I think our time is better spent looking at bloodlines. I mean, if anima and anima hearts are the purview of obscure religions, at least in this town, we might have to study that topic as we progress through the, uh, Vainglory worlds.”

“Right. So, let’s look at that one.” Grace pointed to a much narrower book with gilded lettering on the binding that read, “Cooper’s Anatomy of Bloodlines.”

Ward nodded and picked up the book, flipping through it. He wasn’t sure what language it had originally been written in, but it looked like flowery English to him, thanks to Grace’s gift of tongues. To his surprise and delight, it was broken into clearly titled sections, each one outlining, as far as he could tell, a different bloodline. “What the hell?” he muttered, flipping through several pages until he came to a section labeled “Lycan.” With a mouth rapidly drying, Ward began to read through the lengthy entry:

I once believed, as many do, that the lycanthrope was a creature of singular identity: the werewolf, a beast bound to the moon’s sway and the haunting cry of the hunt. This belief was shattered one fateful night in the catacombs beneath Tarnish, for as you know by now, I make my living and fund my writing career by delving into the depths of Vainglory’s challenges. In those catacombs, I encountered not a wolf but something far more cunning, far more insidious—a wererat. It was not the creature’s appearance, though grotesque, that struck me. No, it was its behavior: the way it slinked and chittered in the darkness, its small, needle-like teeth bared in a grin that bespoke malice rather than mindless savagery. Where the werewolf is a force of nature, the wererat is nature’s guile—a predator not of strength but of wit and shadow.

That night, as I escaped with barely my life intact (and a ragged scar across my calf as a permanent reminder), I began to question the nature of this bloodline. Were these creatures not kin to the wolf-beast? Could they not, perhaps, share a common source, some primal origin that transcends their outward forms? My inquiries led me to stories from across the many worlds—tales of werebears in the snowbound reaches, weretigers stalking the dense jungles of Springsea, and, though I confess to skepticism, whispered accounts of weregators in the sodden ruins of the Gravelwash Estuary.

What I have come to believe is this: the lycan bloodline is not merely one beast but all beasts. It is a primordial force, an echo of nature’s will, lying dormant within the blood of those it chooses—or curses. Its manifestation depends on the host, their environment, and the stories buried deep in their blood. A human born in the highlands, with the cold winds in their lungs and the roar of the bear in their spirit, may find the bloodline awakening as a werebear. Conversely, a child of the city gutters, surrounded by filth and the relentless struggle for survival, might awaken as a wererat. The bloodline adapts, as all predators do, to its surroundings.

Ah, but not all who carry the lycan blood are doomed to the transformation. For many, the beast slumbers, an uneventful inheritance that passes from one generation to the next, unseen and unnoticed. In fact, most who have this animal nature in their blood will never even realize it. It’s only those who find a way to awaken the bloodline and bring it to the fore who might experience the pull. Such awakening can happen naturally—a response to a threat combined with the proper stimuli. Some, however, seek to force the awakening, engaging in rituals or magical stimulation.

Those awakened find their lives irrevocably altered. Their senses sharpen, their strength grows, and the beast within begins to whisper. The greatest challenge, then, is control. Many succumb to the bloodline’s call, becoming little more than feral shadows of their former selves, slaves to the pull of the hunt. Yet a rare few—those with an iron will or remarkable training—master the beast, turning it from tormentor to ally. These are the lycan-blooded who stand tall, feared yet respected, their duality a source of strength.

There are those who use other bloodlines to balance the powerful urges of their Lycan nature, awakening and strengthening a counter bloodline to contend with the beast within. Such a path is fraught with peril, however, for some bloodlines will amplify the beast rather than temper it. As you know, I have delved into many an ancient challenge, and I’m well aware of the “refinement” potions that promise to call forth the bloodlines that lie hidden in a person’s ancestry. Walk that road with caution, for once embarked, it may be that the only pathway to sanity is forward, deeper into the blood.

It is this scholar’s well-informed opinion that once a person with a lycan bloodline has begun to awaken their heritage, there are but two possible outcomes: enhanced control and harmony with their inner beast, or a loss of self and, inevitably, torment and doom.

Ward sat back, releasing the book and clenching his fists as his frown grew so heavy that his jaw popped as he ground his teeth, exhaling a slow, rumbling growl through his nose. “Wonderful,” he grunted.

“Ward, take what this man wrote with a grain of salt. It’s all hearsay. It reads like an old-timey travelogue. It doesn’t have any practical details. If he’d ever met a werewolf or other creature besides running from one wererat, he’d have useful information. What’s going to happen to you tonight? How will you know what kind of were-creature you are? Is it a good sign that you didn’t murder anyone as you ran through town? Does the full moon mean anything to you? Does silver? This feels like something written to scare rich girls before they sleep at night but not to provide any real answers.”

Ward grunted and nodded, picking up the book again and flipping through the pages until he recognized another heading: Celestial.

The celestials are revered across continents and cultures, the mere mention of their lineage evoking awe and reverence. To claim descent from the celestial is to claim a fragment of the angelic. These individuals are said to possess a radiance that cannot be extinguished, a light that shines brightest in the darkest of times.

My studies, arduous though they were, led me to the observation of a supposed celestial child in the city of Argenta on Brighthome. The boy’s silver eyes shimmered as though the moon resided within them. More remarkable still was his ability to heal wounds not with salves or sutures but with a touch, as if channeling the very essence of life. Such accounts align with the broader narrative of the celestial bloodline as one of compassion and intervention. However, do not mistake these beings for benevolent deities—they are as fallible as any mortal, and their powers, though perhaps divine in origin, are limited by the vessel that contains them.

Be warned if you harbor a hint of the celestial in your blood: the light may blind, and the purity may alienate. Those who walk among us, too perfect for the world, often find themselves hunted by those who envy or fear their gifts—or seek to oppose them.

“Jesus,” Ward grunted, reading the final “warning.”

“Do you think her eyes are that way because of her bloodline?” Grace hummed softly, clearly lost in thought, as she tapped her finger over the description.

Ward nodded, picturing Haley’s silvery eyes. “Maybe. Maybe her, uh, death woke it up a little. The hemograph says she has ‘celestial echoes,’ which sounds like more than ‘traces,’ don’t you think?”

Grace nodded. “Find the entry for infernal.” Ward knew what she was thinking. If celestial had to do with the “divine,” what would Cooper say about “infernal?” If the choice for Haley was between evil and good—Ward shook his head. Divine didn’t necessarily mean good. This wasn’t Earth, and they weren’t talking about modern religions. If you looked at religions throughout history, there were plenty of examples of “divine” beings doing awful things. He found what he was looking for near the back of the book:

Infernal bloodlines, my dear reader, are the most insidious of all, for they are born of shadow and fire, their veins coursing with the essence of the damned…

“Oh goddammit.” Ward thumped his fist on his forehead, his heart suddenly aching with worry for Haley.

“Ward!” Grace moved around behind him and began to knead his shoulders. “Remember what we said about this book? It’s not necessarily factual. I’d say its only value is that it at least mentions the different bloodlines, so we’re not completely operating in the dark. Let’s see what ‘aetherborn’ is.”

Ward nodded, eager to turn the page away from the lengthy diatribe about the evils of the infernal bloodline. It took him a couple of minutes to find the entry in question, but when he did, he found his nerves calming as he slowly read through it:

The aetherborn are, without question, the most enigmatic of all the bloodlines I have cataloged. To observe them is to glimpse a spark of the otherworldly—the essence of realms beyond and between mortal comprehension. An aetherborn’s mana does not merely glow; it dances, a flickering mirage of light and shadow that defies supernatural laws. Standing near an aetherborn will reveal a charged presence, as though the air itself bends to accommodate their impossible nature.

Legends claim that aetherborn are children of the stars or, more precisely, the space between stars—between the material plane and those beyond the veil. Their ancestors were beings who crossed the boundary between worlds. Whether truth or poetic fancy, the fact remains: their gifts with mana and, thus, the words of power are nothing short of miraculous. They walk untouched where mortal feet would falter, and they speak words that ripple through reality itself as if carried on unseen winds.

Beware the arrogance that walks hand in hand with such power. The connection to the beyond comes at a cost. Many an aetherborn has been consumed by the energies that empower them, leaving behind nothing but a shell inhabited by mad whispers and flickering afterimages of a power that has long faded.

“I’m beginning to see a pattern.” Ward snorted.

“Yes, Cooper loves his dire warnings, doesn’t he?”

“Well, if I were going to take anything away from his book, it would be that we want Haley to improve her celestial bloodline and not her infernal one.”

Grace nodded. “I’d agree with that, but primarily because of the corruption. It sounds like a celestial bloodline would help purify her spirit or soul. Are they the same thing, I wonder?”

“We’ve had that talk.” Ward sighed. “We don’t know.” He pointed to the thick religion text. “And books like this aren’t going to give us the answers we want.”

“Well, if infernal bloodlines are a tenth as bad as Cooper makes them sound, I think a generic bloodline potion is too risky for Haley. We have to find a way to help her awaken the right one.”

“Yeah, whereas I’m already fucked.” Ward folded his arms, straining the seams on his jacket as he quite literally pouted.

“No, you’re not! For one thing, you already seem to have some good control over yourself. You got stressed and growled, sure, but you’re not ripping people’s throats out or howling or sprouting fangs. I mean, yeah, you did that, but it was when you first took the bloodline refinement.”

“Yeah, but what happens when the moon comes out?” Ward gestured to the pile of books. “I think what our time here has shown me is that I’m not going to find the answers I want here. I mean, not in this library. All this did was stress me out. Should I take the second bloodline potion or not? If you listen to Cooper, I probably should. He said the only way to avoid doom is to really awaken the bloodline and gain control over it.”

“That’s not all he said.” Grace continued to rub her thumbs into the meat of Ward’s shoulder muscles. “He said that another bloodline could help balance out the lycan one. We already know you have traces of aetherborn, and that sounds pretty good overall.”

“And ‘unknown.’” Ward sighed. “Don’t forget the unknown one.” He pushed the Cooper book aside and picked up another one that had interested him—The Secrets of the Blood. He began to thumb through it, and Grace leaned over his shoulder, reading along with him. To his delight, she didn’t push him to hurry up, and Ward took his time, reading through several sections until he came to a general passage about improving bloodlines:

Bloodlines aren’t unlike other attributes that your trusty hemograph can quantify for you. They can conflict with and balance each other, and they all have qualities that might be just the missing piece of the puzzle in your desire for power. Most people have more than one bloodline in their ancestry. It’s simply a matter of teasing it out of the hidden structures in one’s blood and marrow. Whatever the case, whatever ancient secrets lie in the mysterious red soup that flows through your veins, it’s rarely a mistake to bring them forth. Humanity is a bland course watered down by thousands of years of safe interbreeding. Dig deep! Find the primordial sauce that will add flavor and character to your recipe!

“This guy was a character,” Grace said, leaning her chin on Ward’s shoulder. “What was his name?”

Ward flipped to the front pages but couldn’t find the author’s name mentioned anywhere. “I don’t know, but at least he had a positive outlook.”

“Does he have sections on different bloodlines?”

“Let’s see…” Ward slowly turned the pages, giving Grace time to see all the text. “Will you remember all this?”

“Yes, as long as I keep it fresh in my mind. In ten or twenty years, if we don’t talk about this topic regularly, I’ll struggle to recall it all.”

“Pretty damn cool, Grace.”

Grace pressed her cheek against his jawline, basically hugging his face with hers. “I know you’re stressed out, Ward, but we’re going to get to the bottom of this.”

Ward felt a flush of warmth in his chest, and he leaned into the touch. “Thanks.” As much as he’d complained about her when he’d first been saddled with her, he was finding that it was nice to know he always had someone with him, someone going through everything he was going through. He turned the page again and froze; a hand-drawn image of a hulking beast that couldn’t be anything other than a werewolf dominated the page. He began to read the text on the opposite page.

The lycan is perhaps the most famous of the primordial bloodlines. The most common, most well-storied being the werewolf. The werewolf stands apart as a paragon of strength, resilience, and tenacity. Unlike the grim tales that often accompany their kind, a lycanthrope who has embraced his or her heritage can transcend the crude imagery of a mindless beast. Indeed, the lycan bloodline has the potential to elevate its bearer into a figure of legend—a protector of the weak, an untiring sentinel, and a being of indomitable will.

Lycanthropes often stand as a bulwark, protecting the civilized from the terrors they’ve grown too soft to face on their own. True, the lycan will always reflect the nature of the man or woman who has unleashed their bloodline, but there is nothing inherently evil about the melding of man and beast. As noted, those lycans who learn to control their nature generally exhibit more heroic natures than villainous.

Control, then, is paramount, and it is achieved through two primary methods: the refinement of one’s bloodline and the cultivation of one’s anima heart. As has been proven through countless studies, a strong anima heart lends to the will of the bearer, and will is the key to control of a lycan’s inner beast. Bloodline refinement, often facilitated through alchemical elixirs or ancestral rituals, allows the lycan’s dormant potential to bloom fully, granting the bearer not only greater power but also a deeper connection to their primal nature.

The anima heart, then, is the bridge between man and beast. A strong anima heart can anchor the soul, preventing the bloodline from overwhelming the mind. Beyond the cultivation of a strong anima heart, other practical methods can lead to enhanced control—meditative focus, controlled transformations during periods of low stress, or even combat training designed to harness the lycan’s unique traits.

It must be said that the lycan is a creature of balance. While solitary predators are known, the bloodline that awakens the predatory nature in the man—or woman—thrives on the presence of bonds, whether to family, allies, or a broader cause. A lycan driven by purpose is a force of nature, whereas one adrift risks being consumed by the ferocity that makes them strong. In this, the lycan serves as a metaphor for human nature: strength is greatest when tempered by love, and power is most enduring when used for the benefit of others.

“I like this, Ward,” Grace breathed, tracing the final lines with her finger.

“Yeah.” Ward smiled, gently setting the text on the table. “Whoever this author was, I like him a lot better than Cooper.”

“I think it was a lady.” Grace reached out to trace the title stitched into the leather.

“Why?”

“Just a hunch. She was careful to say ‘men and women’ a couple of times, and, well, just the tone makes me think it.”

“She mentioned anima hearts.”

Grace nodded, squeezing his shoulders. “Yep! Another clue for us! It sounds like it’s accepted that someone can ‘cultivate’ their anima heart, so wouldn’t it stand to reason that you would do that by, I don’t know, gathering anima?” She moved around the chair to lean against the table and look Ward in the eyes. “Are you going to drink the bloodline potion?”

“Yeah, I think so. I’ll wait until morning, you know, to see if I do something crazy tonight, but I think I will.” Ward pointed to a section of the text they just read. “Bloodline refinement leads to more control, not less.”

“That’s the takeaway from both Cooper and this anonymous author, yeah.” She smiled. “I feel like we have more questions than when we started, but I also feel like we didn’t exactly waste our time here.”

Ward yawned and stretched, grunting as his neck and shoulders popped several times. “Yeah, but we need to get to the next world. I’m sure there are more books on this planet, but I think it will be a lot faster to move up to the next world than to try to find the better books on this one.”

“Have you had enough research for today, then?”

“Yeah.” Ward pushed his chair back, standing with a final nod. “Let’s go buy a new jacket and then find Haley. I am starving.”
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Ward shifted in the uncomfortable wooden seat, looking down at the sizeable crowd in the auction hall. He, Lisa, and Haley were sitting in a boxed section of seating that was assigned to Lisa’s cousin. Apparently, being the “Director of Commerce and Trade” got you some special privileges at public auctions. Ward had yet to meet the man—he wasn’t present for the auction, but Lisa said he’d already put his connections to use for them, discouraging bidding on the living-ship berths that were going up for auction that day.

It had been three days since Ward and Grace had made their excursion to the library. During that time, Ward kept finding excuses to put off using the bloodline potion he’d gotten from the spire. At first, he’d wanted to see how things would go if he did nothing—would he turn into a werebeast at night? Would he have trouble controlling his carnal urges? When the first night was uneventful, save for some vivid dreams, he managed to fill the following day with time-consuming chores.

He and Haley slept in and then spent the day with Lisa, shopping and eating out. Ward hadn’t eaten so much in a long, long time. He didn’t have the excuse of being fresh back from the spire, either, having accounted for that the previous day. No, he’d come to accept that there was something different about his metabolism now that he’d begun to awaken his lycan bloodline. He was hungry for all types of food, but the satisfaction a good piece of meat gave him was on a whole other level.

On the second day, Ward and Lisa sat down together to learn and try out the new spell they’d acquired in the spire. It took a while to get the meditative postures correct, but with both of them working on them, it was only a matter of time before it began to click. Ward was pleased with himself when he formed the spell in his mind before Lisa did, but she was happy enough that she could do it; her mana refinement had, according to her, given her two tiers of advancement on her “mana sensitivity” and “mana pathways” attributes—enough of a boost that the spell no longer pained her to look at, and, after some testing, she proved capable of casting it with only minor discomfort.

Ward hardly felt the spell. He’d rank it on par with his Shadow Step spell. The effect of the words of power was profound, however, and far flashier than most of the other spells Ward knew. As he spoke the words, they rolled off his magical tongue like miniature peals of thunder, and, thanks to the posture the spell’s memorization had ingrained in his reflexes, he found himself stretching his right hand forth as the words echoed through his hotel room. Almost instantaneously, they seemed to gather at the tips of his fingers, swirling with palpable force like a ball of sonic energy that sparkled with blue, mana-hued light.

When Ward had focused his gaze on the window, he cost himself thirty glories by launching the magical projectile through the pane, shattering it as the charged mana ball whirled, crackling, into the air outside the inn. That signaled the end of that day’s productivity; he and Lisa had gone north of town, not far from where Ward had run on his lycan escapade, and spent the day experimenting with the new spell.

Ward could cast the “Mana Bolt” three times before having to relearn it. Lisa could only manage two casts. Perhaps more interestingly, Ward’s bolt was larger, with more caustic, crackling blue energy surrounding it as it flew. His bolt could scorch the bark of a pine tree in a ten-inch circle, even going so far as to carve a divot into the wood about an inch deep. Lisa’s created similar damage, but less profound.

Of course, the differences in their abilities prompted Ward to ask her again about her mana attributes, and she’d finally relented, divulging some of her numbers. Where Ward had a Tier 3 mana well, Tier 4 mana sensitivity, and Tier 5 mana pathways, Lisa’s numbers were, respectively, Tier 2, Tier 3, and Tier 3. Of course, this led to some animated speculation about other spells and Ward’s capabilities beyond Lisa’s, and the day had bled away into the night long before they were ready to call an end to their activities.

Lisa stuck to her word, moving into the Iron and Ivy, so they’d moved their discussions back to the common room, had a late supper, and turned in. Now, it was the third day since Ward’s wild, naked run through the town, and he feared he’d lose a lot more time than he’d bargained for by sitting through the auction. As the third lot of cattle went up for bids, he turned to Lisa and nudged her with his elbow. “How much longer do you think it’ll be before the ship berths go up?”

“Hmm…” She licked her fingers and leafed through the auction listings—a document that resembled a newspaper more than anything else—and sighed, shaking her head. “I’m not sure, Ward. It doesn’t seem as though they’re putting items up in any order I can discern.”

“Probably saving the more interesting items for last,” Haley opined. “That’s how they did horse auctions back in the Copper Valley.”

“Which means we’re stuck here for a while.” Ward sighed.

“Someplace you want to be?” Grace asked. She was sitting behind the trio, or, more accurately, standing, pacing, and acting even more bored than Ward.

“Yeah, I’d like to practice more magic, and, well, I have to start getting serious about drinking that bloodline potion.”

Lisa nodded, looking at him sideways. “You haven’t had any… strange behavior?”

Ward shrugged. “Just eating like a teenage football player on growth hormones.”

Haley leaned past Lisa and poked Ward in the stomach. “You’re not getting fat.”

“Thanks for confirming.” Ward snorted, shifting in his seat again; he was too large for it.

Haley watched him squirming and sighed. “If you want to go drink that potion, I’m pretty sure Lisa and I can handle the auction.”

Lisa nodded. “True. If my cousin’s contacts can be trusted, I don’t think we’ll have any trouble getting three tickets. According to him, there will only be seven or eight passengers with deep pockets at the auction today. They’ll be competing with us for five suites, and everyone else will be bidding for economy berths.”

“I think if we pool our funds, we can win a suite,” Haley added.

Lisa nodded. “Considering the journey’s close to ten days, I wouldn’t mind having a little privacy.”

Ward scooted to the edge of his seat. He felt a little guilty bailing out of the auction, but, on the other hand, he was feeling incredibly antsy. That was another thing he hadn’t mentioned to Lisa—his aversion to indoor spaces. The auction hall wasn’t terrible, being large and open as it was, but he still felt confined, especially in the seat that was most definitely made for a much smaller person. He fished around in his coat for the little pouch containing his thousand-glory coins and passed it to Haley. “Sorry, I don’t have more to pitch in.”

She took the pouch but shook her head. “I doubt we’ll need all this. Lisa thinks it’ll take between five and ten thousand glories to win one of the suites.”

Lisa nodded. “Only because my cousin convinced a few of the resellers to back off today’s auction.”

“Well, if it works out, be sure to convey my thanks.” Ward stood up with a grunt and then jerked his thumb toward the distant exit. “I’m out, then. I’m going to drink that thing out in the woods, so it’s probably good that I go earlier rather than later.”

“Do you think that’s wise?” Grace had moved around to face the three of them as she spoke. “Ward, don’t you think you should have someone watching over you?”

“Why? So they can watch me run off after a rabbit or something? Or worse, attack one of them? No, I’d rather be isolated. I’ll hike a good ways out into the woods. If I’m not back by the time you two are done, just wait for me. I’m sure I’ll find my way back eventually.”

“You’re going north?” Haley confirmed.

“Yeah.”

“Don’t worry, Grace. I’ll find you two if he takes too long.”

Grace smiled and leaned close to Haley. “I wish I could touch you. I’d give you a hug.”

“It’s not fair,” Lisa remarked, watching the two of them. “Grace, you deserve a body.”

Grace opened her mouth to reply, but no words came out. She looked stunned by Lisa’s observation. Ward took Grace’s hand and gave it a gentle tug. “Come on.” As he pulled her toward the aisle, he threw Lisa a quick smile. “That’s her dream. We’re hoping to find a solution for her on one of the higher worlds.” Grace nodded and followed, almost in a trance, as Ward led her out of the auction hall. “She was trying to be nice,” he said as he felt the stress melt away with the waft of fresh air outside the doors.

“I know! I didn’t say anything…”

“Yeah, but I couldn’t tell if you were upset.”

“I’m not. It’s just so strange having so many people who can see and speak to me. I’ve had a single person to interact with for a very long time, Ward.”

“You’ve had more than one host⁠—”

“I meant at a time. It’s strange and… wonderful having friends.” She squeezed Ward’s hand and nodded toward the busy street. “Will you walk?”

Ward turned to the right, looking up the steeply sloping road. They were a good mile further into the city than the square near their inn. He felt good, though—strong and full of energy. He nodded and stretched his long legs into a ground-devouring pace, weaving between slower pedestrians as he made easy work of the hill.

He’d bought a new coat, this one a bit roomier and longer, though it featured a tailored slit at the waistline, seamlessly integrated into the design to allow his sword to rest comfortably without bunching or tugging at the fabric. Ward had been impressed by the reinforced stitching and the slight flare of the slit to ensure unrestricted movement. He’d begun to get used to wearing the heavy broadsword all the time—the weight was reassuring to him more than irritating these days—but the coat’s clever design made it all the better.

It was a very dark gray wool, almost black, with burgundy silken lining. He loved the way it felt and couldn’t imagine going back to the cheap raincoats he used to wear when he was a cop in Seattle. He supposed it helped that it was winter, and the temperature was hovering a good five degrees below freezing for most of the day. The coat, like his sword, was a comfort.

On the same shopping trip when he’d purchased the coat, he’d ordered a custom-tailored armored vest. Unlike his current armor, it was more leather than chainmail, but metal scales were stitched into the leather to cover his vitals. The armorsmith had insisted it would provide excellent protection while still being significantly more comfortable to wear than Ward’s chainmail shirt, especially if he intended to wear a coat overtop. “When’s my armor going to be ready? Did the guy say tomorrow?”

“Day after,” Grace replied, idly skipping along beside him. She seemed happy, and seeing her happy made Ward smile. He wondered about that—how his emotions seemed at least a little bit tied to hers. Was he being sympathetic because he liked her more and more, or was she influencing his feelings because she was in his mind? He didn’t want to start down that rabbit hole, so he didn’t ask her what she thought.

As he slipped out the northern end of town, following a narrow cobbled road with almost no traffic, he noticed a light dusting of frost on the grass leading up to the ancient siege defenses. Looking up at the gray sky, he wondered if he would see some snow before they left the world for Springsea. The idea that he was casually thinking of leaving the world brought a chuckle out of him, and Grace gave him a look, a crooked grin on her bright red lips. “Something funny?”

“I was just thinking how weird things have gotten. I mean compared to my old life. We’ve got friends who are buying us tickets to travel to another world! I’m walking into the woods to drink a potion that’s supposed to wake up my lycan bloodline. Hah! If someone heard me say just those two sentences back in the department building, they’d order mandatory mental evaluations.”

“When you put it like that, yeah, it’s pretty wild.”

“Pretty wild?” Ward chuckled.

“What?”

“You’re supposed to be hundreds of years old.”

“Yeah, but I spent the last decade living in the head of a young woman—in modern-day Earth.”

“Right. Fair enough.” Ward inhaled deeply, savoring the cold air as it coated his nostrils and filled his lungs. When he blew out his breath, it plumed in a great cloud, and he laughed. He broke into a jog, powering up the hill past the old fortifications and across the field into the sparse trees that bordered the deeper forest that dressed the hills. Grace ran effortlessly beside him, and he looked at her with a grin as hot breath continued to steam out of his lips. “Fun?”

“I don’t get tired, so you do you!”

“But do you enjoy it?”

“I enjoy it if you’re enjoying it!”

Ward grinned more broadly and picked up the pace, pounding over the frosty ground, running between low tree-covered hills. Soon, he’d gained significant altitude, and when he charged up a hill to a small, boulder-covered clearing, he turned to look back at Westview. He hadn’t gotten a view of it like this before, and he soaked it in, marveling at the weird mix of steam-era technology and medieval architecture.

Great steam stacks rose up on the far side of the city, down by the docks, and their white exhaust plumes mixed with the gray clouds to drench the city in gloomy splendor. He saw tall towers with stained glass windows, great ships out on the sea, and thick green forests and fields on two sides of the city. It was like an industrial-age city had been plopped down on a pastoral setting with steam-era ships calling to port in the nearby sea. It was strange and wondrous, and it filled Ward with optimism.

He turned to look around the little clearing. Trees stretched away up into the hills, but, straining his ears, he didn’t hear any logging. He didn’t see any movement, and, by his estimations, he was a good five miles from the road that led north out of town. “I think this is an all-right spot, don’t you?”

“Seems like it to me.” Grace hopped atop a moss-covered boulder. “Are you going to get undressed?”

“Do you think I need to?”

“I don’t know if you’ll void the way you did with the refinement potions, but you might. You might freak out and run around like a lunatic, too. Or, you know, you might turn into an animal, which wouldn’t exactly be good for your new jacket.”

“Dammit.” Ward sighed, shrugging out of his coat. He folded it and set it atop a flat rock with his hat, then proceeded to remove the rest of his clothes.

Before he set his sword belt on the stone, he loosened the little belt pouch where he’d stashed the finger-sized vial of silvery liquid. He sat on a patch of stiff, cold grass in nothing but his cotton briefs and looked at Grace with more than a little trepidation. “Am I being stupid? Should I lock myself in a cellar and have Haley watch over me while I drink this?”

“How do you feel about that idea? I mean, really—how do you feel?”

“The thought of being locked in a room makes my skin crawl. I feel like I’d go apeshit and rip the place apart.”

“And out here? On this secluded hilltop?”

“I feel good.” Ward smiled and reached a hand down to the cold grass. Clutching a handful with his powerful fingers, he tore it away and lifted it to his nose, sniffing the deep, sharp tang of the torn grass. “Yeah. This is the right move. I’m trying to gain control, so why would I set myself up to fail?”

Grace nodded. “I agree.”

Ward took a few deep breaths, surprised by how comfortable he was, sitting in the cold air, on the cold grass, in nothing but his underwear. He wasn’t shivering. He didn’t even have any goosebumps. “Another thing that’s changed, I guess.”

“What?”

“I’m not cold.”

“Considering how much you’ve been eating, your metabolism must be off the charts.” Grace moved in front of him and put her hands on his cheeks, her fingers delicate and cool. “You’re warm, but nothing weird.”

Ward shrugged. “Nothing to be done about it.” He held up the vial. “Except drink this, I guess.”

“Only way out is through, hmm?” Grace arched an eyebrow in amusement, then let go of his face and sat in the grass before him.

Ward chipped away the wax holding the cork in the vial. He held it up in a silent salute. “Right, well, here’s spit in your⁠—”

Grace laughed. “Don’t you dare! That one’s out of fashion, Ward!”

“Fine, whatever. Bottom’s up!” Ward twisted the little cork from the vial and then tilted the contents into his mouth. It wasn’t thick, as he’d imagined. It was thin, like alcohol, and it burned like potent spirits as he swallowed the shot in one gulp. He coughed, tears springing to his eyes as he fought to get his breath back. “Jesus! Like Everclear!”

“I can taste it!” Grace cried.

Ward felt the heat in his belly, then realized his skin was steaming, not like a swimmer out of warm water in the cold weather, but more like the stacks he’d seen down in the city. Looking up, he saw great plumes of white steam rising into the cold gray sky above him, and he laughed, holding out his arms, watching it stream off his naked flesh. “It doesn’t hurt or anything⁠—”

“Don’t tempt fate!”

Ward nodded and put his hands on his knees. He closed his eyes and concentrated on his body, trying to figure out what was happening. The heat from the drink had spread from his belly into the rest of him, and he simply felt like he had a powerful buzz—like he’d worked all day, had an empty stomach, and then drunk a really strong beer. It felt wonderful—euphoric, even. He tilted his head to the sky and inhaled deeply; when he let the breath out, he couldn’t help the laugh that bubbled out of his throat, only it wasn’t a laugh—it was a howl.

His eyes shot wide with the realization, and then the first convulsion hit. Ward arched his back, grunting loudly as he felt his limbs contort, drawing close, stretching, and popping at the joints. His groan turned into a growl, and suddenly, he was up on legs that felt like they were wound with high-tension steel springs. The world had brightened, almost painfully so, and he stared at the shadows between the wide boles of trees nearby and, without thinking, he jogged that way. It wasn’t wise to be out in the open—better to find prey and avoid hunters if he could stick to the shadows.

Ward realized he was leaning forward, his long arms with their hard black claws clutching the cold, grassy soil. He felt comfortable that way, so he didn’t worry about it. He moved fast, effortlessly devouring the hillside as he prowled upward into the deeper, darker shadows of the forest. This was his territory. This was home to him. He had nothing to fear in those shadows. Nothing could hide from his senses in those loamy woodlands. He could smell a million things at once, and his gaze could pierce the veils of darkness like the noonday sun shone directly onto the canopy floor.

Ward laughed, and it was a chuffing, barking sound. He liked it. He liked the feel of his rumbling voice in his chest and the strength of his great lungs. He liked it so much that he tilted his head back and told the world, howling his freedom into the hills. His voice echoed and rang off the stones like it held as much power and magic as the words that made up spells. Something bolted at the sound of his cry, and Ward tore after it, a hulking, shadowy figure that loped along on all fours. Hunger brought saliva to his mouth, and the excitement of the chase brought another chuffing, growling laugh out of his throat. He was fast and strong. He was free. He was the Wolf.


31
UNINVITED


A gentle breeze wafted through Ward’s hair, making it dance and flutter over his forehead, and the tickling sensation woke him. When he opened his eyes, he felt rested and relaxed but was slightly startled to see gray skies overhead. Where had he fallen asleep? He sat up with a grunt—his abs were a bit sore—and then looked around. He was lying on a patch of cold grass, surrounded by tumbled gray boulders and rocks. A short distance away, he saw tall evergreen-type trees and, through their high boughs, the dim, yellow-white blaze of the suns as they moved toward the horizon.

“Suns,” he grunted, then looked down at his naked body. His knees were stained with mud, as were his feet, and his hands were bloody up to the elbows. The blood was old and dry, and Ward didn’t panic because he was starting to remember. He’d eaten an animal, hadn’t he? “A deer.” He turned to his left and, sure enough, saw the remains of a smallish deer. It wasn’t a great stag or anything, but judging by the remains, Ward had eaten thirty or forty pounds of meat. “How the hell…”

The thought trailed off as Ward saw his sword and clothes on a nearby boulder. He’d brought the deer back to the little hilltop to eat? Again, he looked down at himself. His stomach was slightly distended, but even so, there was no way, even with his increased appetite, that he could have put that much meat away in a single, gorging feast. He hadn’t exactly been himself, though, had he? Images flashed through his mind of black-furred arms and fingers tipped in hard, black claws as he pulled hunks of muscle from the animal’s bones.

He remembered leaping on the deer, effortlessly bearing it to the ground and biting a great, gouging wound in its neck. Ward felt his mouth and teeth—normal. He’d certainly gone through more of a transformation than the first time he’d run naked out of Westview. Part of him felt like he should be abhorred, that he should be freaking out, but he wasn’t. He remembered how he’d felt as the wolf emerged, and it was glorious. He’d been enraptured by the power and freedom of it—the smells, the sounds, the tastes.

Ward stood smoothly. Even back in his normal state, he felt powerful. He was eager to see what the hemograph would say about him, but to do that, he’d need to get dressed and go back to town. He hoped it was still the same day, but he couldn’t be sure. He pulled on his pants, lamenting the loss of his underwear, then quickly finished dressing. After he buckled his sword belt around his waist, he picked up his hat and coat, then started down the hill, back toward the town.

It was all downhill, and though he didn’t feel like running, he made good time, his long legs eating up the distance. When he emerged from the forested hills, he detoured toward the road and stopped at a watering trough set up against a fence where some sheep and goats grazed placidly. He took off his coat, rolled up his sleeves, and washed the blood from his face and hands. When he straightened from the task, putting his hat back atop his head, he noticed a man with a shepherd’s crook watching him from the field.

Ward waved and called, “Hello.”

The man tipped his straw hat and then turned back to his flock. Feeling a little dismissed, Ward turned and continued back to Westview. He wondered if he’d upset the shepherd by using his watering trough to clean up. The water hadn’t exactly been clean, but Ward didn’t know enough about livestock to tell if the blood he’d washed off would make them refuse to drink. He hadn’t even considered it.

“Nah, I bet dogs, wolves, and all kinds of animals drink out of those things when the flock and shepherd are away.” He shrugged and put the thought out of his mind. Traffic was light, and when he got to the town, meandering in through one of the narrower roads without a guard station, it was almost dark. He strolled through the winding streets and had made it about halfway to the inn before a thought occurred to him, and he stopped cold in his tracks. “Where the hell is Grace?”

He spun around like he might find her there, ready to jump out and startle him, but she wasn’t there—just an old man pushing a small cart full of coal. Ward nodded to him, but the old-timer hurriedly looked away and pushed his cart toward the other side of the road. “Grace?” Ward asked the empty air. When she didn’t respond, he frowned and turned, hurrying toward the high streets that made up the nicer part of town.

When he arrived at the inn, Haley jumped up from one of the couches near the big fireplace in the common room and hurried over. “Ward!”

He smiled and tipped his hat. “Worried?”

“Well, yes! Lisa’s upstairs, changing into pants and boots—we were getting ready to go out and try to track you down!”

“It’s still the same day?”

Haley looked at him quizzically, and then understanding washed over her face. She took a step back and looked him up and down. “You, um, changed?” she whispered.

Ward nodded. “Yeah. Do I look okay?”

“Your beard—looks like you haven’t shaved in a few days, but you were clean-shaven this morning.”

“But nothing permanent?”

Haley frowned, then stepped closer. “You seem bigger. Bulkier.”

Ward opened his jacket and checked the fit of his shirt. The buttons weren’t exactly straining, but he supposed she was right; it had less slack than before. “Muscle, I hope.”

“Where’s Grace?”

“I wish I knew. Haven’t seen her since I drank the potion.”

“Truly?” Haley did exactly what Ward had done out on the street; she turned in a circle as though she might find Grace lurking in one of the corners of the big common area.

“Ward!” Lisa called out from the stairs, and Ward turned to wave. She hurried over, smiling broadly. “I’m glad we don’t have to go stumbling around in the woods looking for you!”

“Well, yeah, me too. I mean, if this ever happens again, don’t do that—just wait for morning. Odds are, I’ll wake up and make my way home.” Ward sighed and gestured to an empty seating arrangement in the corner near the fireplace. “Let’s sit down and talk.” He didn’t wait for a response and led the way over, sitting in a spacious leather armchair.

“Everything all right?” Lisa asked, sitting on a small, vine-embroidered sofa with Haley.

“I’m worried about Grace. The first time I ran off, after drinking the refinement potion, I somehow—I don’t know. I somehow buried her or something. I remember shoving her aside that time, though, physically. This time, I didn’t do anything like that. I wasn’t irritated with her. In fact, we were getting along really well. I drank the potion, transformed, and then she was gone, and I was running through the woods looking for a meal.”

“How long until she resurfaced the first time?”

Ward frowned, trying to remember. “I guess I was out all night, wasn’t I?”

Haley nodded. “It was late when you drank the potion and early when I found you, however. I feel like you were gone just as long this time. Maybe longer.”

Ward groaned and leaned back, kicking his feet out and crossing them at the ankles. “Well, maybe it has something to do with the sun. Maybe she’ll be back in the morning.”

Lisa shook her head. “You’re grasping.” When Ward scowled in response, she hastily added, “I mean, we’ve no basis for that theory. Why would Grace’s presence be tied to the sun at all? Can you describe what you went through today?”

Ward sat up straight and then leaned forward so he could speak more softly to the two women. “I drank the potion, and almost immediately, I transformed. It was more profound this time, and my impression was that I took a, um, lupine form, though I’m damn sure I was bigger and differently shaped than a standard wolf. I took down a deer, bit its throat out, then carried it back to where I left my stuff.” Ward touched his sword belt. “Then I ate it—like, thirty goddamn pounds of meat. I’m not exaggerating.”

“And then?” Lisa prompted.

“Then I lay down and closed my eyes. When I woke up, it was late afternoon, and I felt fantastic.” Ward shrugged.

“What did you feel like when you were the wolf?” Haley inquired.

“I felt powerful. I felt like I owned the forest. Honestly, the number one feeling I had was one of freedom—limitless possibilities.”

Lisa snapped her fingers. “That’s it!”

Ward arched an eyebrow. “What?”

“The wolf—your alter ego—has a much stronger sense of self than you, I think. It’s a wholly dominant persona. Grace cannot coexist in the wolf’s mind. I believe she gets suppressed, and now that you’ve further refined your lycan bloodline, that suppression is more powerful. She may struggle to arise, but I think that if you can avoid calling forth the wolf for a time, she will resurface.”

Ward nodded, folding his arms and leaning back again. In a way, he liked the idea that his mind was becoming more dominant, but, on the other hand, he’d just begun to really like Grace, and he didn’t want to harm her. Haley must have been thinking something similar because she asked, “What will this mean for Grace? If you become an incompatible host…”

She trailed off, but Ward knew where she was going with the thought. He shook his head, frowning. “I don’t know. We’ll have to ask her if—” He felt a weird, sinking sensation in his stomach as he finished, “If she comes back.”

Lisa stood up and moved to kneel, somewhat awkwardly, beside Ward’s chair. She gripped his forearm and gently squeezed, her fingers cool against his hot flesh. “She will, Ward. I’m sorry you’re worried. I’m sorry I questioned her loyalty in the spire. I’m sorry⁠—”

Ward interrupted her by clearing his throat and shifting, turning to look at her. “Hey, let’s try to keep positive. No need to confess our guilty feelings yet. Save it for a funeral.”

Lisa nodded, her lips pressed into a thin smile as she stood. “Well, on a happier note, we acquired three tickets for berths on the living ship. It arrives in three weeks and will depart five days after that.”

Haley clicked her tongue and reached into her vest, producing Ward’s pouch. “And we didn’t use all your money.” She tossed it over, and Ward caught it, noting it was decidedly lighter than when he’d left it with her. He loosened the drawstrings and looked inside—three one-thousand-glory coins. Considering he’d been afraid he wouldn’t have enough, he wasn’t upset by his reduced finances.

“Thanks.” He stuffed the pouch into his jacket next to the one containing his smaller denomination coins. “So your cousin’s contacts helped, huh?”

Lisa nodded, standing and moving back to sit beside Haley. “Yes. Bidding was light today, so much so that they saved some of the berths to auction off closer to departure.”

Ward took his hat off, setting it on his knee. “So we’ve got a month to kill, give or take?”

“Indeed. I was wondering, Ward, would you be interested in splitting the cost of a fencing tutor with me?”

“Fencing? I don’t want to learn another sword when I’ve got⁠—”

“No, no, I misspoke. I need instruction in fencing; however, we can hire a more general master of the blade, someone who can teach us both our respective styles.”

Before Ward could respond, Haley interjected, “I already found a Gopah school.”

“Really?”

“Yes! There’s a school a block from the auction house! Lisa and I stopped in after we won our tickets.”

Ward rubbed his chin and immediately became distracted by the length of his beard—it had grown a full inch since he’d shaved that morning. He hoped it had to do with the potion and wouldn’t be something he had to contend with regularly. When he noticed the two women staring at him, he cleared his throat and nodded. “Erm, yeah, that sounds good, Lisa. Let’s make good use of our time before the ship comes.” As she smiled in response, Ward added, “I’d like to see what changed in my hemograph readings. Do either of you mind if I head up to the room?”

Haley stood up and pressed her palm to her stomach. “You don’t want to get some food first?”

Ward thought about it and realized he still wasn’t hungry. “I know it’s hard to believe, but I’m still full. I think whatever I ate while I was”—Ward glanced around before lowering his voice—“a wolf must have gone a long way to satisfy my endless hunger.”

“Do you feel different now?” Lisa stood up from the couch as she spoke. “I mean, what about your senses?”

Ward nodded. “Sharp as hell. They already were, but”—Ward pointed to the big bay window where, outside, he could see a lamplighter going about the business of bringing all the gas street lights to life—“I can see all the way down the hill. There isn’t any real darkness to me. I can see the difference between daylight and how it is out there right now, but the shadows are more gray than black, and shit, man, the people are practically glowing. Like, holy smokes, it’s almost like I can see the heat drifting off them.”

“Fascinating!” Lisa stepped a little closer, staring up at Ward’s eyes. He felt a little uncomfortable but looked down, peering into her beautiful green irises. “Haley, do you think the golden band around his pupil is the same?”

“I think so. They don’t look different from me. They might be glowing a little more, though, but I bet that’s because of his refinement⁠—”

“Hey, I’m right here, ladies.” Ward chuckled, shaking his head. “Anyway, you two go and eat. I’m going to go check my hemograph readings.”

“You’re sure you’re all right? I could come up with—” Ward waved his hand, cutting Haley off.

“Nah. I’m good. See you in a couple of hours.” As they nodded and waved, Ward hurried up the stairs and straight to the room he shared with Haley. Inside, he closed the door behind himself and sat at the foot of his bed, where he rifled through his pack until he pulled out the hemograph. A few minutes later, he was looking at a new readout:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Evolved Human – Aetherborn Traces, Lycan Prominence [Manifestation], *Unknown* Traces

Accumulated Mana: 400 [0]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 3 – 88% [76%] to next tier, Enhanced Regeneration – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 5 – Bloodline Dependent, *Unknown* Artifact Influence Detected

Vessel Capacity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 3 – 27% [2%] to next tier, Enhanced Healing – Notable [Moderate], Enhanced Bone Density – Moderate

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 58% [5%] to next tier, Enhanced Physical Power – Notable [Moderate]

Vessel Speed: Tier 3 – 11% [Tier 2 – 94%] to next tier, Enhanced Reflexes – Moderate

Longevity Remaining: 80% – Tier Three Depletion Rate (approximate)

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Closed, Pathways Detected

Anima: Nil

Ward stared at the numbers until they began to fade, trying to make as many conclusions as possible. He’d somehow gained mana. Had it come from the potion, or—and Ward felt this was more likely—had it come from when he’d killed and eaten the deer? Something in his gut told him it was so. Something about the act of hunting as a werewolf had triggered some natural gathering of mana, much the way Haley could gather it by doing Gopah.

Just as interesting, it seemed the potion hadn’t touched his other bloodlines—all it had done was push his lycan bloodline into “prominence.” Even so, his other bloodlines were still there, so it seemed likely that he could still improve them. “If I wanted to,” he muttered. He still wasn’t sure about that. His enhanced healing and physical power had improved. His speed had ranked up to the third tier. Everything that could improve with mana cultivation had done so, which meant it didn’t matter to his “vessel” where the mana came from.

All in all, the report gave him hope; nothing seemed negative about it. Ward closed the hemograph with a click, and as he did so, his ears literally twitched as he heard another soft click from the direction of the door. He narrowed his eyes as a deep rumble emerged from his chest. “Haley,” he called. “Forget something?”

He knew it wasn’t Haley. He could hear heavy breaths—male breaths. Ward stood up and drew his sword, and then the door burst open, and a large, bearded man wearing a heavy leather, high-collared trench coat stepped forward with a blunderbuss leveled at Ward. “Get the fuckin’ safe,” he growled, then the gun boomed. Ward’s reflexes were incredible; anyone would give him an A for effort in his attempt to dodge that fiery payload, but he’d just tensed his leg muscles and begun to leap to the side when hot balls of lead pounded into his stomach, side and right arm.

The bullets ripped through his coat, perhaps slowed a little by the thick fabric, then tore through his shirt and flesh and dug their way into his muscles and bones. Ward’s vision went red with fury—he felt no pain whatsoever. He crashed into the bedpost with a grunt, shattering the wood. Something felt different about his sword; it was light and small in his hand, and when he whirled on the shooter, the man blanched, dropped his gun, and fumbled for a hatchet hanging from his belt.

Ward was on him, though, hacking the sword downward at the crook between the fellow’s neck and shoulder, right where his high cowl flared up from his coat. As the sword bit through the leather, flesh, and bone, splitting him to his mid-chest, hot blood sprayed on Ward’s face, and he roared his outrage—the sound rattled the windows. The man was dead, but Ward wasn’t done with him. He grabbed his face with one huge, clawed hand and drove him against the wall, smashing him into the wood repeatedly.

Paintings fell from the walls, boards cracked and split, and blood sprayed in a starburst pattern over the wall as the invader’s skull gave way. Ward let the body flop to the ground, and that’s when he heard retreating footsteps. He looked toward the door, his vision still hazy and tinged with red, and saw two more men running toward the stairs, the one in front carrying the room’s small safe. How had they loosened the bolts so quickly? The thought was fleeting; Ward charged toward them with one thing on his mind—killing.

In three bounds, he caught the guy in the rear, raked his long claws—he’d left his sword inside the dead man’s chest—down his back, ripping four long gouges through his leather coat and flesh. The fleeing fellow screamed, then turned, falling onto his back, scrabbling away from Ward. He held a brass and green-glass contraption in his hands, and with panicked, shaking hands, he did something to it. Ward reached down to slap it out of his hands, but before he could do so, it burst in a flash of brilliant green light, and Ward’s world went dark.
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PAID IN BLOOD


“Ward! Ward, come on, breathe!”

The words drifted down to Ward like he was swimming underwater and someone was shouting at him from the edge of the pool.

“…breathing, just… barely.”

“Ward!”

This time, his name was accompanied by jostling and a slap, and Ward’s consciousness surfaced, the black walls of the tunnel that had engulfed him slowly receding until he could discern a blurry face leaning over his. “Haley?” he grunted, only about fifty percent sure it was her.

“Thank the ancients!” She moved her hands to the sides of his face and tilted his head left and right. Her face was still blurry, so Ward wasn’t sure what she was doing, but he imagined she was examining him for damage. He still wasn’t entirely sure what was going on. The last thing he remembered was looking at the hemograph and then⁠—

“That sonuvabitch!” Ward grunted in pain as he tried to sit, and Haley pushed against his chest.

“Hold still!” another voice—Lisa’s—said, and Ward realized she was kneeling beside him with something metallic in her hand. He peered at it, trying to focus.

“What’s happening?”

“You’re in Lisa’s room, and she’s pulling the lead balls out of your wounds.”

Ward felt a sharp pain in his right side, and he tilted his head against Haley’s hands, looking downward to watch Lisa digging around in his bloody flesh with some long, metal tweezers. A low rumble startled him until he realized it was coming from his chest.

“Ward,” Lisa muttered, concentrating on what she was doing, “please don’t bite me.”

“I…” Ward cleared his throat and took a deep breath in through his nose. “I won’t. Where are the assholes who attacked me?”

Haley answered as Lisa continued to dig around in his flesh. “Two are dead, and one is gone. If we’re to believe the hotel staff who witnessed him fleeing through the lobby, he ran out and mounted a black horse, our safe, bound by a rope, slung over his back.”

“They fucking came in blasting! Did the hotel security just let them come up? They looked like goddamn bandits!”

“There was a distraction,” she replied. “A coach was set ablaze in the street, and when the doormen ran to help, the men slipped in. According to the cleaning staff on this floor, they didn’t make any other stops. We were their target.”

“Right—the safe.” Ward grunted and pushed himself up on his elbows, causing Lisa to pull back and hiss.

“Ward! There are still bullets in you!” As she scolded him, Ward held up his right arm, examining the wounds. There were three on his forearm and one on his biceps—all were nearly closed up and scabbed over. “I started with your arm, and as soon as the lead came out, you started healing. Same with the one that was embedded in your ribs. Just let me dig these out of your stomach! I think your muscles stopped them.”

Ward grunted again and fell back, resting his head on Haley’s lap. “How long was I out?”

“Twenty minutes?” Haley sounded like she was guessing. “We found a shattered alchemical device in the arms of the robber you fell atop. Lisa was sure it released a gas that knocked you out.”

Lisa nodded, grimacing as she pulled out a bloody ball of lead. “That’s the only reason I wasn’t worried when I felt how slow your heart was beating. The hotel manager insisted on sending for a surgeon. You’ll be fine by the time he arrives, I’m sure.”

“The hotel manager,” Ward growled, “knew we had valuables in our safe.” Ward looked at Haley and saw the blood smeared on her chin—was it his blood? “Did they get your money?”

“No. Thank the ancients, I still had our tickets and my coin purse on me.”

“Yes,” Lisa added, “things could have been worse.” She looked up from her work to lock her eyes with Ward’s. “You could be dead.”

“I don’t even want that damn artifact,” Ward grumbled, “but I’m not going to let someone steal it. You said so yourself—it’s evil. We have to get it back.”

“Ward, these men knew what they were doing. They must have connections going back to Port Granite. They must have been watching you!” As she spoke, Lisa dug around in another of his wounds, and the only thing he could think, as the long, tong-like tweezers spread the wound wide, was that it ought to hurt more than it did. It was uncomfortable and definitely hurt, but it wasn’t anything he couldn’t grimace through.

He looked back at Lisa’s face, watching it for a reaction as he said, “That’s one possibility.”

Haley looked down at him, smoothing his hair away from his eyes. “What do you mean?”

Lisa hadn’t faltered in her concentration, focusing entirely on the task of pulling lead out of Ward’s flesh. He tried pushing it a little more. “Well, Lisa knew about it. Did you make a report to your group? To your tutor—what was his name? Teal?”

“Doctor Thiel, and yes! I reported about my trip and about you. I did so to ensure the Oathbound knew you weren’t affiliated with the Circle! Thiel—he wouldn’t do this, Ward. I can’t imagine it. He wouldn’t send violent men to rob you, especially if he knew I was working with you!”

Ward didn’t respond immediately. He watched her face as she continued to dig, finally making a satisfied sound as her probing tweezers clicked against the last bullet. As she dug it out, Ward said, “I know you want to believe that, Lisa, but people will surprise you. I want to meet your mentor, and I want to see the bodies of the men I killed.” He watched the puckered, bloody wounds on his abdomen, amazed at how they hardly bled and seemed to be getting smaller before his eyes. “Holy shit,” he muttered.

Lisa nodded, staring at his stomach as well. “I told you. I’ve never seen anyone heal so quickly. It must be the bloodline.” She reached up to wipe sweat from her brow, leaving a smear of Ward’s blood in its place. “I can arrange a meeting with my mentor, of course. As for the bodies, the constabulary may already be here. They’ll likely try to take them.”

Ward surged up into a sitting position, startling both women. “They’d goddamn better not!” He scanned Lisa’s room, noting it was a good deal larger than the one he and Haley had been sharing. He spied his bloody shirt and jacket piled near the door, and after clambering to his feet, he stumbled toward them. “I need to inspect those bodies.” He whirled on Haley as he stuffed his arms into his shirt. “What about our stuff? Our room’s a goddamn mess.”

“Our packs are here!” Haley pointed toward the round table and chairs near the window, and Ward saw his gear piled in one of them, including Haley’s father’s sword; she’d reclaimed it from the robber’s corpse.

“Good.” As he began buttoning his shirt, he looked back at the women, saw their glowering expressions, and added, “Thank you.” He stooped to pick up his coat. “How’d you get here so fast? I thought you’d left to eat dinner.”

Haley took Lisa’s elbow, helped her to her feet, and then nodded to the bathroom. “Go ahead and clean up, Lisa. We’ll go deal with the bodies and whatnot.” She turned to Ward. “We decided to eat in the hotel’s dining room. We heard the fight. You weren’t exactly quiet about your reaction to being shot.”

Ward nodded. He could imagine. Had he roared or yelled? He didn’t remember. He knew he’d pounded the first robber against the wall until the plaster caved in. He pulled the door open and stepped into the hallway. Lisa’s room was on the same floor as his and Haley’s, and, looking to his right, he saw a crowd of people not far away, all standing around something—likely the man he’d chased down. As he strode toward the crowd—several of whom he realized wore the long, gray coats of the city watch—he saw the hotel manager catch sight of him and stumble back, veritably hiding behind one of the large, mustachioed men in the gray coats.

Ward’s boots thumped on the wooden floors, and when one of the city watchmen, a fellow with two red stripes on his sleeves, turned to regard him, his eyes flew wide. Ward had no idea what he looked like, but he could imagine. His light gray shirt was soaked with blood, his face and neck were likely smeared with the stuff, and his big hands were also covered with it—probably not his own. Aside from all the blood, Ward’s beard and hair were wild and disheveled. His eyes were probably glowing, and he was glowering with murderous thoughts running through his mind.

Without preamble, he growled, “I need a good long look at the men who tried to kill me. Did you take anything off the bodies?”

“Now ’old on a minute there, Big Jack,” the man with the stripes on his sleeves said. “I’m Watch Sergeant Hemmit, and I’ll be investigating this situation. You’re the one who did this?” He stepped to the side and gestured to the white-faced, wide-eyed corpse on the ground, a great pool of blood coagulating around his head where it was clear something had slashed his jugular.

“I chased him down after his partner shot me, but I don’t think I killed him. He had some kind of device—I think it exploded.” Ward pushed his way past a pair of hotel cleaners and one of the town watchmen—a woman, actually—and leaned forward, looking more closely at the corpse.

“I thought you were dead, sir,” the manager said, peering around the side of one of the burlier men. “Your lady companions took you off, but I didn’t think you were breathing!”

“Well, I’m not dead.” Ward nodded to the body, then looked up to the watch sergeant. “Did you take anything off him?”

“We just got here.” He held up a piece of green glass. “We were getting to the bottom of this device—an alchemical mixture, and yes, it seems to have exploded in the fool’s hands.” He nodded, and Ward followed his gaze to see the dead man was, indeed, bereft of fingers on his right hand. The sergeant looked at the manager and narrowed his eyes, quickly turning back to Ward. “Hold on a minute. You’re the guy that got shot?”

“That’s right.” Ward pulled the dead guy’s vest open, looking for a pouch or inner pocket.

The sergeant reached down, grasped his shoulder, and said, “Hold on there, Big Jack, we’ve got a process.”

Ward stood up and glared down at him. “My name’s Ward, and I have a process too. I’ll be investigating the robbery these men carried out, and I recommend you stay out of my way.”

Ward hadn’t noticed her, but Haley had joined him in the hallway, and she spoke up. “Sergeant, Ward’s a deputy marshal and a sorcerer. It’d be best if you let him handle this his way.”

“I saw how you handled things in your room, Big Ja—” Ward leaned closer to him and scowled, and the sergeant cleared his throat and took a step back. “Ward, was it?”

“Right.”

“Well, Ward, you made a huge mess in your room. I don’t need you going around the city doing stuff like… that.” He pointed at the door to Ward’s room, hanging crookedly on its hinges.

“I’m going to find what was taken from me. If you want to be helpful, start with that manager hiding behind your officers. He knew I had valuables in the safe, and I think the timing of this robbery is certainly suspicious.”

“Now, hold on just a minute, Mr. Dyer,” the hotel manager sputtered. “I won’t have you tarnishing my reputation or that of this fine establishment. There was a fire right outside the hotel! My doormen⁠—”

“It’s awfully strange that this happened in the early evening,” the sergeant interrupted, turning to regard the small man in his burgundy suit. “Where were the hotel security personnel? How did three men bully their way into a room, rip out the safe, and make an escape without being caught?” He nodded toward the corpse. “Well, they would have if not for Ward here.” He looked at the other man, slowly narrowing one eye. “You sure you’re all right? Mr. Robin”—he nodded at the hotel manager—“said you got shot and were unconscious.”

“I’m fine. Can I check this asshole’s pockets or not? I need to search the other guy, too.”

“You can watch me while I check ’em.” Ward nodded and stood, taking a single step away from the body. The sergeant glared around the hallway and then looked at two of his men. “Foz and Trudge, you two go and watch the door. Keep track of any guests coming and going, and let me know if anything strikes you as funny.”

“Funny, sir?”

“Out of place, you overstuffed tit! Now get moving.” He turned to the third member of the watch, the woman. “Roda, go and interview the front desk clerk and the two men who were supposed to be watching the door. I want to know everything about the supposed fire that took them away from their posts.”

“Sir!” She snapped a sharp salute and then turned and strode purposefully after the two men.

“She’s the best of the bunch.” Sergeant Hemmit sighed, shaking his head. “I’m saddled with incompetent buffoons.” He glared at the hotel manager and the two cleaning personnel. “Give us some room. I’ll be down to interview you in a few minutes, Mr. Robin.”

“Yes, yes, of course.” Mr. Robbin hurried past Ward, his back to the wall as he kept Ward in his view the entire time. As his two cleaning staff hurried away, the manager paused and asked, “Will you be checking out then, Mr. Dyer?”

“What? No, goddammit! I’m busy enough with this investigation. Do you think I want to go find another hotel?”

“You ought to give us a better room!” Haley added.

“I—” The little man, his beard and mustache waxed, his suit neat and wrinkle-free, took a moment to compose himself, straightening the lapels of his coat, then nodded serenely. “You’re quite right, Miss. Of course, I should have thought of it myself. I’ll have housekeeping prepare one of our suites upstairs.”

Ward stared at the man’s face, trying to gauge his gut feeling about him. He didn’t think the manager had what it would take to hire thugs like the ones who’d barged into his room. No, he was still going with his earlier theory—Lisa’s people didn’t exactly trust her, and they’d made a move on the artifact without her knowing. He didn’t want to think Lisa had something to do with the attack, and he didn’t feel like he was sticking his head in the sand. It didn’t feel right. She wouldn’t have moved to the inn and wouldn’t have helped them win the auction if she didn’t truly intend to team up with them. She wouldn’t have been involved in this robbery. He was sure of it.

“Well, Ward? Shall we?” Ward realized he’d spaced out, and the manager had left. The sergeant squatted beside the corpse and began to rifle through his pockets. As he found objects, he set them on the dead man’s chest—a small leather pouch that clinked like glories, a folding pocket knife, a surprisingly clean handkerchief, and a brass tin filled with long, moist tobacco leaves.

“Count the glories,” Ward suggested. Hemmit nodded and opened the pouch, emptying it into his palm. Ward noticed something right away. “A bunch of copper, five-glory silvers, and two nice, shiny, golden, one-hundred-glory coins. Those beauties seem a little out of place, don’t they?”

“Aye.” Hemmit nodded, sinking his teeth into one of the golden coins. “You think he took this from your room?”

Ward shook his head. “Nah, Sergeant. He was paid with those golden coins to do this robbery. I’d bet my badge on it.”

The sergeant looked up at Ward and nodded. “Makes sense. He ain’t dressed like a guy who walks around with a couple hundred glories on ’im.”

“Here.” Ward fished out his pouch. “Let me buy those two golden coins, will you?”

“Huh?”

“I’ll give you two in exchange.”

“But why?”

“I’m a sorcerer, Sergeant. The fool who paid this man to rob and kill me is going to regret it.”

“Ah!” Hemmit’s eyes went wide as understanding washed over him. “You’re going to ensorcell these coins?”

“Something like that.” Ward exchanged two golden coins of his own for the ones Hemmit held, and then he carefully tucked them into his pants pocket. “Let’s see if the other guy has a couple of gold coins.”

A few minutes later, they—at least partially—confirmed Ward’s theory; the man he’d nearly split in half also had two golden coins in his pouch alongside almost a hundred glories in silver. He also carried a lot more in his leather duster—knives, a bag of powder that made the sergeant’s eyes water when he sniffed it, a pocket watch, a brace of darts, and extra ammunition and powder for his blunderbuss.

Looking at all the stuff, including the coins, Haley frowned, folding her arms. “By rights, Ward should be allowed to take what he wants. These men forfeited their belongings when they tried to kill him!”

“You’re quite right, Miss.” Sergeant Hemmit nodded. “I’ll have to take all this down to the station to catalog it with my report, but I’m sure the captain will release any belongings he doesn’t deem illicit in a week or so.”

Ward snorted. “In other words, he’s going to decide these coins and weapons were all used for crime and add them to the city watch budget.”

Hemmit chuckled, reached into the big guy’s money pouch, and slipped out one of the golden coins, flicking it to Ward. “I won’t say anything if you won’t.” He flicked the second one to Haley. “Not surprising a couple of criminal, low-born scum would rob a hotel without a penny to their names, is it?”

Ward frowned, a part of him recoiling at the casual corruption, but he shrugged and slipped the golden coin into the same pocket as the other two. He’d cast Reveal Secrets on them later. The corruption wasn’t his, after all. He wasn’t doing anything wrong. Haley was right; everything these two men carried should be his to claim. Speaking more to himself than to Haley or Hemmit, Ward growled, “I paid in blood.”
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Ward set the four golden, hundred-glory coins on the table inside his and Haley’s new suite. Lisa stood nearby, and Ward could see that she was nervous. Her hands were clenched before her, and she idly massaged her palm with her thumb as she pressed her lips together stoically. “Hey, Lisa,” Ward said, glancing at Haley, who’d taken a seat at the table. “You don’t have to stay here to watch this, but if you do, you need to know that I’m not blaming you if it turns out your group was behind the robbery. That would be like me taking the fall for all the dirty shit some of the cops in my department got up to.”

She nodded, her hair bouncing with the motion; she’d tied it back in a ponytail when she’d gone to wash off Ward’s blood. “Thank you, Ward. I’m more worried about how it will color everything I thought I knew about my father and Mr. Thiel.”

“Yeah. Well, I hope it’s not him.” Ward shrugged.

Haley hummed as she stacked the four coins on top of each other. “You think they’ll show us what we want? I bet there are lots of secrets most coins could tell.”

Ward took his jacket off and hung it on the back of one of the chairs. “I think we have a good chance if the spell can be cast on them as a group. I don’t know if it’ll work that way, but if it does, I bet the four coins together don’t have too many secrets to share.” He glanced at Lisa again. “Ready?” She nodded, and when Ward looked at Haley, she had her ears plugged. He cleared his throat and then stared at the stack of four coins, uttering the words of power. “Shrovak gnyrath!”

The spell flowed smoothly from his mind and off his silvery tongue, but when it emerged into the air, it hissed and seethed, rushing into the room, rattling the windows, and stirring up a breeze that nearly extinguished the gas lamps. The shadows in the corners of the room seemed to roil and billow outward, flowing together to pitch the room into darkness. In those depthless shadows, haunting blue-green lights began to form, and as Ward watched, they grew and stretched, taking on the shapes of men—four of them—standing huddled together on a small quay with silvery, ghostly water lapping at the wooden planks.

Lisa drew a sharp breath as the men’s faces took on definition, and Ward glanced at her. Her eyes told the tale; she knew one or more of the men. When he turned back to the ghostly scene, one of them spoke. The speaker was dressed like a businessman, unlike the other three, two of whom Ward recognized as the robbers who’d invaded his room. “Make it quick, and if you’re caught, bite your tongues. I can barter with the watch for your release, the Gravel Pit being full as it is. Mention my name, however, and you won’t live through a single night in holding. Understood?”

“Aye, Milord,” the biggest of the three said—the man Ward had cleaved with his sword. “And the lady?”

“Don’t you worry about the lady! If I’m happy, she’ll be happy.” The man in the suit—middle-aged with a wide, drooping mustache—wore octagonal spectacles that obscured his eyes with reflections of ghostly blue light. He reached up to adjust them and then asked, “You know what you’re after, yes?”

The big man grunted and nodded, nudging one of the smaller men, a fellow Ward didn’t recognize, with his elbow. “She said a box sealed with somethin’ what looks like lead, yeah?”

The smaller, wiry man nodded. “Aye.”

“If you can get the safe open, all the better. Try not to make a scene,” the businessman said. “Your payment.” He tossed a small pouch to the bigger man that clinked with the tell-tale music of gold. As the big man snatched it out of the air, the ghostly scene began to fade, and the shadows retreated to the corners of the room.

Ward hadn’t realized he’d started to growl, but when he whirled on Lisa, he saw her backing away, her face white. “They weren’t talking about me, Ward!” she cried, frantically patting her sides and waist. Was she looking for a weapon? Ward took one long stride and grabbed her shoulders, pushing her back to the wall, rattling a nearby painting. He leaned close, and he knew his teeth were bared.

“Ward!” Haley cried. “What are you doing?”

Ward put his nose almost right against Lisa’s neck, noting how she trembled, how her breaths were short and quick. He huffed out a hot breath and then sniffed. She was perspiring, and it had a sickly, cloying odor that he’d never noticed before, but something in the back of his mind was absolutely sure of what it meant. “Fear,” he growled.

“Of—of course, I’m afraid, Ward! Your eyes have gone all wolf and…” She licked her lips, trembling violently as Ward pulled back and stared into her bright, faintly glowing emerald eyes. “And y-your teeth!”

Ward felt a tug on his arm, and then Haley said, “Ward, leave her. She says it wasn’t her, and she’s right—she has a valid reason to be scared right now!”

He grunted, releasing Lisa’s shoulders and striding over to the window. He cranked it open, suddenly claustrophobic. He couldn’t help noting that his nails had changed—hard, black, and pointed. Was he getting ready to go full wolf again? He didn’t want to. As the window opened and a cold breeze surged into the room, he inhaled deeply. His lungs expanded with the chilly air, and he blew it out. He repeated that process several times, and the wild, angry emotions began to fade. He was aware that Haley and Lisa were speaking softly behind him, but he didn’t try to listen. He focused on the cold night air and the blurry moon—obscured by clouds and smog.

Several minutes might have passed, but to him, it felt like just a few seconds when Haley came to stand beside him. “Feeling better?”

“Yeah, but goddammit, I don’t like losing control like that!”

“Your eyes are back to normal. Let me see your teeth.”

Ward grimaced at her, and she smiled and nodded. “You’re back to normal. Lisa’s gone to her room.”

“Did you find out who that guy in the vision was?”

“She says he works for her mentor, Mr. Thiel—for the Oathbound. He’s someone Mr. Thiel hires to get jobs done.”

“What kinds of jobs?”

“All kinds. He’s got the connections to make just about anything happen in Westview; it just takes money.”

Ward nodded, taking another deep breath and leaning forward to crank the window closed. “And did Lisa have any idea who ‘the lady’ might be?”

“She has some guesses. Apparently, Thiel isn’t the only member of the Oathbound in Westview.”

Ward turned away from the window and walked to the wardrobe beside his bed. “We need to gather some more intelligence and come up with a plan. I don’t care what their intentions are with that artifact; I’m getting it back—it’s the principle. Lisa in her room?”

“Yes, but Ward…” Haley’s tone was a little shaky, edged with tension as she trailed off.

“What?” Ward shook his head, shrugging into his coat. “I’m not going to hurt her. I lost it for a second there. Maybe it was her reaction or her smell, but something triggered… you know what.”

“That’s not what—I don’t think you’re going to hurt Lisa; I’m just worried about Grace. You’ve lost it twice since you changed in the woods. Don’t you think each time is burying her more and more? What if she’s already out of you? What if she’s floating bodiless around us, desperate for help?”

“Lost it?”

“Unless you’re telling me you crushed that man’s skull without, you know, the wolf coming out. It was definitely starting to come out when you confronted Lisa a minute ago.”

“What the hell am I supposed to do, Haley?” Ward felt his blood getting hot with the frustration.

“Don’t do that!” she hissed, stepping closer to him. “Don’t get mad.”

“I’m not…” Ward trailed off. He’d been about to deny being “mad,” but the truth was, he felt like punching something. “I’m not trying to, Haley. It’s an adjustment, I guess. I need to get better at anticipating the—well, the wolf’s reaction to things.”

“So, keep it calm when you go talk to Lisa, okay?”

“You’re not coming?”

“Do you need me to?”

Ward sighed, reluctantly nodding. “I’m not sure I would’ve backed off so quickly if you hadn’t been here. I need you right now, okay? If you’re right about Grace, I need to keep cool, and something about you calms the wolf down.”

“It’s because it sees me as a packmate.” Haley chuckled and shrugged. “That’s my guess.”

“I don’t like how we’re talking about it like it isn’t me. It is, all right? I think—I feel like it’s just… another part of me.”

“Well, you see me as family, right?”

Ward nodded and put an arm over her shoulders, pulling her into his side. “Damn right, I do.” Haley squeezed him around the ribs, and when they separated, he saw tears in her eyes. “Don’t worry about Grace. She’s tougher than you think.” She nodded, sniffing, and Ward added, “Come. Help me keep my cool while I talk to Lisa.”

“Right. Let’s go.”

Ward led the way to the stairs, down to their old floor, and up the hallway where a couple of hotel staff were still cleaning the area where Ward had killed the second robber. Looking past them, he saw that the door to their room had been hastily repaired with mismatching wood. He wondered what the scene inside looked like. He could smell the blood, but he supposed it might not be so apparent to “normal” people. He turned toward Lisa’s room and, a few seconds later, knocked on her door.

When she didn’t answer immediately, he looked at Haley, frowning. “She said anything about going somewhere?”

“No! She said she’d wait in her room for you to, um, cool off.”

Ward nodded and knocked on the door, more forcefully this time. It rattled on its hinges, and a moment later, he heard the lock being disengaged. When it opened, Lisa stood there, hair wet and a towel wrapped around her torso. “Are you trying to knock the door down?”

Ward tried to smile reassuringly and shrugged a little sheepishly. “I got worried.”

“Worried I’d run off to my evil accomplices?”

“No.” Ward sighed. “Worried that I chased you away and the assholes who robbed us might have picked you off.”

Lisa’s scowl evened out, and she nodded briefly, stepping aside. “Come in. I’ll go and finish dressing.”

Ward and Haley sat at Lisa’s little table, and after a minute, Haley cleared her throat. “Well, it’s good she was here.”

“Yeah. Glad I didn’t knock the door down.” Ward stretched his neck, shifting in his seat and his chair squeaking in protest. “They make these chairs for little people. It makes the room look bigger.”

“I don’t think that’s necessarily true.” Haley chuckled, illustrating by sliding side to side in her chair. “Do you want something to drink?” She gestured to a nearby counter where several decanters of different alcohols sat.

“Do you?” Ward’s mouth had begun to salivate at the sight of the booze.

She nodded. “I think it might take the edge off.” She walked over to the counter, and Ward closed his eyes, focusing on his breathing and trying to find his center. When he felt calmer and could hear the slow, steady thump-thump of his heart, he turned his gaze inward and looked at his prepared spells. He still had the remnants of Reveal Secrets floating there, ready to be cast again. He also saw the words for Strike True and Shadow Step. He figured if they were going after the men who robbed him, he’d want to get rid of Reveal Secrets and prepare Mana Bolt—his new spell. He wondered if there was a way to “forget” a spell without casting it.

“Are you going to drink?” Haley asked, and Ward opened his eyes, blinking down at the tabletop where she’d set a glass with two fingers of amber-colored liquid.

“Something strong?”

She nodded, sipping her own glass. “To take the edge off, remember?”

Ward nodded, taking a small drink of the stuff. It smelled and tasted like whiskey—never his favorite, but something he’d drunk plenty of over the years. It was warm going down, and he took a second, much larger gulp before setting the glass down. “That’s hitting the spot. Thanks, Haley.”

“You’re welcome.” She set her glass down, too, and Ward saw a third near an empty chair, prompting him to look toward the bathroom, where he could see shadows moving in the gap beneath the door.

“You good in there, Lisa?”

“I’m fine!” she called, irritation clear in her tone.

“She needs a drink.” Haley giggled.

Ward nodded, downing the rest of his whisky. He idly spun the glass on the table while he waited. He had half a mind to ask Haley for another pour, but he knew it wasn’t smart. He had a pleasant buzz and didn’t want to get sloppy or dull. Haley obviously had the same thought because she didn’t offer. A few minutes later, Lisa stepped out of her bathroom, hair dry—how had she done that?—some light makeup applied, and wearing a clean pair of white linen slacks and a matching top.

The outfit looked comfortable enough to be pajamas but nice enough to wear out. Ward didn’t know what they were meant for, so he didn’t comment. Lisa saw the drink Haley had poured her and sat down by it. She lifted it toward Haley, and they clinked glasses. “Thank you.” She sighed after taking a sip.

Ward decided to rip the bandage off, “I’m sorry.”

“I understand, I think. You’re wrestling with your own issues, and I suppose I should be grateful that you were able to control your… impulses. Could you truly smell my fear?”

“Yeah, and I knew what the smell meant on an instinctual level. It’s weird.” Ward wanted to change the topic, so he seized an opening as Lisa took another drink. “Do you know where that guy lives? The one who does work for your mentor?”

“His name is Ambrosius Keene, and no, I do not have his address, but I’d wager I could get it.”

“I figure he’s where we ought to start.” Ward spun his glass idly, thinking of his next words, wanting to get things right. “Unless you have a good idea of the name of the woman who hired him. I’m assuming that’s what was going on. If Keene does jobs for Thiel, your mentor, he probably works for other Oathbound as well. It’s possible that you’re right, and Thiel wouldn’t orchestrate what happened here. If that’s the case, it means there are factions among the Oathbound, and you and he could be in danger.”

Lisa set her glass down. “Why would we be in danger?”

“Well, I doubt they intended for Keene to hire such sloppy assholes. I doubt they expected me to kill two of their thieves, and they definitely don’t know I can reveal their identities with magic. They might want to eliminate you to keep you from figuring things out and leading me to them. How would your mentor react to that, assuming he’s not one of them?”

“I want to believe he’d go to war with them.” Lisa looked down, and Ward could see the wheels spinning. “Do you think they’ll try to harm him preemptively?”

“I don’t know.” Ward shrugged and let his glass fall to the tabletop with a clatter. “I don’t know who we’re dealing with. Do you?”

She looked up sharply and took a breath but didn’t speak immediately. When Ward continued to stare, Haley reached over the table to take his wrist, and he realized he was glowering. He inhaled through his nose, trying to send his burgeoning stress out as he exhaled. “Look, Lisa, I’m just saying, we can go after this Keene guy, but if you have an idea about who might have put him up to this, then we can skip a step and maybe get a jump on our enemies. Don’t get me wrong; Keene’s going to pay, but maybe not first.”

“I believe I have an idea. I’ve only met her a few times, but she’s always made me uncomfortable, and Mr. Thiel has made remarks indicating he didn’t trust her. She’s high-ranking in the Oathbound, however, and I’m sure she’ll be hard to approach.”

“Who?” Haley asked, saving Ward the trouble.

“Dame Ruby LaVore. She has an estate just outside the city—a horse property. She’s known for her extensive stables, and most of the nobility own at least one of her famous Westview Chargers.”

Ward pushed his chair out and stood up, pacing toward the window. He wanted to get the artifact out of that woman’s hands, but he wanted to do things right. If he went in guns blazing, odds were he’d end up in some kind of medieval prison. Or, worse, he’d kill a bunch of people who didn’t need killing. He looked at Haley and Lisa, both watching him, both wanting to know what he was thinking. He stopped pacing, pleased to realize he was totally relaxed—no sign of his wolf alter ego. “Lisa, does Thiel know where I’m from?”

“No, only that I first saw you in Tarnish.”

Ward nodded. “How long would it take us to get to the next good-sized city if we were to go by land?”

“Grove Spring is two days or so by carriage to the south. It’s about the size of Port Granite.”

“Okay, here’s the deal. I want you to send a message to Thiel. Tell him I was robbed, and I’m furious, but that I suspect an old enemy of mine who lives in Grove Spring. Tell him you’re traveling with me as I hunt down the culprit.” Ward nodded, a slow grin spreading on his face. “Yeah, you send him the message right away; we’ll give one of the doormen a big tip to deliver it. In your note, tell him we’re leaving town on foot because I refuse to spend more money on a carriage or horses, and I believe I can track my old friend more easily on foot anyway.”

“Um, all right. Anything else?”

Ward chuckled, running through the plan and visualizing the details. He nodded. “Yeah. Tell him the artifact was stolen, and you’re worried because I told you my old friend is a madman.”

“What’s the point of that, Ward?” Haley’s tone was skeptical, and Ward chuckled as he tapped a finger against his temple.

“The point is that, if Lisa’s right and he’s not in on this robbery, Thiel will tell the rest of his buddies in the Oathbound—a bit of misdirection.”

“Dame Ruby,” Lisa hissed, standing and walking over to the nightstand beside her bed. Ward saw why—stationery and pen.

“Exactly. Once she learns we’re walking south of town, she’s going to see an opportunity to get rid of us and blame it on my mysterious friend. She’ll probably hire Keene again, but maybe she’ll send some of her own goons, too. The point is that whoever comes after us is fair game, and they’ll almost surely provide some more answers—hopefully an angle to get at Dame Ruby.” Ward smiled broadly, baring his white teeth and slightly overlarge canines. “After I’m done with them, that is.”


34
FEAR


The road south of Westview sloped upward to highlands bordered by sheer cliffs that overlooked the sea. The ground was hard and rocky, and the only thing that set the road apart from the surrounding terrain was the ruts that had worn away the grass; there were no cobbles or berms, and only occasional road markers confirmed that a person hadn’t wandered off on some goat farmer’s trail.

“Should’ve said north,” he grunted to no one in particular, looking out at the gray skies over the likewise gray, churning, windblown waves of the sea. He couldn’t see the coastline; they were half a mile or more from the cliff’s edge, but he could see the water out in the distance, and it didn’t look inviting.

Haley hurried her steps for a moment to come up beside him. “What?”

“I should’ve said my ‘friend’ lived north of Westview ’cause there are forests and hills up that way—easier to set up an ambush.”

“We’ll descend out of the highlands in a dozen miles or so,” Lisa said from his other side. Her cheeks were flushed with the brisk pace and the cold weather, but she was keeping up just fine.

Before leaving town that morning, they’d made a show of having a loud discussion in the hotel lobby about how angry Ward was at his ‘friend’ and how they were going to track him south. Ward hoped rumors would spread, and, in addition to the note Lisa had sent to her mentor, Mr. Thiel, he figured they had a good chance of drawing a violent response out of Dame Ruby LaVore. He only had vague inklings of what he’d do after turning the tables on her ambushers, but he felt confident that doing so would be a good first step.

“If I were them,” he mused aloud, “I’d ride us down after dark. They know we’re on foot, so they won’t be in a big hurry.”

Haley shook her head. “If Keene hires more men like the ones he sent to the hotel, they’re liable to try killing us in broad daylight. If other travelers are near, they might just kill them too.”

“Nah.” Ward kicked a stone off the trail. “Keene’s going to get an earful about that sloppy burglary. He’s going to stress caution and secrecy. I really won’t be too surprised if he rides along to ensure his mess gets cleaned up. I’m hoping for it.”

Lisa nodded, taking a skipping extra step to keep pace with Ward. “Keene’s a fancy man now, but he made his name by doing dirty work with his own hands.” Realizing he’d started walking faster in his eager anticipation, Ward slowed his pace a little.

“Even better.” Ward felt good—he hadn’t had a chance to shave, and the cold, sometimes rain-flecked breeze felt good on his face. He could smell so much more in the wind than he used to be able to. There were some obvious scents that he might have noticed in his old life—wood smoke, salt on the air, and the damp smell of moistened earth—but there were also new scents like stone and metal, distant whiffs of woods and grass, and the wild creatures that lived in places the wind had passed through. It was enough to keep him entertained as they traveled, and he found himself sympathizing with dogs that wanted to stop and sniff as their owners simply wanted to hurry up and finish their walks.

Lisa was right about the change in the terrain. After walking into the early afternoon, they started losing elevation, and Ward could see sparse woods and occasional plots of farmland ahead in the distance. As they wound their way down out of the highlands, he caught sight of a burned-out copse of trees and, at their far edge, a half-burned house or lodge of some sort. He grinned at the sight and pointed. “How long do you figure it’ll take us to get there?”

“Another hour or so,” Haley guessed.

“Not bad. That’ll give us some time to prepare, but darkness has been coming early, so we ought to hurry.”

“You want to use the structure for our ambush?” Lisa asked.

“Yeah. We’ll light a fire in the old hearth. Anyone coming down this road is going to see it.” Ward barked a short laugh. “Hopefully, we don’t draw more bandits than we bargained for.”

Once they’d descended the winding road through the craggy, barren hills, the hike to the little burned grove of trees and the old house took a little longer than Haley had guessed. The turf was damp, and their feet sank inches into it, which was both good and bad as far as Ward was concerned—good because it left a clear trail indicating one large man and two smaller people hiked off the road, and bad because it was damn rough going.

The soil firmed up before they got to the burned trees, and Ward paused to have a look around. It almost seemed like the trees had been an orchard. They were too orderly to have been part of a natural forest at one point. Deep ruts between the trees confirmed his suspicion—they had to have been used for watering. “What kind of trees are these?”

“I’m not sure,” Lisa said, reaching up to break off a blackened branch. “Pear? Apple?”

Haley nodded. “I think apple.”

“Let’s check out the house.” Ward led the way, and they found the place to be mostly ruined, though the four stone walls and the old hearth still stood. If they were going to make camp there, they’d need to spend some time hauling out burned timbers and sweeping away the piles of old, damp ashes, so Ward unslung his pack and shrugged out of his jacket. “This’ll take a while to get looking how we want it.”

Lisa kicked a hunk of charred wood, sending it skittering through the debris. “Are we really going to camp here?”

“We’re going to set up camp, and we can pile the debris in the doorways and in front of the windows, making it hard for our pursuers to see what’s happening inside. Meanwhile, we’ll be hiding outside, ready to catch ’em with their pants down.”

“Oof.” She sighed, grasping Haley’s shoulder. “It’s going to be a cold night.”

Haley grinned fiercely. “I’ll be hot—going to run through my Gopah forms a few times.”

“Cheater.”

“You can hide with Ward.” Haley’s eyes narrowed, and her grin turned mischievous. “He’s warm.”

“All right, all right.” Ward sighed, gesturing to the mess in front of the old, soot-blackened hearth. “Let’s clear this mess out.”

Ward was thankful that Lisa didn’t comment on Haley’s remark, and he nudged Haley with his elbow as the other woman stepped out of the ruined structure to remove her backpack. “Are you trying to fill in for Grace or something?”

Her eyes widened, and she put a palm before her mouth. “Sorry, Ward; it just came out!”

He chuckled and shrugged. “Don’t worry about it.” The truth was that he was happy to see her smiling and joking around. He’d brought up Grace, though, which reminded him of the little nagging worry in the back of his mind. Was she gone for good? Had he hurt her somehow? Shrugging the thought aside, he stepped up to a half-burned wooden beam that once must have held the roof in place. He stooped to grab it and, with a grunt, hauled one end up so he could drag it toward the door. “Pile junk here.”

The three of them made good time cleaning out a large section of ash-covered flagstones in front of the hearth, and while he and Lisa continued moving and piling debris in front of doors and windows as planned, Haley worked on cleaning out the chimney flue and starting a fire. It was getting dark by the time they had the space cleared the way they wanted, and then Ward guided the other two toward his vision of the perfect trap.

They set up their packs near the fire, and then, using broken boards, half-burned furnishings, and clumps of branches and twigs to simulate their bodies, they laid out blankets in a semi-circle before the hearth. Ward even propped up an old broken chair, covered it with his blanket, and put his hat atop a stick so it looked like he might be sitting there, keeping watch while the other two slept. When they finished, the three stood back and examined their handiwork.

Lisa wiped soot off her hands onto her trousers. “I think it looks convincing. Surely, it will be from the windows or up on the wall if someone climbs over.”

“Especially in the dark,” Haley added.

“Yeah.” Ward picked up his sword belt and jacket. “It’ll work, but mainly because people like those coming after us will feel confident and superior. In their minds, they’re the hunters, and we’re just unaware idiots chasing after the wrong guy.” He squeezed through a narrow gap in the pile of burned wood and ash they’d put before the door, eager to get out into the cold night air.

Lisa was the first to follow him out. “Where will we lie in wait?”

“You should be with me or Haley in case there are a lot of them or some break off early and charge after us.”

“I’m not helpless⁠—”

“No, I wasn’t saying that. It’s just that Haley and I are a good deal sturdier than you. You can’t deny that. Honestly, after I throw my spells and fire my two bullets, I’m going to charge into the fight, so maybe you’d be better off with Haley.”

“I don’t think so, Ward.” Haley had stepped out of the house in the middle of their conversation. “I’ll be going for their support—archers and those with alchemical firearms. If Lisa stays by you, at least when you charge, they’ll be distracted by you.”

Ward shrugged. “I’ll leave it up to you, Lisa.”

She nodded slowly, her eyes distant, perhaps imagining the upcoming scene. “I’ll hide near you, then.”

“Haley, you find a place to hide over there.” Ward pointed toward the back of the house. “We’ll hide that way.” He gestured toward the burned-out orchard through which they’d come. “I want to take them from behind.”

Haley nodded, peering into the darkness of the grove. “You’re hoping Keene will be along. He won’t lead the charge into the house.”

“Yeah,” Ward grunted.

“I’m off then. I want to do my Gopah, and they might come anytime now.”

Ward watched as Haley turned and jogged off into the darkness. He worried about her, but the last few fights had proven she could handle herself. “Come on.” He turned and trudged into the darkness of the burned orchard. Both he and Lisa wore dark gray clothing, and Ward’s jacket would cover the shiny bits of metal on his pistol and sword hilt. He glanced at Lisa. “Make sure your rapier doesn’t reflect their lights as they approach.”

“You think they’ll use lights?”

“Maybe not.” Ward glanced up at the sky. It was pitch-black. “Thick clouds. No moonlight.”

“They may use alchemical mixtures to provide night vision.”

Ward’s blood went cold as he contemplated the complications magic and alchemy could introduce into his plan. “Shit. I didn’t think of that. Is it likely?”

She shook her head. “I don’t think so. Such things are costly, and, as you said, they think they’re going to take us unawares.”

“Yeah, but the guy who robbed me had an alchemical bomb. They might—shit!” Ward cussed, frustrated at his lack of foresight. “We need to hide better than I’d planned. If they can see in the dark half as well as I can, they’ll spot us if we just hang in the shadows.”

“It’s okay, Ward. We have time.” Lisa gripped his wrist, and he found the touch steadying. “Look.” She pointed toward the distant road where it climbed into the hills. “I can’t see any lights. Can you?”

Ward didn’t need any lights; he could see the road where it wound into the rocky hills up toward the highlands. It was shaded in grays, but it was clear to him—nobody was approaching. “Yeah. Okay. We’ve got some time.” He nodded and flashed Lisa a smile. “Come on, start gathering branches.”

While Lisa found dead branches on the ground and dragged them over, Ward walked to the blackened trees, broke off more, and even knocked over a couple of smaller burned trees. With all of those materials, they built a blind of sorts between the rows of dead trees. To a casual observer, it might look like someone had made an effort to clean up the damage before giving up. To the average criminal, Ward figured it probably wouldn’t even register. He wasn’t so sure about Keene, though, so Ward took another twenty minutes to build similar, if smaller, structures around the grove nearby.

Every few minutes, he paused and stared toward the road, letting his lycan night vision do its job. He saw a solo traveler once, but he watched the man proceed down the road, only glancing toward the fire-lit structure once before continuing on. After he built the fourth such pile of branches, however, he saw, high on the road, a line of seven bright lights moving fast up in the hills. He hurried back to Lisa and squatted down in their little shelter. “They’re coming, I think.”

“How many?”

“Not sure. Seven lanterns or lamps or whatever people use on horses around here.”

“Horses? You’re sure?”

“Unless the guys carrying those lights were something like eight feet tall and sprinting, then yeah.”

“Well, we can hope there are only seven, but…” Lisa frowned and shook her head. “I don’t think it’s likely that all of them would have a light.”

Ward nodded. “Don’t worry. When they get a little closer, I’ll be able to see them.”

“Should we re-evaluate? Can we take so many?”

Ward shrugged. “We’ll have the drop on ’em. Between the two of us, we’ve got five Mana Bolts—Haley’s good for two or three regular fighters. I’ll clean up whatever’s left. You just hang back and play defense.” As Lisa mulled over his words, Ward stood up and peered toward the distant, bobbing lights. “Seven lights”—he counted again—“and, yeah, some shadows between them. I think I see four more. Eleven riders. Probably five minutes from leaving the road, then they gotta cross that bog.”

“Perhaps they’ll leave their horses.”

“Yeah, maybe. Shit, if we’re lucky, they’ll leave someone behind to watch ’em.”

“Can you fight men without killing them, Ward?”

He squatted down and gave Lisa a look, arching an eyebrow. “What the hell do you mean by that?”

She smiled a bit wanly and reached toward him again, gripping his wrist. “I mean, I’ve not seen you take a prisoner before. I’m not trying to be insulting—it’s just you fight with a certain… brutality.”

“Tell you what: if I spot Keene, I’ll point him out to you. You take him down without killing him. Can you do that?”

Lisa nodded. “I can.”

Ward stood up and looked again, confirming his earlier count. “Yep, eleven.”

“They’re going to be very confident with those numbers.”

Ward nodded grimly. “That’s the hope.”

“Is—is it normal to be afraid at a time like this? You never seem afraid…”

Ward looked at her, his bloody thoughts of vengeance and justice suddenly blown from his mind by the chilling breeze of Lisa’s genuine fear. He squatted beside her and took her hands in his. “It’s normal to be afraid, yeah. Listen, I’ve been in the shit a lot of times in my life, so I’m a little bit unusual, I guess. We picked the location. We’re going to pick the time. That gives me comfort. I intend to take out more than half of those guys before they even know there’s a fight going on, so yeah, I’m confident. I also know I can count on you and Haley.”

Lisa’s hands were cold, and her nose and cheeks were flushed. Ward could hardly feel the chill, especially after dragging branches all over the place, so he shrugged out of his coat and hung it over her shoulders. Unfortunately, he hadn’t had a chance to pick up his new armored vest yet, but he wasn’t worried. He was a goddamn werewolf, and if those assholes shot him or cut him, he’d heal. “Just be ready. It’s okay to be scared, but it’s not okay to freeze up. Just remember that. You have to keep moving—press the attack or retreat, but don’t stand around like a rabbit.”

Lisa nodded, reaching up to fasten the top two buttons of his coat so it hung on her like a cloak. “Your coat is so warm! Thank you, Ward.” She smiled, and it was endearingly timid. It made Ward want to hug her close, but enemies were approaching, and he needed to keep her head in the game.

“We’ve got this, yeah? Think about how you’d be if you were them. They know they outnumber us almost three to one. They think we’re in that little house, camping through the night. If they’re not idiots, they’ll spread out for their approach, see this empty grove and the fire flickering through the gaps in those stone walls, and think we’re surrounded. When we attack and they start dying, they’re going to shit their pants. We’re in charge here—remember that.”

Ward was speaking in a low tone, nearly a whisper, and as he finished, he heard the whinny of a horse and instinctively tilted his nose into the air, sniffing. Sure enough, he smelled them—animal sweat, masculine musk, tobacco, gunpowder, and, to his delight, something else. “They’re not ready for us, Lisa,” he whispered. “Keene might have hired some hard men, but he also has some raw, untested ones out there.”

“How can you tell?”

Ward grinned at her, his lupine eyes glinting in the dark, perhaps reflecting the firelight coming from the cabin. “Because I can smell their fear.”


35
HUNTING THE HUNTERS


Ward crouched low in his makeshift blind, watching the hunting party approach over the boggy ground between the road and the burned grove. His hope that one or two might stay behind with the horses had been short-lived. The party had, indeed, left their mounts by the road but apparently felt confident that they’d be back in time to prevent loss or theft—all eleven were approaching. They’d extinguished their lanterns while still up in the hills, probably around the time they saw the firelight coming from the burned house. Now they crept, weapons drawn, over the boggy ground, making it clear their intentions weren’t peaceful.

“Two with long barrels. Most have swords or axes. I see a crossbow and several clutching pistols—their barrels are wide, so probably breach loaders or even muzzle loaders. One has a staff; maybe it’s a walking stick?” Ward’s whisper was barely louder than a breath, but Lisa nodded.

“Can you see Keene?”

Ward scanned the line of men—and women, he realized, seeing a tall, lanky woman with a knife in each hand—looking for someone who resembled the figure that had been revealed by his spell back in the hotel. “Too tall, too burly, too feminine, hair’s too long, clothes are too ratty, too—There! That’s his pointy goatee sticking out of that fancy hooded cloak. He’s the fourth one from the left, stepping over that log.”

Lisa squinted where Ward was pointing, but she made a soft, growling, frustrated sound. “I can’t see anything!”

“Okay,” Ward whispered, “relax. When they go past us, and the light from the fire is on the other side of ’em, you’ll be able to see their silhouettes. I’ll point him out again.”

Lisa didn’t respond, but she pulled the collar of Ward’s jacket up, framing her face and ears. Her breath was visible in the frosty air, as was Ward’s, but he felt fine. In fact, the cold air felt good to him. He was in his element, stalking his prey, lying in wait, ready to pounce. He didn’t want the wolf in him to come out, mainly because he was worried about Grace, but he couldn’t deny he was starting to enjoy his awakening bloodline.

As the approaching hunters reached the edge of the boggy field and stepped onto the firmer soil near the orchard, Ward heard a few hoarsely whispered curses and then, more clearly, the voice of the man from his spell’s vision. “Right, Kelly, take your three go ’round the backside. Nokkin, you take two and go left—make sure they don’t escape out one of the windows there. Lassie, you, Len, and Rockus are with me. Let’s go, everyone! Keep it quiet and get the place surrounded.”

Ward watched the figures, clear as day in his lupine vision, spread out and follow the man’s orders. Judging by their trajectory, Keene and his three would pass just about ten yards from where he and Lisa were waiting. He hunkered down and pulled Lisa close, whispering, “Shallow breaths into your sleeve. Don’t let it plume up.”

She nodded, and he could feel her shivering. He knew it was cold, but it wasn’t that cold. No doubt she had some adrenaline in her system; sitting in the cold dark, getting ready to attack a superior force, was nerve-wracking business. “We got this. You and me—we’re going to take out the four coming close to us. I’ll do three, and you’re going to bring Keene down. Then I’m going to go after the others and help Haley.”

A muffled curse and a snapping branch brought Ward’s attention away from Lisa, and he saw a big man with a hatchet in one hand and a single-shot pistol in the other. He leaned against a burned tree and bent to work something out of his boot. Keene whispered, “What is it?”

“Something sharp, goddammit.”

Keene ignored him and kept walking, keeping pace with the other two nearby, one of whom was the tall, wiry woman with the two knives. Ward watched them progress, relieved when the big man grunted with success and then lumbered after Keene, forcing the man to turn and scold him. “Quiet, you oaf!”

“Sorry, boss.”

Ward turned and scanned the area around the cabin, noting that the two other teams Keene had sent off were making better time, closing in on the cabin ahead of these four. He leaned close to Lisa, putting his lips right next to her ear. “Listen, these guys are in the perfect place to jump ’em without the others having time to react. Any noise we make will give Haley a chance to pick some of them off while they try to come and help. Can you see them yet?”

She turned and nodded, eyes wide.

“Keene’s the one with the hood, the shorter guy there near the big asshole.”

Lisa squinted through the branches of their hiding spot, staring for several long seconds before she turned and nodded. “I see,” she mouthed. Ward wished he could turn off his night vision so that he could get an idea of what she was looking at. She didn’t seem confident, but he supposed he had to trust her. Judging by the stumbling going on and the muffled curses, Lisa wasn’t the only one struggling to see in the dark. It seemed their fears of alchemically enhanced sight had been unfounded.

Thinking about that, Ward wondered if spells and gunfire were the wrong move. He leaned close to Lisa again. “You watch him. I’m going to try to take some of the others out in the dark. If he runs or if things get noisy, make your move.”

She looked at him again, blinked in the darkness, but nodded her understanding. She turned back to the gap in the branches and stared. Ward hoped she was staring at the right person. He clutched the hilt of his sword and rose from his knees to a squat, deftly stepping between the broken branches on the ground, winding his way out of their concealing blind. Then he angled toward the leftmost of Keene’s men—a stout, leather-clad fellow holding a two-handed cudgel adorned with metal spikes.

He crouched as he walked, surprised by how easily he found the soft, ash-covered soil without touching any branches or twigs. He stalked through the dark, easily spotting low branches and other obstacles. Meanwhile, the man he hunted kept stopping, kept reaching out to feel in front of him, whispering curses with each branch that scraped his head, each bit of uneven ground he stumbled on. Ward moved so quietly and quickly that he found it effortless to get around behind the fellow. Then, pressing the flat of the blade with a thumb to keep it from ringing, he drew his sword.

Two steps, and then Ward was in range; he lifted his broadsword high, bringing it down at an angle. Maybe in his old life, he could have hit someone hard enough to kill them with that sword, especially from behind like that, but now it wasn’t even a question. The blade struck home with such force with its freshly honed edge that it bit through the man’s entire neck. As blood fountained and the head rolled to the side, Ward reached out with his left hand and caught the collar of the dead man’s jacket, slowly lowering the corpse to the soft ground.

He glanced toward Keene and the big man beside him—the next closest hunters—and they were staring his way, but they had questioning looks on their faces. They’d frozen in place, and they stared, clearly listening, so Ward took a noisy step and hoarsely whispered, “Dammit!”

“Quiet!” Keene hissed over the distance, and then he and his big bodyguard began moving again. Ward knew he was grinning evilly as he hefted his blood-soaked sword and circled the two men, aiming for the woman on their other side. He was like a ghost in the dark, a bulky shadow among shadows, and his progress was nearly silent, especially when masked by the stumbling steps of the three nearby enemies.

He could see his next target, tall and much quieter than the others, her two knives glinting in the firelight that blazed from the glassless windows of the cottage twenty yards distant. Ward glanced at Lisa’s hiding spot and was sure he could see her eyes peering through a gap in the branches. She ought to be able to see Keene and the other guy now that they’d passed her and were between her and the fire. Nodding, glad she hadn’t been spotted, he crept up on the woman, raised his sword, and brought it down.

Clang! Somehow, she’d sensed the attack and whirled, bringing her knife up in time to catch Ward’s blow on the crossguard. Even so, he was too strong for her to stop his cut short. The action cost her a knife as Ward’s blow ripped it from her hand, and she danced back, switching her other knife to her right hand. She opened her mouth to scream, and Ward held out his left hand. “Vrakkun khorvek!” he barked, and the spell rolled smoothly off his tongue and into the night air, taking on a jagged, electric sound as it coalesced in the air, forming a ball of mana-charged destruction at Ward’s fingertips.

The sound was cacophonous to the ears of the hunters, and the woman’s shout of alarm was lost in the spell’s chaos. Ward released the ball of charged mana, sending it streaking at her as she clapped her left hand to her ear. It glowed like a ball of white, iridescent light swirling with destructive power. Ward was only a few feet from the woman, and she only had time to open her eyes wide in surprise and terror before the mana bolt struck her in the chest.

It was the first time Ward had cast the spell at a living creature, and it was different than when he’d tested it on a tree. It seemed to consume her leather vest, shredding it to nothing, but then it entered the flesh of her chest. Her eyes glowed with impossible white light, her mouth opened in a wide “O” of shock or pain, her arms flailed, she dropped her dagger, and then she collapsed, utterly still.

“Vrakkun khorvek!” Lisa’s voice rang through the grove, and Ward looked to see a similar fate befall the big guy who had been walking beside Keene.

Keene screamed, “Thomas! Here!” Then, he turned and ran to the north, where he’d sent the group meant to circle around to the back of the house.

“Trahl slenvek!” Lisa cried, coughing wetly immediately afterward. The words hissed around the grove, stirring the shadows and shaking ash from the trees, and then Keene stumbled and fell, unmoving. Ward had no idea what spell she’d just cast, but he hoped it wasn’t lethal.

“Stay with him,” he barked in her direction, then he charged off to the north—he hoped Haley hadn’t engaged yet, but if she had, he wanted to be there to help. There were still seven hunters in the fight, and they had to have heard the ruckus they’d just made. A lantern flaring to life confirmed his suspicion, and Ward grinned, sniffing the air. There was fear in the air.

Shouting, gunshots, and torches blazing alight made it clear that the hunters were reacting, or at least they thought they were reacting, to Ward’s attack, but the gunshots didn’t come anywhere near him, and the men and women were tromping in every direction. “Keene,” a woman screamed, “where are you?”

“Circle back!” a deep voice roared, and Ward reckoned that was one of Keene’s veterans. He focused on that voice and stalked through the darkness, aware that his quarry had further ruined their night vision by lighting torches. He was likely invisible so long as he stayed out of the circle of their lights. As he approached, circling wide, he saw four people in a loose cluster. Where were the other three? Were they on the other side of the house already? Dead? Chasing Haley? Worry got his heart hammering, and he hurried his steps, still gripping his bloody sword.

The man with the deep voice was ahead, and Ward paused to observe, crouching behind a soot-covered tree bole. He wore a ring-mail vest, a wide-brimmed hat, and a leather cloak. His right hand gripped an axe meant for battle, not cutting or chopping wood. He was formidable—probably two hundred and fifty pounds of broad-shouldered muscle.

Ward found his grin widening. He stalked around the man, unwilling to fire another mana bolt, at least not yet. He didn’t want to give his position away. His earlier instinct had been to take the big man out, knowing he was one of their leaders, but he saw two other targets alone and likely to be a lot easier to kill.

He focused on one—a thin man with a short sword—and noiselessly padded through the dark. When he was six feet away, inside the light but out of his line of sight, Ward leaped, sword held high. Someone screamed, the man whirled in the wrong direction, and Ward brought his sword down on the backside of his shoulder, splitting through leather and cloth, flesh and bone. His sword got stuck, so he kicked the man in the lower back, sending him sprawling where he thrashed weakly, blood pumping out of the terrible wound.

“Vrahl ignarak!” a voice cracked the night, masculine and powerful, and Ward whirled toward the sound, only to see a roiling ball of flames streaking through the night at him. He bunched his legs to leap away, but it was too late; the caster had launched the spell at his flank, and the missile of flames was almost there by the time he saw it. Even so, something happened when it should have struck him; it veered off course, straight into his sword, sending the runes alight with a blazing red glow.

Ward cussed and dropped the sword as the handle became too hot to hold, but then he focused on the man who’d thrown the spell, a deep growl rumbling in his chest. It was the one with the staff. His hood was thrown back, a grizzled beard exposing eyes that shone in the darkness as his lips began to move again.

Ward stretched out his hand and growled, “Vrakkun khorvek!” His voice was deep and raw, guttural almost, and the words didn’t sound quite right, but the act of casting the spell must have depended on releasing it from his mind more than perfect enunciation. Mana coalesced at his fingertips and launched forth.

Meanwhile, the other sorcerer uttered his own spell, one that hurt Ward’s ears and brought the taste of blood into his mouth. “Grashnal Vrask Thalvek!”

Several things happened as Ward’s spell streaked through the air and the other man’s words exploded into the night. A large, blackened tree husk between Ward and the other sorcerer burst into a cloud of charred splinters, but they didn’t fly in every direction; they gathered in the air, forming a cloud, and then they whistled and shrieked through the air, directly at Ward—thousands of needle-sharp pieces of wood. Meanwhile, Ward’s spell hit home, slamming into the other man’s chest, sending him dancing with white, ghostly mana flames dancing atop his head like a spectral crown.

Ward didn’t have time to dodge or even fall to the ground. By the time his dumbstruck mind finished watching the tree explode and saw the splinters gather into a cloud, he barely had time to bury his face behind his arms before the storm of splinters slammed into him. Pain erupted all over Ward’s body. It felt like he’d been dipped in fire as the splinters effortlessly pierced his clothes and buried themselves in his flesh, stabbing him to the bone. He’d hunched forward when he covered his face, which probably saved him from having dozens of the splinters stab into his belly, but it didn’t save him from the blinding pain of them gouging through his scalp, digging into his skull, shoulders, arms, legs, knees, chest—everywhere.

In his red haze of pain, Ward lost track of the battle. He lost track of the other sorcerer and whether or not his spell had killed him. All he could do was scream his rage as the beast inside him fought to come forth. He fell forward, screaming again as the splinters in his knees drove deeper as he hit the ground. He caught himself on palms mercifully free of the stabbing needles of wood and looked around, panting, his mouth frothing with bloody saliva.

Somewhere, he heard Lisa utter her words of power again, hopefully killing an attacker. He didn’t see the sorcerer. Had he fallen in one of the irrigation channels? Had he recovered and gone after Lisa? Was he circling Ward, about to deliver another deadly spell? Ward growled and pushed himself to his feet, aware that the wolf wanted to come out, but holding him at bay. Every step was agony, but he walked to his sword and picked it up, noting how his sleeve was pinned to his arm with at least twenty charred wooden splinters.

His sword was still hot, the runes still glowing balefully, but it felt good in his hand as he turned in a slow circle. The hunter he’d cleaved was dead—pale and unmoving. He could hear a ruckus on the other side of the house, so he started walking toward the structure, yanking splinters out of his chest, head, and arms as he went. Every step hurt so badly that he had to pause when he reached the blackened stone building to lean against it and tug more splinters out of his knees and thighs.

He wondered if a normal person would be dead from the damage he’d taken. He thought so. If nothing else, he doubted his old self could have gotten up and moved around after something like that. Leaning there, panting in pain as he struggled to reach a splinter that had fully embedded itself into his knee, he realized he was losing it; his fingers were tipped with hard, sharp black claws. His vision was brighter, his hearing clearer. The beast in him wanted out. He stopped what he was doing, realizing it was fruitless; it would take tools to get those splinters out.

Leaning against the stone wall, trying to calm the wolf, he pushed the pain into the background and focused on what his senses told him. First, he scanned in every direction. The orchard was like a landscape painted in grays, but here and there were bright spots of color—men or women that shone like torches in his weird lycanthropic vision. He was fairly sure that he saw Lisa. She was crouched over another glowing, albeit dimmer, form. Ward scanned to his right and saw a bright figure racing toward the road. He stared after it for a moment, but then his ears picked up something else.

He heard the meaty sound of a fist striking flesh and the soft grunt of a woman exhaling in pain. “Haley,” he growled, afraid his young friend was being beaten. Suddenly, Grace was a little less important, and Ward released the beast, allowing it to strengthen and change him. His joints popped, his body stretched, and his core contracted and released as new strength surged into his hulking, black-furred form. With a guttural growl, he charged around the corner of the house, no longer aware of any pain, and tore over the ground toward the sounds of combat.

He saw them—three glowing figures. One was on the ground, motionless. The others were circling each other. Ward knew Haley’s figure instinctually—or, maybe, it wasn’t instinct; he could smell her. He veered away from her and leaped at the other figure. When he crashed into him, the man grunted and screamed. He was tall and held a knife in one hand, a knife that he tried to jab into Ward’s side, but it was too late; Ward’s attacks were part of his nature. As he leaped, he raked his claws down the man’s torso, one on his back, one on his chest.

It took a moment for him to realize it, but the man was dead before he hit the ground—Ward had eviscerated him. Even so, Ward bit his throat out with a snarl, then jumped to his feet and whirled in a circle. “Moaghr?” he growled, and Haley flinched but shook her head.

“I don’t th-think so—Ward?”

A horse’s whinny took Ward’s attention, and he remembered the runner. Something in him refused to let one of the hunters escape. Without a second glance at Haley, he leaped into the trees, charging through the orchard in a loping, four-limbed sprint that devoured the distance. When he cleared the trees and saw his prey across the field, scrambling to mount a horse, he couldn’t resist the urge to roar—no, howl, his bloodlust into the night.

He bunched his legs to charge, and then his ears twitched as a sharp twang pierced the night, and something else, something far sharper than any noise, stabbed into his side. Ward turned toward the sound and saw a hunter with the long leather coat, the one with the crossbow. He sniffed, but all he smelled was something pungent—a weed or some such thing. The man grimly smiled as he placed another bolt into his crossbow and cranked back the handle. Ward’s side was on fire like acid was eating through him. Limping, tasting blood in his mouth, he sidestepped and circled this new threat, a growl rumbling in his throat.

“Didn’t believe ’em meself when they said what ya was. Proof’s in the puddin’, as they say.” He lifted the crossbow, and Ward saw the glint of silver on the tip of the bolt. He had time to wonder if that was a thing—if werewolves were truly weak to silver—before his instincts took over, and he tried to dodge the hunter’s second shot.
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THE LOVE OF THE HUNT


Ward leaped to the right, his powerful haunches launching him half a dozen yards in the flash of an eye. At the same time, the hunter’s crossbow twanged, and that silver-tipped bolt whistled through the air. Ward might have been fast, and he certainly moved further than a man could have, but he was large, and the hunter was good with his bow. The bolt hit him in the left thigh, burying itself into the meaty muscle there. Just like the bolt piercing his side, this one burned like fiery acid, and Ward, despite his inordinate tolerance for pain, struggled to put any weight on the limb when he crashed onto the ground.

He growled and coughed his anger, glaring at the hunter, watching him smoothly put his foot into the bow’s stirrup, holding it down while he expertly cranked the string back. He already had a fresh bolt ready to slot in his other hand, its tip gleaming menacingly. Ward didn’t wait. Trying to ignore the horrific pain lancing through his guts, chest, and leg, he drove himself toward the hunter. He took two leaping strides, then launched himself at him, claws outstretched.

The hunter didn’t panic. He was as smooth as clockwork as he slid the bolt into its slot, lifted the bow to his hip—he didn’t have time to bring it to his shoulder—and fired it directly at Ward’s chest. He might have killed him with that shot; if it had pierced his heart or lungs, perhaps the poison of the silver would have ruined Ward’s chances of recovery. He might have, but Ward’s werewolf instincts were primed, his reflexes like a cat’s in their precision and speed. He swiped his right hand at the incoming projectile, knocking it out of the air, and then, as the Hunter’s eyes finally went wide with panic, he was on him.

Ward had no idea how much he weighed in his werewolf form, but it must have been a lot. He flattened the hunter, knocking the bow from his hand and driving him into the moist ash and dirt. As they slid, digging a furrow in the ground, Ward savaged him, clawing and biting at his throat. Meanwhile, the hunter had drawn a silvery knife, and he plunged it into Ward’s side again and again, each puncture like a lightning bolt of pain. He only managed three stabs, though, before the blood gushing from his neck became too much, and he couldn’t work his muscles any longer.

Ward struggled to stand, part of him still fixated on the man fleeing to the horses, wanting to chase him down. His leg failed him, though, and he could feel the hot blood seeping out of the wounds in his side; something was stopping him from healing. He took two staggering steps and fell into the ash, grunting with pain as his great lungs heaved like a bellows.

There was no doubt about it; part of Ward’s mind was like an animal’s, fixated on an instinctual desire to hunt and kill, to run, savoring the wind, the scents, the freedom, and the drive of nature. Another part of it was still a man’s, though, and Ward reasoned the silver stabbing into his side and leg was probably doing something to poison him, something that kept him from healing. So, with the last of his strength, he shifted to his right side, and, in a motion made awkward by the bunched muscles and stiff bones of his forelimbs, he probed his side for the bolt.

When his long, clawed fingers touched the thing, it sent waves of pain through him like electrical currents, and he jerked his hand away. Growling with determination and anticipated pain, Ward forced himself to grasp the bolt, and before the fiery, horrific pain could register, he yanked it out. Even as the barbs tore his flesh further, relief washed over him like a cascade of warm water. Still, the blood continued to flow from his many wounds. With a grunt and a wheezing growl of agony, Ward grabbed the bolt in his leg and pulled, howling with agony as its barbs tore his flesh.

Those barbs might have been his undoing if he weren’t so explosively powerful. When he yanked, it wouldn’t have mattered if the bolts were anchored in oak; they were coming out. His flesh simply tore as he pulled, widening the wounds, but maybe that was a good thing; he hoped the fresh, hot flows of blood would wash any residual silver out of the wounds. He lay there, panting and bleeding, for several minutes before he heard the sound of running feet and then Haley’s desperate cry. “Ward?”

“Here,” he growled, his voice guttural but understandable. He’d forgotten how dark it was for the others. “Have,” he grunted, pushing himself onto his knees and knuckles, “to catch the runner.”

He saw Haley approaching warily, eyeing his dark form among the shadows. “Were you hurt? I heard the horse galloping away as I ran through the grove.”

Ward growled and coughed a curse, but it was garbled by his bestial rage. He pushed himself to his feet, realizing he’d lost much of his wolfen form. He was bipedal again, and though his fingers were tipped in claws, the black fur on his arms was gone. He looked down and saw his bloody human body. Even so, he wanted to catch that horse, and other mounts were waiting there on the road. He took another step, staggered, his knees wobbling, and fell to his butt. “Shit.”

“Ward, I can’t see very well, but it smells like blood. Are you hurt?”

“Yeah,” he groaned, probing his side, finding the wound where the bolt had pierced his flesh much smaller and barely bleeding. “I’m healing, but I think I lost a lot of blood.”

“We have two prisoners; Lisa’s watching them. Even so, I understand what you mean about stopping the runner. Should I go after him?”

“You can’t see. Can you run and get my pack? Light a torch on your way back. I just need some damn pants and a healing tonic, and then I have to catch that guy. If he gets back to town, everything turns to shit.”

“Here.” Haley stepped forward, holding something out. Ward took it—a small glass vial.

“I had a couple on me.”

“Thanks,” Ward grunted, downing the tangy, honey-sweetened healing draught. A wave of warmth spread through his adrenaline-soaked limbs, and he immediately felt better. “I still need some pants and my—your dad’s—sword if you can spot it.”

Haley didn’t respond; she just turned and ran off into the darkness, likely using the firelight in the cabin as a guide. Ward scanned the orchard and saw another light, a lantern, and he was pretty sure he could see Lisa standing in its glow. He hoped they’d secured the prisoners well. Tentatively, he clambered to his feet and tried walking in a circle. His knees didn’t wobble.

He knew the healing tonic sped things up in a person, most notably the mending of flesh. He was pretty sure it also cranked up blood production and metabolization, too. His stomach rumbled, and his hunger clawed at his guts, desperate to be fed. His body was ripping through its stored reserves, the healing tonic having kick-started his lycan regeneration. He was starving, and he knew if he were fully wolfed-out, he would probably tear the hunter’s corpse to shreds.

He shook his head, his lips twisting into a disgusted frown. “No, I wouldn’t. I’d go get me one of those horses.” While waiting for Haley, he stalked over to the hunter’s body, noting a brace of silver bolts in the thick, glistening blood sheeting the man’s chest. Something tickled his nose, and Ward leaned close and sniffed. As he caught a whiff of the man’s well-oiled, hooded leather cloak, Ward had to turn away and sneeze. Something in the oil, an herb of some sort, was overpowering his sense of smell.

Thudding steps approaching brought his attention to Haley’s running return, this time with a bobbing, jouncing lantern held in one hand. Ward’s pack was on her shoulders, and, in her other hand, he was relieved to see the sword he’d dropped somewhere along the way. How had she spotted it in the dark? Ward unclasped the dead hunter’s cloak and yanked it off the body, holding it in front of his nakedness as Haley’s circle of lantern light encompassed him. She set the pack at his feet, and he nodded. “Thanks. How’d you see the sword in the dark?”

She pointed to her strange, pale eyes. “When there’s another light around, everything gets brighter for me. The firelight in the cabin works great.”

“Shit, I forgot about that.”

Haley smiled, and he could see dots of blood on her cheeks and chin, no doubt splattered there as she beat the snot out of her share of hunters. She turned her back to him, granting a little privacy. “I’ll help Lisa with the prisoners, gather some of the horses, and come after you.”

Ward dropped the smelly leather cloak, yanked open his pack, cursing his lost boots and lack of a spare pair, and then pulled out some pants and pulled them on. “Do that and loot the bodies, too. Make sure you collect this cloak. I want to have an alchemist tell me what kind of oil is on it. It makes it hard for me to smell anything else when it’s around.”

“Um, right, we can do that. Are you sure you can catch that guy? He’s already been riding for five minutes or so.”

“Yeah. I’ll catch him. It’s black as pitch out here, right? I don’t think a horse will gallop in this kind of dark, and he still needs to wind his way up that narrow road to the highlands.” Ward wasn’t sure where his confidence came from. He supposed it was the wolf speaking; how could prey outrun him?

“You’re right about horses not wanting to run if they can’t see. Still, it sounded like it was galloping…”

“Only at first. I can still hear it.” Gripping his bare sword, he turned toward the marshy ground. “Please try to find my boots and my sword belt. I hope I didn’t wreck ’em. Don’t worry about hurrying. Do a thorough search of these assholes.”

With that, he started loping over the cold, squelching ground toward the road. In all honesty, he found the going easier in his bare feet than he had with his boots on. He didn’t sink as much, and so far, he hadn’t encountered anything sharp. He crossed the field in less than a minute, noting that the ten horses still standing on the side of the road were tethered to each other, a long rope running through each of their bridles.

When the animals began to snort and stamp, their eyes wide at his approach, Ward tried to calm his breathing and push the wolf down as far as he could. He wasn’t sure he’d be able to explain how he did that to another person. It was instinctual and felt a lot like trying to swallow an emotion—uncomfortable but possible. Even so, the horses shied away from him as he approached, but a few soothing words and a gentle pat on a big stallion’s shoulder seemed to calm him.

Ward pulled the tether line out of his bridle, and with an “Easy, boy.” He stepped into the stirrup and pulled himself up. The horse stamped and chuffed, moving forward and backward a little, but when Ward put a firm hand on the reins and steered him back toward Westview, the animal didn’t resist, didn’t bolt, and didn’t try to throw him. He was a big horse—bigger than Nutmeg by a couple of hands—and when he began to move, it took Ward a minute or two to get used to his lumbering gait.

“C’mon, boy. Can you trust me? I can see fine. Let’s pick it up.” Ward kicked his heels and snapped the reins lightly, and the horse surprised him by breaking into a ground-devouring trot. Ward grinned, guiding the animal up the winding path into the highlands. He was wearing nothing but his pants and still clutched his naked sword, but he felt good. He liked being on the hunt. Had he always, or was it part of the lycan bloodline? The more he thought about it, the more he knew he’d always been kind of a hunter. He’d gotten addicted to catching criminals, after all, hadn’t he?

The thought was an echo of comments he’d heard from people in his life—his ex-wife, his infrequent girlfriends, his sister, his friends, even his “lazy” coworkers. He was “addicted” to work. He wasn’t present when he wasn’t on the job. It was true; Ward had lived to work; he hadn’t worked to live. He’d often argued that he’d be the same no matter what sort of job he had, but that was bullshit. The truth was that he enjoyed the puzzle, the hunt, and, more than anything, catching the bad guy.

As he rode, he strained his lycan hearing, trying to pick out the sound of his quarry’s horse over the thunder of his own steed’s passage. For a long time, he didn’t have any luck; his horse was too noisy, his thudding steps echoing too much off the rocky hillsides, but when Ward cleared the last stretch of upward winding road and came out on a flat stretch that passed over a grassy, highland meadow, he caught the faint thuds of a distant horse, and it didn’t sound like anything more than a trot.

“Let’s go, big guy. We got this. Straight ahead.” Ward tried to urge the stallion into a gallop, and when it didn’t respond to coaxing, he tried sterner methods. “Yah!” he hollered, snapping the reins against the animal’s neck, leaning forward, and thumping his heels into his flanks. The stallion whinnied, clearly aggravated and frightened, but it stretched its loping pace, kicking into a proper gallop. Ward laughed and continued to encourage the big horse. “Yah! Yah!” he cried, moving with the rhythm of the horse’s rolling muscles and bones.

He only galloped for a few minutes before seeing the running hunter’s horse in the road ahead. It stood out like a torch in the grays of Ward’s night vision, and when Ward realized it wasn’t moving and didn’t have a rider on its back, he immediately panned his gaze left and right. He saw another brightly lit, living creature lurking behind a tall scrub brush. Ward hauled on the reins, slowing the stallion about a hundred yards from the other horse, and the figure off to the side stood up and cried out some harsh words of power. “Vrahl ignarak!”

The words exploded into the night, violent and angry, and Ward leaped from the saddle, slapping his horse on the rump on the way. As his feet hit the ground, he saw flickering orange lights rippling on the ground and knew the other sorcerer had thrown a fireball his way. The stallion screamed a terrified whinny and bolted while Ward held up Haley’s sword, runes blazing with baleful, red menace.

Just as before, the weapon pulled the fireball into it, and Ward knew better than to try to hold onto it as the runes blazed with brilliant light. He dropped it onto the road and charged the sorcerer, stretching out his hand and firing off his last mana bolt. “Vrakkun khorvek!”

In the pale light of the blue-white ball of chaotic mana, Ward could see the other sorcerer struggling to stand. His eyes shed tears of blood, his nose and mouth were likewise bloodied, and his pale flesh was sallow as a corpse’s. He made a feeble attempt to sidestep Ward’s mana bolt, but it hit him square in the chest, devouring part of his shirt and then entering his body. The man screamed, his eyes crackling with radiant mana-hued light, his white hair standing on end, and his arms outstretched, fingers splayed.

Ward watched him carefully as he continued to approach. He wondered what the mana bolt was doing. Was it tearing up the man’s mana pathways? Was it overloading his mana well? Whatever it was, it seemed to be agonizing. The sorcerer danced and screamed, and then, to Ward’s horror, his eyes burst, and he fell to his knees and then onto his face, unmoving. The sight of the man’s blazing eyes spraying out in a shower of mana-limned blood that sparked and sizzled on the cold yellow grass was enough to stop Ward in his tracks. He looked around the suddenly quiet meadow, almost hoping someone else could corroborate what he’d seen.

The hunter’s horse still stood in the middle of the road, and his stallion had come to a stop close by it. Nothing else stirred. Ward hesitantly approached the man’s body, incomprehensibly weirded out by his own magic. Why had it killed him this time and not the first time he’d hit him with the same spell? Had the first bolt done some damage, and this second one had simply pushed him past the limit? Judging by the sorcerer’s bloody tears and nose, he’d been under plenty of strain—either from Ward’s previous attack or from using spells that were a bit too hard for him.

If he’d been wearing boots, Ward would have kicked the guy onto his back, but he wasn’t, so he bent to flop him over with his hand. He was light, very thin, and unburdened by armor or a pack. Ward had vague hopes of finding the fellow’s spellbook, but he wasn’t sure he would; if Ward had a house in the city, he’d probably leave his grimoire locked away in a secret space. The dead sorcerer had some nice-looking rings on his hands, and Ward could see a polished amber amulet on a silver chain around his neck.

Ward hadn’t been squeamish before, and now that he’d woken up the wolf inside himself, he certainly wasn’t afraid to squat beside the corpse and strip the valuables off it. In addition to the jewelry, he found a pouch containing more than four hundred glories tied to the man’s waist. Ward stood up and was about to walk over to the sorcerer’s horse when he saw the man’s long, wooden staff lying near his feet.

Ward stooped to pick it up and found it warm to the touch. The wood was smooth and polished but very light. He studied it, squinting in the darkness, his lycan night vision good at making out shapes and living creatures but not fine details on close objects. Even so, as he ran his thumb over the staff’s surface, he could pick out dark shapes in the wood that reminded him of runes and glyphs he’d seen on enchanted objects like the box stolen from his hotel room. “Huh. Magic, maybe.”

He carried the staff over to the sorcerer’s horse, reaching up to pat its sweat-lathered shoulder. “Easy, girl. You’re done running for now.”

A lantern dangled from a metal rod attached to the sorcerer’s saddle horn, and slung over the horse’s rump was a single saddlebag, the other side weighed down with a bedroll. He unbuckled the bag, digging through it, still hoping to find a grimoire, but all he came up with was a flint and steel, a flask of lamp oil, and a cloth-wrapped bundle of food—cured meats, cheeses, and a heel of sourdough bread. Ward took a minute to light the lantern and retrieve his sword, then sat on a large boulder nearby, eating the dead sorcerer’s food while he waited for Haley and Lisa to catch up to him.


37
A PLACE TO PLAN


After sitting for twenty minutes or so, Ward decided he ought to coax his horse back to the road, and after that, he stood there staring toward the clump of scrub brush where he’d left the sorcerer’s corpse. He’d had the guilty thought that he ought to bury the man or something, but when his eyes sought out the dark form on the rough ground, he saw the faint blue luminescence of mana motes drifting out of the body.

He grabbed the reins of both horses and led them over to the boulder he’d been sitting on, near a patch of not-quite-yellow grass, and left them to graze while he walked over to the corpse. Something seemed different about the mana motes. It had been a while since he’d watched mana coming out of a corpse, but he remembered the motes being exceedingly fine, like blue, sparkling dust. These motes were thicker, like grains of sand, and though they still shone with the same ghostly blue light, every now and then, he swore he saw something like a flash of sparking, arcing electricity run through the cloud.

Was it a side effect of how the man had died, or was it the fact that he’d been a sorcerer? Was his mana more potent? Of course, those questions made Ward wonder what his own corpse would look like. Would he have brighter, bigger mana motes than the average dead man? “No, wait a minute…” he whispered, remembering what he’d learned about the mana that lingered around dead bodies; it was a side effect of a person’s anima being spent. It wasn’t their actual mana leaking out. “Something special about this guy’s anima, then?”

Hesitantly, Ward moved his hand, fingers splayed into the cloud. He could feel the electric tingle in the cloud, but it didn’t hurt. Closing his eyes, he steadied his breathing and grounded himself, welcoming the flow of mana by opening himself to the cold air, the hard ground, the stars lingering above the blanket of clouds, and, of course, the mana. As he’d experienced many times, he felt the tingling, electric sensation of a mote sinking into his hand and traversing some hidden pathway up his arm into his body. He shivered with the pleasure of the sensation, but before it passed, a dozen more entered his flesh.

This time, he noted a marked difference in the feel of the mana; it was more intense, and along with the tickling, goosebump-raising sensation of pleasure the mana always gave him, he felt something else—like an electric spark moving wildly up his arm and into his chest. He caught his breath, feeling a ball of warmth right in the center of his body, almost like he’d taken a hearty swig of whiskey.

Rather than distract him from his meditative state, the sensation seemed to pull Ward deeper into it. A sinking sensation overwhelmed his mind, and though he opened his eyes, all he saw was darkness, and he swore he was falling toward a slowly pulsing orange-red glow. The glow grew brighter and brighter, and the heat in his chest continued to radiate, spreading through his torso, his limbs, and his head. Then, the sinking sensation faded, and he saw, before him, a smoldering orb, like a moon or planet set alight, though it didn’t blaze with fire; it glowed with an orange luminescence that struggled to break the surface.

Ward stared, stunned, wondering what he was seeing. The orb felt vast to him, hence his comparison to a moon, but he wondered if that was just the strange perspective he was enjoying; he seemed bodiless, floating. What was the orb? Was he having a vision of a distant world? Was it some mystical place attached to the mana he’d been gathering?

Staring at it, he began to note things that challenged his assumption that it was a heavenly body. It was smooth, and the weird orange glow periodically broke the surface, rippling like a river of something that couldn’t possibly be fire or lava; it moved more like a serpent or tentacle, surging up from the smooth gray surface, then falling, passing through and fading away. No, Ward decided, this was something else. This was some kind of metaphysical or spiritual vision, and he had no idea what he was supposed to make of it.

It felt like he floated there for twenty seconds or maybe a minute, and then the blackness began to fade, and the gray-tinted darkness of mundane night replaced it. The cold breeze returned, and Ward looked down to see that the cloud of mana motes had moved away from his hand; he’d absorbed all he could. When he stood, Ward felt invigorated. Of course, he always felt good after collecting mana, but this was different. He felt like something had changed. There was a warmth in the core of his being that hadn’t been there before.

He pressed his palm to his sternum as though he could feel the change physically, but nothing tickled the palm of his hand. “Gonna need the hemograph,” he grunted. Looking down at the dead sorcerer, Ward suddenly felt a new kinship with the man, a sense that they’d shared something, even if it was after the other’s death. Nodding to himself, knowing it was the right thing to do, Ward dragged the body to a nearby jumble of stones and began building him a cairn.

He moved the heavy rocks into a circle surrounding the unnamed sorcerer’s body, and then he had to trudge around the meadow, looking for more rocks to pile over the top. It probably took him an hour, and when he returned to the horses, he checked through saddlebags for some water, desperately hoping he’d missed some rations. Finding nothing, he wondered if he ought to go back and check on Haley and Lisa. He was surprised they hadn’t caught up to him yet. “I told her not to hurry,” he reminded himself. More than that, he’d told her to search all the dead hunters, and if he knew Haley, they were burying the bodies.

Ward secured his sword to the stallion’s saddle, then climbed up, turning back the way he’d come, and that’s when he saw a pair of bright lanterns coming his way. Smiling, he strained his hearing, and sure enough, the sounds of many hooves moving at a leisurely pace came to him. He clicked his tongue and started the stallion walking, the sorcerer’s horse close behind, its lead hooked to the back of Ward’s saddle.

A few minutes later, when he could pick out the bright shapes of people and horses, Ward saw Haley and Lisa, each on a horse, and two other living bodies bound over the saddles of different horses. As he drew closer, he raised a hand to wave, and Haley shouted, “Ward! Did you catch him?”

“I did!” he hollered. When they’d gotten close enough that he could be heard by simply raising his voice, he asked, “How’d it go? Any trouble?”

“None, but Lisa’s not well. She overdid the magic, and now she’s sleepy from a healing tonic.”

“I’m fine.” Lisa waved a hand dismissively, her eyes glinting in the lantern light as she looked at Ward.

“Good. We’ll get some rest when we get back to town.”

“Um,” Haley interjected, “about that—where will we go? We can’t ride in with a train of horses and two prisoners. Well, we could, but I think word would get around town pretty quickly.”

“I hadn’t planned that far ahead,” Ward admitted.

“My cousin has a country house—a hunting lodge—north of town. There are roads skirting the city. We could go there to plan our next steps.”

“Sounds good.” Ward looked at the two trailing horses with their prisoners. “They have anything to say?”

Lisa shook her head. “Keene won’t stir for a long while. As for the other man, he begged for release, swearing he was just hired muscle and knew nothing.”

Ward nodded. “We’ll see about that. You didn’t want to take any of the other horses?”

“We thought we presented enough of a spectacle as we are.” Haley nodded to the bound men. “Are you upset?”

Ward snorted. “Nah. We’re walking away with six horses and whatever you got off the bodies.”

“Speaking of things we gathered…” Haley slapped Ward’s pack tied to the rump of her horse. “Found your boots and belt, too.”

“Not ruined?”

“Nope!”

“All right, give me a few minutes to get dressed, then we can get moving. You find anything good on the other bodies?” Ward slid from his saddle and grabbed his stuff off the back of Haley’s horse.

“Quite a few glories, some valuable jewelry, a very nice crossbow, some silver bolts, and a silver dagger…” Lisa paused in her recitation and gave Ward an appraising glance. “Haley told me about how that affected you. We ought to look into that, don’t you think? Seems like a sizeable weakness.” When Ward only grunted his acknowledgment, she continued, “We dragged the bodies into the burned house, and Haley tied a rope to the chimney stack and pulled it down with a horse. Everything collapsed.”

Ward grunted again, arching an eyebrow at Haley. “I figured you’d bury ’em.”

She grinned, her teeth bright in the dark. “Better than some of them deserved.”

“Right.” Ward finished lacing his boots and then climbed back into the saddle. He tugged the reins until the horse turned back toward town. “Lisa, tell me where to turn.” With that, he started his two horses forward, and he heard the others clicking their tongues and flicking their reins to follow.

They made much better time on horseback than they had on foot, but the eastern sky was lightening with the impending dawn by the time they reached Lisa’s cousin’s “hunting estate.” It was nestled among the trees atop a broad ridgeline that commanded an expansive view of the countryside, and, in the distance, nearly at the horizon line, Ward could see the lights of Westview overtop the trees on the steep slope below. “What was his name again?” When Lisa looked at him blankly, he added, “Your cousin.”

“Laurent DeGrand. He won’t be here, though—probably just the caretaker.” They’d stopped outside an empty-seeming stable building, and she slid from the back of her horse and walked across the gravel lane toward the big log-cabin-style house. Over her shoulder, she called, “I’ll let him know we’re here. Don’t worry; he knows me.” The windows were dark, but a gas lamp burned near the front door. Ward wondered where the gas came from in a setting like this. There wasn’t any chance a copper pipe ran all the way out there from the city.

“Let’s get the horses put away,” Haley suggested and, nodding toward Keene’s bound body, added, “What about these two?”

Ward looked at the two men. Both were bound thoroughly—roped hands and feet and hoods and gags over their heads. He slid from his saddle and moved to loosen the ropes holding Keene. “I’ll put ’em in the stables—an empty stall.”

Haley nodded and began leading the horses into the building one at a time. By the time Ward had taken the two captives into a stall, one silent and breathing deeply, the other struggling and cursing around his gag, Lisa had returned. “There wasn’t an answer at the door, and when I looked in the letter,box, I found a note from Mr. Gand, the caretaker; he’s gone into the city for supplies and won’t be back until the end of the week.”

Ward straightened up, pressing a boot into the small of the thrashing prisoner’s back. “So no one’s here?”

“Doesn’t seem so.” Lisa shrugged. “I wish I could say I had a key, but⁠—”

“I have a key!” Haley announced, stepping into the stall. When Ward looked at her, puzzled, she added, “From the spire!”

Ward snapped his fingers. “Oh yeah! Wanna give it a try?”

“Yes, of course.” Haley turned and jogged out of the stable.

Ward shrugged at Lisa. “Better go with her. It’s your cousin’s house, after all.”

“Right.”

When she left, Ward grabbed the conscious prisoner’s shirt, hauling him to his feet, and pushed him across the stall until his back slammed, not so gently, into the wooden planks of the wall. “Hold still, you piece of shit,” he growled, putting as much wolf into the words as he could muster. He drew his knife and lifted it to the gag going around the outside of the hood, slicing through it. Then, he pulled the hood off.

“Help!” the erstwhile hunter screamed, and Ward put one big hand on his throat, driving his head against the boards while he glowered into his face.

“I know it’s not too bright in here, but you ought to be able to see my face, yeah?”

“Yeargh,” the guy wheezed, struggling to speak around Ward’s vise-like grip.

“You’re in the middle of a forest near an empty hunting lodge. Screaming will accomplish one thing—irritating me. Do I look like the kind of guy you want to irritate?”

“N-no.” The man tried to shake his head, but Ward’s pressure on his neck wouldn’t allow for it.

He relaxed his grip but lifted his big knife so the guy could see it. “I don’t need two prisoners. Do you understand what that means?”

“Yes!” The man’s eyes opened wide, and Ward could see the lantern near the entrance to the stables reflected in his pale brown irises. He wasn’t very old—maybe thirty—but he looked like he’d had a rough go at life. He had a full head of hair, but about a quarter of his scalp was covered in pink scar tissue, and there were quite a few other signs of rough treatment—a broken tooth, black eyes, a flattened, crooked nose, and a notched left ear.

“You know I could slit your throat and bury you out here, and nobody’s gonna come looking for you, right? That’s the price you pay when you sign up for skullduggery like you and your pals had planned tonight. I could kill you without losing a wink of sleep, you know why? Because you were going to kill my friends—good people, unlike you and the other assholes I already dealt with.” Ward gestured to Keene’s insensate form. “Unlike this piece of shit.”

“I understand,” the man hissed, the word shortened by an accent Ward wasn’t familiar with.

“So, here’s the good news for you: I don’t necessarily like killing. I’m good at it, but if I can let you live, I will. How do you figure you can earn a chance at living from me?”

“T-talking?”

“Yeah. Tell me something I don’t know. Tell me who this piece of shit works for.” Again, Ward prodded Keene with his boot. “Tell me something about his employer or the robbery of my hotel. Shit, man, start spilling your guts, ’cause if I don’t hear something interesting, I’m gonna start cutting parts off you.”

“He works for rich folks in Westview. I dunno their names, Mister, I swear!”

“So, you don’t have anything interesting? Pity.” Ward lifted his knife.

“No! No! I know plenty! Hold off!”

Ward leaned down, putting his angry, scowling eyes a few inches from his prisoner’s, and from the depths of his belly, a low rumble rose as he growled, “Talk!”

Words began to flow from the man’s mouth. “Some of us work for Keene, see, on a sort of retainer. When he calls, we gotta come running. So when he put the word out for all his ‘dirty hands’ to come to work, we showed up. He says we gotta kill a big son of a bitch—no offense!—and a couple of ladies. Thing is, Boyle was there—he’s another of us dirty hands—and he said he saw you and said you was a shifter—a bear inside a man’s body. He saw you rip a man in half and smash his head like a cantaloupe against the wall. He was one of them what robbed you, see?”

“Go on,” Ward growled.

“So Keene says not to worry; says he brought in a couple of specialists. I bet you met ’em back there, yeah? One was a sorcerer, and t’other said he kilt men like you ’afore.” When Ward continued to stare balefully, the man continued stammering, “So we rode out, and, sure, we was cocky—us being more than ten with a couple of expensive mercenaries along. On the way, Keene did a lot of talking to those men, the hunter with the fancy crossbow, and the wizard. I heard a thing or two that you might want to know.”

“Are you getting cute?” Ward could hear Haley and Lisa in the stables, seeing to all the horses, and he knew they were listening in. Still, he couldn’t keep the growl out of his voice as he gripped the man’s shirt tight in his fist, straining the fabric as it squeezed his neck. “I decide how to reward you—a quick death, a slow death, or maybe release into the wilderness. Your only hope is to tell me everything you know. Understand?”

“Yes,” he gasped, and when Ward relaxed his grip, he panted briefly. “Keene said there was a sorcerer with someone named Dame Ruby. He was trying to act big, like he knew someone important. He said the man was the dame’s relative from over the sea, and he had the touch, enough so that he was going to use the ‘artifact,’ whatever that is.” Ward stared, contemplating the words, thinking of a follow-up, but the man took his silence as a demand for more and began to babble, “Maybe she’s the one who hired Keene! I don’t know much else, but like I said, I think Keene was trying to sound impressive.”

“Come here.” Ward stooped to pick up the hood and gag, then gripped the man’s upper arm, dragging him out of the stall and down the aisle, past the horses, and into the last stall on the opposite side. “I’m going to gag you again, but you might have earned your life. I’ll talk to my friends about it.” With that, he hooded and gagged him again, then grabbed another rope, conveniently hanging in the empty stall, to bind him to a post.

When he walked back to Keene, Lisa was there, and he could see a question in her eyes, but he held up a finger to his lips and then stooped to hoist Keene over his shoulder. He nodded toward the exit, and Lisa followed him out. “How long until this guy wakes up?”

“Hours.”

Ward looked into her green eyes. “I’d like to learn that spell.”

“And I’d like to learn your spell for finding secrets!”

“Fair enough.” Ward forced a grim smile. “Did you hear what our little friend in there said?”

She nodded. “Seems my instincts were correct—Dame Ruby is behind the robbery.”

“Worse, she’s not trying to get rid of the artifact; she’s going to use it.”

“Should we act now? Do we need to speak to Keene?”

“Let’s not do anything stupid. For all we know, she’s going to wait until the next full moon to have her ‘relative’ use the artifact. No, let’s wait until this asshole wakes, then use what we learned from that other guy against him. The more we learn about Dame Ruby and her setup, the better our odds. Meantime, we should get some rest.”

As she followed him toward the house, Lisa gripped his elbow, steadying herself. Ward looked down at her. “You okay?”

“Just exhausted. The healing tincture took a lot out of me.” She nodded toward a pile of saddlebags and other objects near the door. “Haley’s been bringing our bags and the things we took from the criminals into the house. I noticed an interesting staff tied to your horse’s saddle.”

“Yeah, I got it off the, uh, wizard I killed.”

“May I take a look at it?”

Ward nodded, stepping onto the wooden stoop, Keene’s unconscious form bouncing on his shoulder. “Yeah, sure. We should go through all that stuff, but my number one priority is food. I feel like my stomach is cannibalizing my body.”
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Ward’s sister looked at him and frowned, folding her arms over her chest. “I understand why you think you need to lose yourself in your work,” she bemoaned, “but burying yourself in other people’s problems isn’t going to make Andrea change her mind.”

Ward looked up from his file, annoyed that everyone acted like he’d chosen to bring work home with him on Thanksgiving. “Em, don’t. I’m not in the mood.”

“It’s just… I think you’re trying to hide from your problems. What about your anima? What about the wolf living under your skin? How are you going to live with killing all those people, Ward?”

Ward dropped the manila file folder and looked at his sister, his mind suddenly jumbled, confused by the intersection of two different lives. How did Emma know about the wolf? How did she know about…

“Ward? Talk to me!”

Ward looked from Emma to the case file on the carpet, then to the kitchen, where his grandma was checking the turkey. “Wait… Grandma died…”

“Ward!” Emma’s voice sounded strange, and he jerked his gaze back toward her. Her eyes stared at him, intense and fiery. No, not fiery—her eyes were literally filled with flames… “Ward!”

Something shook Ward violently, and he jerked his eyes open, startled out of his fitful sleep. He almost fell out of the chair he’d fallen asleep in, disoriented by the dim, wood-paneled room, but when he saw Grace leaning over him, her fists clenching his shirt, everything came rushing back to him. “Grace?” he rasped, swallowing to get moisture into his throat. “Where have you been?”

“Ward! We’ve got to do something about your bloodline; it’s—it’s burying me! I was afraid I wouldn’t make it out this time!”

“Mmph,” Ward grunted, sitting up, his back and neck stiff from the chair. He glanced at his prisoner, still bound, hooded, and gagged, lying on the floor near the door. Ward had insisted on watching Keene in the little study while the others got some sleep. The cabin had two bedrooms, and the three of them could have doubled up in any number of combinations, but Ward hadn’t felt sleepy after eating—or so he’d thought. “My back,” he groaned, standing up to stretch, kneading the muscles of his lower back with his thumbs.

“I’m serious, Ward! Weren’t you worried about me?”

“You couldn’t see or hear or anything? Yeah, we were all worried.”

Grace turned and paced toward the door and back again. “I couldn’t! It was like I was stuck in a damn closet! I think the wolf sleeps when you sleep, so I was able to slip out and⁠—”

“The wolf is me, Grace,” Ward interrupted. “We’re not separate people. It’s just a side of me.”

“How do you know?”

Ward felt hot irritation rising in his chest. “Because I’m living it, dammit. I can feel these things. When the wolf comes out, I’m still here. I can think and feel—all of it.”

“Then why the fuck are you locking me in a dark corner of your mind?” She clenched her fists, trembling, and Ward knew she wanted to punch him or maybe just lash out in general. He knew her, though, and she looked more worried—scared, even—than angry. The fire in her eyes wasn’t bright enough for anger.

“Well…” Ward sighed, stooping to check Keene’s pulse—slow and very weak. “I guess that part’s not a conscious thing. Lisa thinks the wolf is a very dominant side of my psyche, that when it emerges and asserts itself, I, instinctually, cannot tolerate a, um, passenger.”

“You understand how that’s a problem for me, right? Also, half the time, you talk about the wolf like it’s a separate entity, so don’t give me shit for⁠—”

“Grace!” Ward moved over to her and grasped her shoulders, for the first time noticing she wasn’t wearing her suit jacket, just a clean white shirt and tie. She felt surprisingly soft under that thin shirt, her flesh warmer than he’d expected. Suddenly, it dawned on him that he rarely touched Grace. She touched him all the time, to the point where he’d stopped caring, but he—he didn’t treat her like a person very often. He looked into her eyes and saw real, human fear there. “Why are you so scared? Is it so bad getting a time-out now and then?”

“It’s terrifying! I’m afraid I’m going to get lost in there, that I’ll lose the ability to emerge. I felt weak and drained. I get my vitality from you, Ward. If I didn’t have a host, I’d obviously be bodiless, but ambient mana could sustain me. When you lock me away, I don’t feel anything!”

“So what do I do?”

“I-I don’t know. Maybe…” She looked up at him, her eyes pooling with tears. “Maybe I need a different host.”

Ward’s stomach dropped at the suggestion, and he couldn’t make sense of the jumble of emotions her words evoked. While his mind raced, he pulled her into a tight embrace, further stymied by how good it felt when she wrapped her arms around him, returning the gesture. “Why does that make me sad?” he mumbled, cradling the back of her head and nuzzling his cheek into her pale blonde hair.

“Ward, I don’t want to leave you!”

“I know, I know. I’ve gotten pretty damn used to you, too, I guess. C’mon, shh. We’re gonna think of something.”

“Promise?” she mumbled against his chest, and Ward felt another wave of emotion make his throat tight. He didn’t speak but hugged her tighter. She squeezed him back, and he held her there for several long seconds before she abruptly pushed against his chest and squinted her eyes up at him. “You feel different!”

“I mean, I went through a lot when I drank that bloodline potion⁠—”

“No.” She shook her head. “Not the wolf. There’s something else… something—Ward! I think you have anima again!”

“What? How…” Ward let his mind drift over the hectic, sleepless days since he’d last spoken to Grace, and his eyes widened as he snapped his fingers. “The sorcerer!”

“The sorcerer?”

“Yeah, shit—you missed a lot.” Again, Ward stooped and felt Keene’s pulse. When it seemed the same as before, he stood, grabbed his backpack, and left the room, walking out to the quiet main room of the lodge where the remains of the fire they’d earlier lit glowed in the darkness. “I don’t want that little shit to listen to me talk to ‘myself’ if he’s a good faker.”

“Who is he?”

Ward sat in a big, overstuffed leather chair, eschewing lighting any lamps; he could see fine in the dim light, and he liked knowing that, should anyone creep up on him, they’d have to contend with the dark. He nodded to the oversized ottoman in front of him. “Sit down, and I’ll tell you everything.” Grace complied, and ten minutes later, he finished with, “…and now I’m going to use the hemograph to see if you’re right about my anima.”

Grace stared at him while he rooted around in his backpack, her eyes matching the smoldering coals in the fireplace. “You didn’t gain anything special from Nevkin.”

“He wasn’t a real sorcerer. He had to rely on the mana well, remember?”

“This is… this is something rather groundbreaking, Ward. If a sorcerer can harvest anima from other sorcerers…” She trailed off, and as Ward lifted out the hemograph and set it on the ottoman beside her, he nodded.

“Yeah, it has a lot of implications.” He opened the lid and, without hesitation, jammed his finger into the slot until it clicked and the needle stuck him. He hardly registered the pain, though whether he was more tolerant since his last use of the device or simply knew it was coming and didn’t react the way he used to, he didn’t know. Grace joined him, staring at the weird aetherflux as it roiled about, glowing with faint blue luminescence. A few seconds later, it began to arrange itself into his reading:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Evolved Human – Aetherborn Traces, Lycan Prominence, *Unknown* Traces

Accumulated Mana: 1,288 [400]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 3 – 91% [88%] to next tier, Enhanced Regeneration – minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 5 – Bloodline Dependent, *Unknown* Artifact Influence Detected

Vessel Capacity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 3 – 33% [27%] to next tier, Enhanced Healing – Notable, Enhanced Bone Density – Moderate

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 62% [58%] to next tier, Enhanced Physical Power – Notable

Vessel Speed: Tier 3 – 16% [11%] to next tier, Enhanced Reflexes – Moderate

Longevity Remaining: 85% – Tier Three Depletion Rate (Approximate)

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Emerging [Closed], Pathways Detected

Anima: 5/100

“Holy shit,” Ward breathed, reading the last couple of lines. “Five out of a hundred? Why doesn’t it just say 5 percent?”

“That’s a great question. Considering the hemograph uses percentages for other things, I think it… I think it means you can get more than a hundred; it’s intentionally not a percentage.”

Ward scowled, staring at the reading some more. “Maybe if I can rank up my ‘anima heart,’ whatever the hell that is?”

“Yeah, maybe. Ward, this is huge! I don’t know how much anima you need to open the veil for your soul, but⁠—”

“But I’m on the right track. Five is better than none.”

“Hey, Grace,” Haley said from the hallway, following the words with a yawn and a stretch.

“Haley!” Grace leaped to her feet. “I’d hug you if I could!”

Haley, still stretching, smiled and walked into the room. “We were worried about you.” She walked over to the heavy, two-layered curtains and pulled them wide, letting in a broad swath of gray daylight. Ward squinted his eyes at the sudden brightness, and then he laughed. “I forgot it was daytime.”

“Barely,” Haley replied, peering through the glass at the sky. “Seems like a storm’s coming.” She turned back to Ward and Grace. “So? Are you okay, Grace? Where were you?” Before Grace could respond, Haley saw Ward putting away the hemograph and asked, “Another reading? Any particular reason?”

“Yeah,” Ward replied, pointing to the vacant spot on the ottoman beside Grace. “Sit down, and I’ll tell you everything.”

She walked over, but before she sat, she peered toward the dark hallway. “What about Keene?”

“Don’t worry about him.” Ward tapped his ear. “I’ll hear it if he gets rambunctious in there. Grace’s situation is a lot like we speculated. The wolf is suppressing her somehow, and she doesn’t like it.”

“I don’t like it, but more than that, I’m worried about what will happen. Will it get worse? Will I get stuck? I don’t want to leave Ward, but⁠—”

“I told you, Grace, we’re going to figure this out. I just need to figure out a way to get the wolf part of me to stop driving you away.”

“The wolf knows me,” Haley interjected. “Couldn’t you just, I don’t know, try to remember that Grace is a part of your, um, pack?”

Ward shook his head, shrugging. “I don’t know. I’d think so, but it’s not like I consciously do anything to her. It’s just⁠—"

“Ward,” Grace interjected. “You said you can still think and feel when the wolf comes out, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, maybe you need to decide to let me out consciously. I mean, when the wolf is out or dominant—however you want to label it.” She reached out and took his wrist, and Ward looked into her eyes and tried to smile reassuringly. He twisted his hand until he could grasp her hand in his.

“Look, I know we’re super distracted right now, but I want you to know I’m taking this seriously. If that’s our best idea by the time I change again, then you’d better believe I’ll try it. Okay?”

Grace seemed lost for words as she broke eye contact, looked down, and nodded. Ward couldn’t feel her emotions the way she, supposedly, could feel his, but he knew there was more to her emotional behavior than being scared. She was feeling something, and so was he. He hadn’t thought he cared about her the way he obviously did. He didn’t think he’d feel almost like a friend or lover or, hell, a family member was leaving him when she’d suggested finding another host. When she’d said the words, though, there wasn’t any denying it felt like a punch in the gut. He didn’t want to lose her.

Ward blew out a pent-up breath and leaned back, pressing the heels of his palms against his eyes. He had a lot to think about. Setting Grace’s situation aside, he’d regained some anima, which meant he was on the road to regaining his chance at whatever came after this life. It was a lot to digest, and, thinking that, he remembered he needed to fill Haley in. While Grace sat quietly, he did so, explaining what had happened with the other sorcerer, how his mana had been richer than usual, and how it seemed to restore some of his anima.

When he finished, she got even quieter than Grace, staring into space. Ward imagined her mind was racing. “Hey,” he asked, lowering his hands, “you okay, Haley?”

“I’m good, Ward. Excited, even. You’ve just proven that it’s possible to regain anima. I’m not sure how I can⁠—”

Ward grabbed her hand. “We’ll figure that part out. For all we know, as you gain more Gopah ranks, this shit will become trivial for you.” He took Grace’s hand again and sat there looking between the two women. “We’re going to figure it out one step at a time, and right now, the next step is to find out what that little creep in the study knows.”

“Shall we try to wake him?” Haley asked.

Ward glanced at the clock, saw it was an hour from noon, and nodded. “Yeah. I’ll drag him out here. Can you go and get Lisa?”

Haley nodded and headed for the hallway. Ward walked the other way, past the spartan kitchen to the little study. He found Keene still lying on his side, but his breathing seemed more vibrant. Ward drew his knife, slashed the cords around his feet, and then sliced through the gag so he could pull the man’s hood off. He wasn’t too surprised when Keene opened his eyes and gasped, inhaling shakily as the rush of cool air on his face roused him. “C’mon, buddy. Time to talk.”

“Wha? Where?” Keene spluttered.

Ward grabbed him by the upper arm and hauled him to his feet. The man sagged and nearly fell immediately, so Ward got ahold of his other arm, holding him steady as he growled into his ear, “You remember who I am? Remember what you were doing before you got knocked out?”

Keene’s eyes widened, and he looked at Ward briefly but immediately turned his gaze down. “I remember.”

“Well, this is one of those situations where you’re going to get a chance to save at least a part of your hide by talking. You seem like a guy who’s good at talking, Keene. Is that right?”

The man cleared his throat, grunting as Ward propelled him toward the door, but then he said, “I can see you feel you’ve got the upper hand here. Rest assured, however, my good man, that there are those who will lay waste to your family line should anything untoward befall me!”

“My family line, huh?” Ward shoved him into the hallway and half-carried, half-propelled him past the kitchen and into the living area. Lisa stood with Haley by the window, and Grace lurked near the fireplace, peering at Keene with a deep orange flicker in her eyes. “Sit down.” Ward shoved Keene toward the couch, and he stumbled into it, falling sideways. Red-faced, he struggled to get into a sitting position with his hands tied behind his back.

Ward left him there on the couch, walked over to Haley and Lisa, and spoke in a near whisper. “Stay over here, behind him. It’ll make him nervous wondering what you’re doing back here.”

“You don’t need me to…” Lisa trailed off, probably trying to think of how her knowledge as a member of the Oathbound would help Ward question Keene.

Ward smiled and winked at her. “Just listen, and if you think I miss something, stand by the hallway and gesture for me to come over.” She nodded, and Ward walked back across the rug to the couch, stepping around to face Keene. He sat on the coffee table, his knees just inches from Keen’s, driving home the difference in size—Keene wasn’t a large man. “All right, no more empty threats. Take a look at my eyes, Keene, and tell me if you think I’m afraid of you or your people.” Ward leaned close, knowing his strange half-blue, half-yellow eyes, backlit by the mana he’d accumulated, ought to make any non-sorcerer nervous.

“You think you’re the only sorcerer with a knife at my throat? Do your worst; it’s better than what my employers will do.”

“Oh, I dunno about that.” Ward almost reached for the wolf, willing it to the forefront so he could growl more menacingly or maybe even sprout some fangs and really change the way his eyes looked, but he saw Grace over in the corner and held off. Instead, he drew his knife and rested it on his knee. “I can get pretty creative.”

Keene sat up straighter, and a little steel entered his voice as he narrowed his thick gray eyebrows over his surprisingly clear, sharp blue eyes. “You realize I made my fortune killing and breaking men a hell of a lot meaner than you, right? If you knew who my employer was, you’d⁠—”

“Who? Dame Ruby? Or do you mean the Oathbound?” Ward glanced at Lisa, about to make a gamble, voicing a suspicion that had been slowly building in the back of his mind, itching to come out. “Or maybe you mean The Circle of Thorns? I mean, in Westview, at least, they’re all the same thing, right?”

Keene’s eyes widened, and he swallowed. “Very good; you’ve surprised me. I didn’t know you were so well-informed.” Ward smiled grimly at the confirmation and glanced again at Lisa, only to see she’d looked away, her arms folded as she gazed out the window. He supposed it was a lot to take in; if the Oathbound were compromised in Westview, where had her father stood? What about her mentor, Thiel? He looked back at Keene.

“Yeah, well, so far, your little cult buddies, at least here on Cinder, have been embarrassingly amateurish. Sonder Yates, Nevkin the ‘Warlock,’ that loudmouth Raymond LaCorte, and hell, all of your thugs that I’ve killed. Even your high-end hunters, the ones you had to hire out of pocket, went down pretty easily. You telling me Dame Ruby’s got all the dangerous cult members hanging around her? Those are the people I ought to be scared of? If so, why’d she send your pathetic little crew after me?”

Ward was trying to play on Keene’s pride, trying to get a reaction out of him, and it worked—better than he’d anticipated. Keene’s eyes filled with darkness, and he hissed like an actual snake, straining against the rope binding his hands. To Ward’s surprise, the rope creaked and popped like he might succeed. Ward didn’t hesitate; he swiped out with a heavy palm, slapping the side of Keene’s face with a resounding crack. The man reeled, his efforts halted by the stunning blow, and when he blinked and looked at Ward, the darkness was gone from his eyes.

“You’ll regret that!” He coughed, shaking his head, clearly still stunned, his ear likely ringing from the blow. Ward looked past him to Lisa and Haley; they stared back with wide, surprised eyes. A bit of movement to the left caught his attention, and he saw Grace practically dancing, waving a hand for him to come over.

“Haley,” he grunted, “put this guy’s hood back on.” When she hurried to retrieve the hood, Ward grabbed Keene’s chin and turned his face toward him. He stared at his blue eyes, almost wondering if he’d been seeing things. He was sure they’d gone black, though—whites and all—when the man had tried to break his bonds. “You try that again, and I’ll have to get more creative with your bindings. I promise you won’t like it.”

“Here,” Haley said, stuffing the hood back over Keene’s head.

“Thanks. Watch him. I’ll be right back.” Ward walked out of the room to the kitchen, and as soon as he cleared the doorway, Grace was there.

“He’s got a passenger!”

“Huh? Like you?”

“Not like me, Ward. Something far worse.” She shivered. “I don’t think he’ll be very cooperative. Whatever’s along for the ride in that man is cruel and dark. I can feel it and sort of see it. It’s like a shadow clings to him.”

“So what do we do? Dump him in a hole somewhere and give up on gathering intel?”

Grace shook her head. “No, Ward! We need to banish it. Once Keene is free, I think you’ll find him much more cooperative.”

“And you know how to⁠—”

Grace reached up and gently patted his cheek, smiling slyly. “Naturally, I do! Call Lisa; this will take some preparation.”
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Ward looked into the stable stall, taking in the weird ritual preparations he and Lisa had done with Grace guiding them every step of the way. Haley was back at the house, watching Keene. In the hour or so they’d been working, their prisoner hadn’t made any further attempts to escape. Something about the hood seemed to quell his violent outbursts. “That’s right,” Grace said, watching Lisa place a small copper pot atop a compact, oil-fueled camp stove. “Get the water boiling so it steams quickly when we add the blood.”

Ward frowned, looking from the ritual circle to the horse on the other side of the stall. Grace had guided his hand as he drew the symbol on the animal’s flank using powdered chalk and egg whites. The glyph gave Ward an uneasy feeling. It was like glimpsing something primal, something out of place and time—half monstrous face and half word from an alphabet buried in time. The crude, sharp angles matched the pattern drawn on the stable floor. “How do you get a horse’s blood without it going nuts?”

Grace smiled at him, clicking her tongue. “Gently. We’ll ask Haley to help with that after we’ve bound Keene here.” She nodded to the copper pot between the symbol on the floor and the horse. Haley had picked the animal—the smallest and oldest of the ones they’d taken from the hunters. The beast had one rotten hoof, and its teeth were black and yellow with age and neglect. Even so, considering what they had planned, Ward felt sorry for it.

“We ready for them, then?”

“Yes,” Lisa replied. “I’ll pound in the stakes and get the cords ready. Go and get them.”

Ward grunted his assent and walked out of the stables, pausing to look over the treetops toward the city. He thought he could see a thin line of blue water and maybe some rough gray shapes that might be part of the city skyline, but he wasn’t sure. It was clearer at night when the lights shone in the dark. Haley and her prisoner were on the stoop leading up to the front deck, and he waved as he approached.

Haley looked up. “Things coming along?”

“Yep. How’s our customer?” Ward nodded to the hooded man.

Haley smirked, shaking her head. “You’ve got a funny way of talking, Ward. I ever tell you that?”

“Only a few dozen times.”

“Don’t smile so much,” Grace quipped. “It feeds his ego.”

Ward looked at her sideways. “We starting that again?”

“No, no.” She shook her head, frowning, then grabbed his arm with both hands, squeezing him around the biceps. “I’m sorry, Ward!”

Her neediness made him feel guilty, and he shook his head, reminding himself that she’d basically just been released from solitary confinement. “I’m teasing. You’re fine, Grace.” She smiled thinly and let go of his arm, then Ward crunched over the gravel to grab Keene, hoisting him to his feet. The man didn’t speak, but he hissed, and Ward got ready to fight to restrain him again. He didn’t struggle, though; he just stumbled over the drive as Ward dragged him toward the stables.

“What’s going to happen?” Haley asked Grace, following close behind.

“We’ll explain it when it starts. No need to upset anyone.” Grace winked at her and nodded toward their hooded prisoner.

“Right.”

Ward pushed Keene into the stable and then into the stall where the pattern was prepared. They’d painted it on wooden slats, nailed together, and laid it out on the dirt floor. The chalky white paint was dry but could easily be scuffed, so Ward had taken his knife and carved it through the paint, etching the pattern into the wood. He held Keene still while Haley tied his ankles to stakes. “What are you doing?” the man asked, his voice hoarse and scratchy.

“Tying you up so we can question one of your henchmen.” Ward was determined to keep the “passenger” in the dark as long as possible. Of course, the only henchman they could question had already sung his song and was tied up and gagged in another stall. When Keene’s ankles were secured, Ward untied his wrists so he and Haley could each take one, and then he lowered the man, squirming and cursing, to his back. Ward pulled a wrist to one stake, Haley to the other, and then he was tied, spread-eagled on top of the painted pattern.

Haley looked at the horse. “What next?”

Grace moved close to her and whispered, “We need a little blood from the horse. Just a small amount—even a drop will do.”

“What are you doing?” Keene howled, straining against his bonds. The ropes were sturdy, but the stakes Lisa had pounded into the compact soil wobbled. Ward picked up the mallet and went to work, driving them each another six inches deep. Keene screamed and thrashed during the entire process to the point that Ward almost gave him a whack with the hammer. He still wanted answers out of him, though, so he held back, afraid he’d crack his skull.

“Do you have a needle? And something like a vial?” Haley asked Lisa.

Lisa nodded, went to her satchel, and pulled out a very slender knife. “Will this do?”

“Yes. This horse’s gums are inflamed. They’ll bleed easily, and he’ll hardly notice.” She accepted a thin, finger-sized glass vial from Lisa and then approached the horse. “An apple would help.”

“Just a minute.” Ward went into the main stable room and began rooting through the saddlebags they’d hung up—stolen from their would-be killers. He found an apple in the second bag and brought it into the stall, tossing it to Haley. While she coaxed the horse with the apple, trying to get it to relax, Ward kept an eye on Keene. He had a feeling the thing inside him wasn’t going to go quietly. He saw Grace watching him and nodded toward the prisoner, pulling his knife halfway out of the sheath.

“Wait until the last minute,” she whispered. Ward nodded; she was expecting an outburst as well.

“Got it,” Haley said, stepping away from the horse, a slobbery vial with a surprising amount of blood pooled at the bottom in her hand.

Grace pointed to the little camp stove. “Pour it into the pot.” The water was already boiling, and when Haley tipped the vial, spilling several bright red drops into it, Ward was surprised to see frothy bubbles form. Was the ritual already working? “Now, Ward.”

Ward drew his knife and then stepped forward, kneeling beside Keene. Lisa hurried over with an empty tin cup. “There,” he said, nodding toward Keene’s right wrist, held suspended from the ground by the cords binding him to the stake. Lisa held the cup under his wrist, and Ward decisively slashed through a few exposed veins.

“Argh!” Keene screamed, bucking and thrashing against his bindings. Ward saw the nearest stake start to pull out of the ground, so he stood up and stomped on the man’s chest, holding him flat to the ground.

“Do it! Hurry!” Grace cried, and Lisa jumped up, hurrying to the little bubbling copper pot, and dumped Keene’s blood in, adding it to the gelding’s. She stumbled back, nearly falling into the horse; the stall had tie-offs for two different horses and had room to keep them apart, but it was still crowded in there with Keene spread-eagled on the ground and the rest of them standing around.

After recovering her balance, Lisa hurried to the doorway to stand beside Haley as pink steam roiled out of the pot and gathered in a cloud near the ceiling. Ward, meanwhile, continued to hold Keene in place as his thrashing grew more and more severe. “How long?” he asked, glancing at Grace, who was abusing her non-corporeal nature and standing atop the divider between stalls. The horse whinnied loudly. Its eyes went white and began rolling around in the sockets, then it snorted and whinnied again, stamping its feet. Ward worried it might break free, but they’d secured it well with four different leads.

“Not long! You should get out of the circle, Ward!”

Ward realized Keene had gone rigid and wasn’t thrashing about, so he stepped back, moving off the wooden planks where they’d scrawled Grace’s ritual circle. As he watched, the pink-hued steam coming out of the copper pot drifted in thin streamers toward the horse and the hooded man, and when the two inhaled the stuff, they went utterly still. “Watch now,” Grace hissed, excitement in her eyes. And watch, they all did.

As the steam, somehow directed to the horse and Keene via the runic glyphs, continued to billow out of the bubbling pot, the horse’s eyes continued to roll, and a strange, nasally groan came from within the prisoner’s hood. After several seconds, the groan hitched and stopped, and then, with a loud gasp, Keene exhaled. At first, Ward thought he was just gasping for air, but then some black, oily smoke seeped out of the cloth hood, gathered in a cloud, and floated directly toward the wide-eyed gelding’s nostrils.

As the smoke went into the creature, its unnatural stillness broke; it began to stomp and buck, straining against the ropes securing it in place. “What will happen to it?” Haley asked, her voice hushed.

Grace replied, reaching out as though she could comfort Hailey but stopping short, her fingers inches from her shoulder. “It’ll be wild with the passenger’s wrath for a while, but entering a beast is a death sentence for creatures like me or it. The horse’s mind is full of impulses and instinct and very little thought. The passenger will struggle against it for a while, but eventually, it will succumb to the animal’s simplicity—it will subside and want for nothing more than its next meal, the sunshine on its back, and the closeness of the herd. It will die when the animal dies.”

“Is it done, then?” Ward stepped toward Keene.

Grace nodded. “Yes. You can bring him into the house.”

Ward cut the bindings holding their prisoner to his stakes, then hoisted him onto his shoulder, amazed at the ease with which he lifted a full-grown man. With Haley and Lisa close behind, he carried him across the drive and into the house, dropping him none too gently into a chair. Eager to see the results of the ritual, he pulled the hood off his head. When Keene’s head lolled to the side, his eyes closed, Ward slapped his cheek, jostling him roughly.

Grace took hold of his wrist before he could slap him again. “Give it a minute, Ward. His mind’s been subdued for who knows how long.”

Lisa cleared her throat. “He might not be all bad, Ward. That demon… or whatever was inside him”—she glanced at Grace with something like an apology on her face—“might have been controlling him.”

Grace squeezed his wrist. “She’s right. That thing was malevolent. You saw the quality of its aether.”

“Huh? Aether?”

“The being’s, um, energy, I guess. The quality of its incorporeal form?”

“She means the black smoke,” Lisa clarified.

Grace looked at her quizzically. “It looked like smoke to you? To me, it looked like a cloud of shadow—dark energy.”

Ward grunted. “Like greasy smoke to me.”

“And me,” Haley added.

“Interest—” Grace started to say, but then Keene coughed and gasped, and his eyes flew open. He looked around, blinking, clearly confused by his surroundings.

“Wha—Where am I?”

“Quiet, Keene,” Ward growled, leaning close. “I’ll be asking the questions.”

“Who are⁠—”

Ward grabbed his shirt and twisted the material until the collar tightened around the other man’s throat. “Don’t play dumb with me. I saw your eyes moving around while we were talking. You know where the fuck you are.”

“F-fine!” he sputtered, flecks of saliva dotting his lips.

Ward loosened his grip. “So, start talking. How long was that thing inside you?”

“Months. I—” He broke into a fit of coughing, and Ward backed away, watching his face grow redder and redder as he tried to hack something up. Eventually, the fit subsided, and Keene turned to the side, spitting toward the fireplace with poor aim; a glob of mucus hit the stone hearth and dripped down the side. Ward looked away in disgust as Keene continued, “I wasn’t in control! Miss Lisa! I wouldn’t work against you and yours; it’s those things! Half the Oathbound are infected!”

Lisa stepped closer. “You remember me?”

“Of course! I did a hundred jobs for your father!” Keene was breathing heavily, rubbing at his wrists where he’d been bound, but he didn’t seem like he’d be violent.

“Why the playacting?” Ward asked, pulling a chair closer to sit before the man. “Why pretend you didn’t know where you were?”

“I…” Keene licked his lips and looked from Ward to Lisa and Haley.

“They don’t have the answer, buddy; you do.” Ward shifted his chair closer, looming over the man.

“I thought you’d all be more forgiving if you thought I didn’t know what I’d done while that—that thing was inside me.” Ward noticed moisture building in his bloodshot eyes as Keene continued. “I knew, though. I knew what I was doing, and gods damn me, but I didn’t care. It was like my heart, my kindness, my feelings were turned off! All I wanted was what the demon wanted.” He shrugged, rubbing a sleeve over his eyes. “Kill me! I deserve it.”

“He doesn’t,” Grace said, and everyone but Keene turned to look at her. “He couldn’t help it; the ‘demon,’ as he called it, locked off parts of his mind and probably manipulated his hormones—he was getting endorphins for doing what the demon wanted and probably loaded with testosterone. He wasn’t himself, and he definitely wasn’t calling the shots.”

“Can you do that?” Ward asked.

“No! My kind; we can manipulate anima, but we have to use persuasion to get people to do what we want. Ward, I’ve been honest with⁠—”

“Can I do what?” Keene asked, watching Ward seemingly stare into space.

“Forget it,” Ward said, waving a hand. The words were meant for both Keene and Grace, but she still looked troubled, folding her arms and looking down. He knew what was bothering her; they’d all just witnessed the “bad” kind of passenger, and she was afraid everyone was judging her differently. He’d have to talk to her later, but at the moment, he needed answers. “Keene, what’s going on with Dame⁠—”

“Ruby!” Keene interrupted. “She’s working with members of the Circle! I’m sure she’s infected with one of those demons; when I had it in me, I could tell when it felt safe to speak openly. She was one of the people telling me what to do. She has a nephew who’d been operating in the Copper Valley, hunting for the artifact we stole from you. His man, Sonder Yates⁠—”

“Sonder!” Haley spat, slamming a fist into her palm. “Again, that bastard’s name comes up, tied with this foul cult! What vile fate has bound his misdeeds to me, Ward?”

“I don’t know, Haley, but…” Ward frowned, looking at her. “Goddammit, we haven’t sent those letters. I wonder if the marshal⁠—"

“Sonder is here!” Keene interrupted. “He’s here with Roddal LaVore—the dame’s nephew! They intend to bind him to the artifact; they’ve been preparing him for days.”

“Wait!” Haley stepped closer, leaning over the man, her weird pale eyes drilling into his. “Sonder Yates is in Westview and about to be bound to the same artifact that twisted Nevkin’s mind?”

“N-Nevkin?” Keene’s eyes darted toward Ward, desperately seeking something—an answer or perhaps just protection from Haley’s seething anger.

“The man who last gave his blood to that thing,” Lisa replied, saving Ward the trouble.

“Yes, perhaps! P-perhaps he didn’t prepare himself properly. This man, Yates—he’s been fasting, and before they take his blood for the ritual, they’ll put one of those demons in him!”

“We need to get to him, Ward. If the marshal couldn’t stop him, then I’ll have my vengeance.” Haley looked at him, and Ward could see the cold anger brewing behind her eyes.

“I hear you, Haley. We’ll deal with Sonder Yates, but we need a plan.” He looked at Lisa. “Can you get some paper and a pen?” She nodded and started out of the room while Ward turned back to Keene. “You’re going to write down everyone you think might have one of those demons, and then you’re going to help us come up with a plan to get inside Dame Ruby’s estate. That’s where this is all happening, right?”

“Yes!” Keene nodded emphatically. “Yes! I can do that! There’s a way—a river gate. She always has us come and go via that entrance because it’s out on her estate lands, away from the roads. There’s a tunnel and⁠—”

“Hold on,” Ward growled. “Wait for Lisa.”

Haley started toward the kitchen. “I’ll get him some water.”

Ward nodded and watched her go, wondering what to say to her. It was more than strange that Sonder Yates was involved in this situation. What were the odds? Like most veteran cops, he’d grown very suspicious of coincidences over the years, and this felt too strange. Grace stared at him, and his thoughts must have been pretty loud because she stepped close and whispered, “It may simply be fate. It could also be that we’re in a small, relatively sparsely populated corner of the Vainglory System. There aren’t that many evil schemes going on around here; the idea of evil people being involved with each other isn’t so hard to imagine.”

“Evil.” Ward shook his head. “Is there such a thing? Or are some people just fucking bad?”

“However you look at it, there’s a reason Yates moved on Haley’s parents. There’s a reason he was gathering wealth. He was likely corrupted by greed at first, but when he started working with this LaVore fellow, the ‘dame’s’ nephew”—she made air quotes around ’dame’s’—“perhaps he was made privy to a whole new level of greed and evil. And, yes, Ward,” she added, her eyes flickering brightly in the dim room, “I believe in evil.”

Ward nodded, folding his arms. His eyes grew hard as Haley and Lisa returned to the room, and he looked at Keene. “Evil or not, Sonder Yates has something coming to him. Start talking, Keene. How do we get into that place?”
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BIRDS OF A FEATHER


The day after they questioned Keene and devised a rough plan of action, Haley led the captured horses to a village market outside Westview while Ward and Lisa made their way on foot to the city. Regardless of the malevolent entity’s influence on him, Ward wasn’t ready to let Keene or his surviving henchman loose, so they’d bound and locked them in the stable.

Lisa had written detailed instructions on what to do with them for the caretaker, who, according to his note, would be returning that same day. In short, he was supposed to leave them alone, locked up tight, while Ward and the others sought intervention from the Assembly marshal stationed in Westview. With any luck, the lawman would apprehend the two men and decide what to do with them. By then, if all went well, the trouble with Dame Ruby would be resolved.

Keene had seemed forthright, and his information had been freely given, but Ward wasn’t sure how much to trust. One thing was sure; if they rode into town with the hunting party’s horses, they could count on Dame Ruby getting wind of it. Ward decided it would be better if they slipped in on one of the smaller streets from the north, just two travelers afoot among many. He pulled his collar up and tilted his hat down low, hiding much of his face; Lisa wore a gray, hooded cloak over her travel robes, and he could hardly see her under the deep cowl.

A thought occurred to him as they walked through the narrow streets toward the upper district of the city. “You think that gelding with the demon inside it will give Haley any trouble?”

Lisa looked at him, but Grace answered from his other side, “I told you not to worry. It’ll be a little wild for a few days, but the demon has to work with the horse’s mind; it’s not going to be able to plot elaborate escape plans.”

“Haley’s good with horses,” Lisa added.

“Yeah.” Ward frowned. He’d wanted to abandon the animals, but Haley and Grace had changed his mind. Apparently, the one Ward had taken was a trained warhorse, and several of the other mounts were just as valuable. Haley thought she could make upward of twenty thousand glories for them, even if she sold them at a discount to move things along. Ward snorted, shaking his head. “I still feel sorry for whoever buys that gelding.”

Grace joined in his dark humor, chuckling. “He’ll make a good workhorse with all that pent-up rage.”

Lisa wasn’t in the mood. “Please stay focused, you two. We have much to do before meeting Haley tonight”—she looked up at the sky where the sun was already descending toward the western horizon—“and only a few hours in which to do it!”

“I know, I know. Relax. It’s not really all that much.” Ward paused at the corner and looked left and right. “This is as good a place as any to separate. You go talk to your cousin, and I’ll find the marshal’s office.”

“It’s near the central town square. Just north of it, across from the city watch’s jail.”

Ward nodded. “Perfect. See you at the meeting spot at sundown.” She hesitated, and Ward looked more closely at her—cheeks rosy in the cold air, lips parted as though she were considering what to say. He tried to smile encouragingly, but he felt it looked more like an awkward grimace under the beard he’d sprouted over the last few days. “Just feel him out. You’re a good judge of character. Keene said your cousin was clean, but if he acts strange at all, just play dumb and make an excuse to go shopping or whatever.”

Lisa nodded again, this time more firmly. “Right. See you at dusk, hopefully with some help.”

Ward watched her walk away up the street, the staff he’d looted from the mage held firmly in her grasp. She liked it, and he didn’t see himself using it much, not with guns and swords to juggle, so he’d told her to keep it. They still didn’t know exactly what it did, but Lisa theorized it might make spells channeled through it more effective. He glanced at Grace. “Wish I could send you with her.”

“You don’t trust her?”

“No, I do. I mean, we’ve been in some shit together—a few times. That means something to a guy like me.”

“A Marine?”

Ward chuckled and shrugged. “Maybe. Anyway, what I’m worried about is that she’ll let her cousin fool her. That, or the Circle will have people watching his place.”

Grace nodded and started walking, prompting Ward to get moving. “You went over those fears with her. She’ll be careful. She’s resourceful and clever, if a bit naïve. I think her recent brushes with death might have opened her eyes a little.”

“Yeah.” Ward watched the street, hoping to see a cab or, as they called them in Westview, a “steamcoach.” He’d walked nearly a mile when he finally saw one and waved it down. The driver was a short, hirsute man wearing a flat, wide-brimmed hat, and he waved toward the back of his brass and black-lacquered wooden vehicle.

“Where to?”

“The central market.”

“Ayup. Here we go.” He spat off the side of his perch, then the coach burbled and hissed; the gears in the weird rear-mounted engine clacked and cranked, and it trundled down the road at a good clip.

When they got to the square, Ward paid the coachman and then stood on a corner, surveying the shops and stalls set up in the busy market. “What do you think? Alchemist or marshal first?”

“There’s an alchemy shop right there”—Grace pointed to a small storefront on the far corner of the square sporting a sign that featured brightly colored vials and flasks—“so I’d stop there on the way to the marshal’s office.”

Ward grunted in agreement, then pushed his way through the crowds across the square, his stomach growling and yawning hollowly with every delectable scent that wafted into his nose—fried dough, grilled meat, baked goods, and all the accompanying herbs and spices. When he reached the far edge of the market, only a few dozen steps from the alchemy shop, he succumbed to his hunger and bought four kebab-style skewers of meat and roasted vegetables. Prize in hand, he found a corner of a bench to sit on with other street diners.

“Couldn’t resist, huh?” Grace asked, crouching beside him, her back to a nearby stall.

“You don’t know what it’s like,” Ward growled. “I could have eaten everything on that guy’s cart. This’ll barely put a dent in my hunger.” He looked at her there, crouched in the shadows. “Hiding?”

“There are a lot of people about, and I saw more than one pair of shiny eyes.”

“You can… hide if you want. I mean, for real. I promise—next time the, uh, wolf comes out, I’m going to try to remind myself that you’re a friend.”

“You say that, and I know you mean it, Ward, but things have a way of getting away from you when your… animal emerges. What if you’re in the middle of a fight, or you’re chasing someone, or⁠—”

“I’m not going to forget about you, Grace.” Ward tapped his forehead. “It’s locked in.”

“Ugh, fine! Well, don’t do anything violent. I’ll talk to you again when you’re away from the square.” As she finished speaking, Ward took a bite of his kebab, blinked, and she was gone. He shrugged and finished his impromptu meal, wiping his mouth with a rough piece of paper towel he’d gotten from the seller. Then, he threw his scorched kebab sticks and the napkin into a waste bin near the edge of the square. Three minutes later, he entered the very aromatic, almost too-warm alchemist’s shop.

Ward walked past racks of scented oils, perfumes, tonics, and medicinal mixtures, clearing his throat as he stepped up to the counter. The proprietor, a stooped, old fellow with tufts of gray hair sticking out on the sides of his head, had his back to him and was busily stirring a small copper kettle on a gas flame. “A moment. What are you seeking?”

“A couple of things. Let’s start with antidotes.”

“My goodness. What a rumbling voice you have. A large fellow, then?” The man glanced over his shoulder. His eyes flew wide when he looked into the shadows cast by Ward’s hat, and he quickly turned away. Ward could see his arm trembling as he continued to stir the steaming concoction. “Sir, I meant no offense.”

“You haven’t offended me. Will it be long before I have your attention?”

The alchemist reached down and twisted the knob beside his little gas burner, extinguishing the flame. “Well, sir, if I don’t stir this as it cools, the mixture will separate, and then I’ll have wasted my whole morning. Would you tolerate my split attention for five minutes or so?”

Ward removed his hat and set it on the counter to the side. “Yeah, that’s fine. Listen, I’m about to go up against some criminal bastards, and they’ve been known to use alchemical mixtures against their enemies. I don’t know what it was, but it was green and exploded into a green fog that made me lose consciousness. You got anything to counteract something like that?”

“Sounds like a potent mixture of Letharis Mist. I can make you an ointment that will absorb most of the active agents in the vapors. You’ll need to smear it in your nostrils and under your nose before you encounter it. Your whiskers will prove beneficial as they’ll take up a lot of the ointment.” He glanced at Ward again, this time locking eyes with him briefly before continuing, “It’ll work once—maybe twice—but then you’ll need to reapply the ointment.”

“Okay. Secondly, I was wondering if you had any antidote for silver poisoning.”

The alchemist continued to stir and didn’t respond for several seconds. When Ward was about to repeat the question, he cleared his throat and said, “Sir, do you mean in regard to its effects on those with lycan bloodlines?”

“I saw the way you looked at me. What do you think?”

“A more wolfish man I’ve not met, that’s what I think. Yet, here you stand, speaking to me as any normal fellow would do. Your bloodline must be well advanced, and perhaps there’s another that balances the bestial nature?” He phrased it like a question, and Ward could see the spoon tracing a jagged, trembling path through the mixture in the pot again.

“Don’t be afraid. You’re right—maybe on both counts. The fact of the matter is that I’m in control most of the time, even when my animal side comes out. Still, these assholes filled me with silver-tipped arrows the last time I fought with them, and I was wondering…” Ward trailed off; the alchemist knew what he wanted.

“The only cure that I know of is to remove the silver.” He looked at Ward and shrugged apologetically. “If I knew more, I’d tell you. There are alchemists on the higher worlds with more knowledge. Perhaps there’s an answer for you off-world.”

“Fair enough.” Ward sighed and leaned an elbow on the counter. “Tell me, do you have anything like those sleeping bombs I described?”

“The Letharis Mist?”

“Right.”

“I can make something similar. I have the toxins mixed; I just need to apply a misting catalyst and put them in a voided glass ball. They’ll be delicate, but no more so than any glass container.”

Ward frowned, at first wondering what the man meant by “voided,” then he realized he probably meant he had some way of removing the air inside the ball before adding in the mixture. “You need to ‘void’ the ball so the mixture doesn’t explode into a mist?”

“Precisely. Contact with the air will cause the vapors to erupt.”

“How long to make me a handful of them?”

The alchemist finally set down his spoon and turned, smiling at Ward as he adjusted his spectacles. “I can prepare your ointment and five Letharis grenades within an hour. I must say, I hope these men you’re up against are on the wrong side of the law. You wouldn’t be⁠—”

“I’ll be working with the marshal,” Ward said, putting himself several steps ahead of reality.

“Oh! That’s good, sir. I was beginning to feel a bit uneasy about all of this.” He waved a hand, his face reddening as he hastily added, “Nothing to do with your nature, sir! I have great respect for sorcerers, and well, as for your bloodline—sure, there are stories, but I’ve an open mind. I trained at Moonmount Academy, after all. I’ve seen my share of strange things.”

Ward nodded, rubbing his chin. “That so? Do you think other people seeing my appearance would come to the same conclusion you did?”

“I don’t think so, sir. Not many. It was the eyes for me; those amber bands are well-documented, but only someone with an education in esoteric arts would know that. Of course, then you asked about an antidote for silver poisoning… Anyhow, most folks, when they see your eyes, will only see how they glow and look away, afraid of offending a sorcerer. By the way, is…” He hesitated, swallowing noisily and looking side to side as though afraid someone was listening.

“Go ahead.”

“Is—is your tongue silver, sir?”

Ward smiled and shook his head. “A trick of the light.” He put his hat atop his head and turned to the door. “See you in an hour.” He hardly heard the shopkeeper’s agreement and farewell because his mind was racing with the implications of his increasingly exotic appearance. On one hand, it might help with intimidation or gaining respect from truculent individuals, but it also made him stand out like a sore thumb. He was big, had wolfish eyes, and, apparently, a wolfish countenance. His eyes glowed, and his tongue was silver. “Fuck me,” he bemoaned, shaking his head again.

“Who?” Grace asked, suddenly walking beside him. He’d gone north up the main road out of the square, so he supposed she felt safer in the sparser crowd.

“Nobody. Everybody. I don’t know. I’m starting to look like a circus freak.”

“No, you aren’t! You’re handsome, if a bit brutish. Just give yourself a good shave and get out of those torn clothes, and⁠—”

“Shit! My new armor! I gotta pick that up, too.”

“That’s right. Anyway, don’t be so hard on yourself.” She smiled and winked at him, then she was gone. Looking up, Ward realized why; he’d reached the marshal’s office—a slender two-story building across the street from an imposing gray edifice with a heavy metal front door. Ward paused to look at it, staring up the stony façade to the narrow windows—maybe six inches wide. If they represented jail cells, he figured there were fifty or more, depending on how far back the building went.

He turned to the much smaller marshal’s office and climbed the wooden stoop. The door was locked, but a wooden sign read, “Please knock. The marshal is in.” Ward obliged, tapping the brass knocker twice. He heard a chair scrape over a wooden floor, then heavy footsteps as someone approached the door. When it swung open, a very large woman stood before him. She was tall and stocky, wearing clothes that reminded Ward of a sheriff in a western movie, complete with a pistol and bullets on her belt.

“Can I help you, sorcerer?” Her voice was gruff, with an accent that reminded Ward of England. Before he could answer, she stepped back and waved for him to come in.

“Thanks.” Ward stepped into the office—spartanly furnished with a wooden desk, a bookshelf, and a stack of wooden file boxes—and nodded, resting his hand on his belt, careful not to touch his sword pommel. “I think you can help me, yeah.”

“Sit down, then.” She pointed to a wooden chair in front of her desk, walked around, and followed her own advice. When they were both seated, she reached into a drawer and took out a pipe, striking a match to light it up while she stared at Ward, her big brown eyes placid and patient.

“I’m Ward.”

She puffed her pipe, sucking the flames from her match into the bowl, then she puffed out a cloud of smoke that smelled very much like tobacco. “Nice to meet you, Ward. I’m Marshal Gail True.”

Ward arched an eyebrow. “True? Must have been your fate to uphold the law, huh?”

“Not sure. Is it your fate to protect something?”

Ward frowned, thinking it over. “I guess, maybe. When I was little, my dad told me it meant ‘guardian’ or ‘watchman.’ I worked for a long time trying to enforce the law, too—hunting criminals.”

“Birds of a feather then, ain’t we?” She drew another long toke on her pipe. “If you smoke, feel free. What can I do for you?”

Ward reached into his jacket pocket, getting the letter he’d made ready for the day’s business. “This is a letter of introduction Marshal Aldiss wrote for me. He thought I ought to apply at the Citadel someday. Would you mind reading it so you can maybe put a little more stock in what I’m about to tell you?”

Marshal True grunted and took the letter, opened it, and then slowly perused Aldiss’s neat handwriting. After a while, she set it down on her desk and nodded. “All right. That’s quite a glowing account of your talents and trustworthiness. I suppose it looks legitimate, too, though I don’t have the master record to see if this was written in his book. Still, the seal looks real enough. What’s the situation?”

Ward smiled and leaned back in his chair. “It’s kind of a long story, but here are the highlights: there’s an evil cult infiltrating the nobility of Westview, and they’re about to perform a ritual to release an ancient evil being from an artifact so it can possess an unwitting, if rotten, asshole who’s wanted for murder back in Tarnish. A bunch of them are possessed by demons, and I’ve got a couple of witnesses locked up in a stable a few miles outside of town. I, uh, was hoping you could go and collect them and get their statements while some allies and I disrupt this ritual and try to banish most of the demons.”

While he spoke, True took her pipe out of her mouth and sat up straighter, her hand shifting toward the butt of her pistol. She didn’t grab it, though; she just clenched and unclenched her fist several times while he spoke. When he finished, she shook her head. “I’ll need more details, but you’re not taking on this cult in my city alone. If what you have to say makes sense, I’ll send a deputy to get your witnesses, but I’ll be the one doling out justice around here.”

Ward smiled and shook his head. “That’s up to you. I can’t stop you from coming, but it’s going to be ugly. The two men I have locked up are not only witnesses, but they’re murderers to boot, though one of them was possessed when he committed his crimes, so I don’t know how you’re supposed to figure out what kind of punishment he deserves. As for going against the Circle, you should know⁠—”

“The Circle? As in the Circle of Thorns?” She stuffed her pipe in her mouth and drew in a massive lungful of smoke.

“Right. It’s not just them, though. As I said, this group has demons possessing people. We think members of another order—the Oathbound—are working with them against their will.”

True blew out a huge cloud of smoke and shook her head, her curly black ponytail swishing side to side. “Gimme a minute to call in my deputies, then you can tell me the details. How much time until they do this ritual?”

“Any time now, though the witness I questioned seemed to think it had to occur at midnight. So, if it hasn’t happened yet, it could be tonight.”

She put her pipe down and smiled, dragging a heavy drawer open. As she lifted out a gleaming brass spider about the size of a tarantula, she spoke in a soft voice that Ward thought was meant for herself. “And this is what you get for whining about being bored.” Then she touched the spider, and a blue gem flared to life on its abdomen. “Fetch Lazlo and Kenneth.” Ward recoiled, sliding his chair back as the spider leaped off the desk and scurried up the wall and out the partially open window.

“Now, that’s cool,” he grunted, waving some smoke out of his eyes.
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WHAT HORRORS AWAIT


Ward fidgeted in his new armor—a thick leather shirt with metal plates and scales sewn over his vitals. It would be great armor to avoid getting chopped in the kidney, but it would only stop piercing attacks that hit one of the plates; there were plenty of areas where a well-placed arrow, bolt, or knife could do some damage. Still, it was comfortable, fit him perfectly, and weighed about one-tenth as much as his old ring-mail shirt. It was a trade-off. He’d found the other armor so uncomfortable that half the time, he didn’t wear it at all, especially while traveling. How effective was an armored vest if it was in a saddlebag?

“Smells like you just oiled that,” True said, eyeing the armor that currently occupied Ward’s mind.

“It’s new.” Ward looked up at his companions—True and her deputy, Lazlo. They both wore leather overcoats, but their clothes underneath were cloth. True was armed with her pistol and a short, broad-bladed sword that looked like it was meant for hacking through bones in a butcher’s shop. Lazlo carried a breech-loading rifle, and an axe hung from his belt. He was a wiry, hard-looking man with a bald head, a long, hawkish nose, and the eyes of a predator.

“When’s your team coming? Starting to wonder if it was just you all along, and you got me out here ’cause you thought I was cute.”

Ward smiled at True’s dry humor. He was starting to like her. “They’ll be coming along. You’re the one who didn’t want to involve the city watch.”

“Hah, if Dame Ruby’s a part of this, there’s no chance I’m trusting that foppish watch captain. He’s always been in the pocket of the nobility, and Ruby’s on the funding committee.” She spat some brown saliva onto a cobble. Apparently, smoking wasn’t on the menu when it came to skulking around a noble estate, but she was fine with chewing tobacco.

They were waiting on the far end of a covered footbridge over a narrow river that, according to Keene, traversed Ruby’s estate. All they had to do was follow the water up into the woods, and they should find a small boat launch and a locked gate leading into the hillside. The sun had set nearly an hour ago, and though he wouldn’t admit it to Marshal True, he was starting to worry about Haley and Lisa.

He watched as True sat down on a low stone wall beside the quiet road and began running a sharpening stone over the edge of her sword. Frowning, he drew his sword a few inches out of the scabbard and felt the blade’s edge with his thumb. It was sharp but had definite rough spots. Considering the section he was testing was near the hilt, he figured the rest of the blade was probably worse. Disappointed in himself for letting the blade get so bad, he let it slide back into the scabbard; he wouldn’t air his own dirty laundry in front of new friends.

“Someone’s coming,” Lazlo announced, shifting his rifle so the barrel still pointed down but in the general direction of the sounds of incoming footfalls from around the bend. Ward strained his ears and heard Lisa’s voice, as well as the thuds of several boots on the cobbles.

He waved a hand toward Lazlo. “It’s my friend.” The man nodded, but Ward didn’t see the gun move. He was ready for trouble. Ward took a couple of steps toward the corner, and then shadowy figures came into view, one with bright eyes under a deep hood. He waved. “Lisa.”

“Ward!” She hurried forward, and the three men behind her quickened their steps. They were large fellows, all wearing dark clothes and clad in varying degrees of armor. Ward saw one with a dull gray breastplate, and the others wore all sorts of leather pads and straps over their clothing. None were lightly armed; from axes to swords to alchemical pistols, they looked ready for trouble.

When Lisa got a little closer, Ward turned to True, still sitting on the wall, slowly drawing that stone over her blade. “This is Marshal True and her deputy Lazlo.”

“Hello, Marshal.” Lisa stepped toward her, nodding. “I’m Lisa DeGrand.”

“Oh, aye? Ward told us he had a noble family providing aid, but I didn’t guess we’d see a DeGrand out here in the cold and dark.” She nodded to the three men. “House soldiers?”

“My cousin’s, yes. We didn’t think going to the city watch would be wise.”

“Smart lass.” True spat her tobacco juice to the side and then stood, slamming her blade into its sheath. “So, we ’eading in?”

Ward shook his head. “Still waiting for my other companion.”

“Haley’s not here?” Lisa’s voice held a poorly disguised note of concern.

“She’ll be here. She was selling a bunch of horses—that’s never quick.” Ward had only sold horses once and had no idea how quickly it usually went, but he wanted to reassure himself as much as anyone else.

“We probably don’t need her,” True said, stepping one foot over the low wall as though she were about to start trudging down the bank to the river.

“Marshal, for one thing, I’m waiting for her, and for another, you’ll be glad if she’s along. She’s a hell of a fighter.”

True stepped her other foot over the wall and then sat down again. “I’ll wait awhile. If she don’t come, though, what then? I thought you said this cult was a threat to the city.”

“It is!” Lisa said before Ward could respond. “They’ve corrupted the inner circle of the Oathbound. If you know my family, you’ll know my father was a founding member and a good man! A pillar of this society!”

“Hey now, Miss Fancy Shoes, nobody said your family wasn’t a bright and noble beacon in the dark, dreary gutters the rest of us live in.”

“No,” Lisa frowned, looking at Ward for help.

“Marshal, Lisa’s not used to working with bitter, sarcastic shitheads like us. She’s just trying to say that if members of the Oathbound have been corrupted, there’s no telling how far it goes.”

“Yeah, I get it. So? If your friend don’t⁠—”

“Someone’s coming,” Lazlo interrupted, lifting his rifle to his shoulder again. Ward glanced at the man. Sure, he’d been talking to Lisa and the Marshal, but he was still surprised by the deputy’s excellent hearing. Now that everyone was quiet, he, too, could hear the soft steps approaching. He lifted his nose and inhaled slowly and deeply—sure enough, he caught a whiff of Haley’s scent, something he hadn’t even realized he was aware of.

“It’s her,” he said, smiling at Lisa.

“You’ve got good ears to tell that,” True observed, giving Ward a sidelong glance.

Ward didn’t say anything. Why not let her wonder? For all she knew, he was employing sorcery. Before they’d come out, before True had committed to helping him, she’d made Ward swear a few things while she held her little truth talisman—the same sort of device Marshal Aldiss had used. Satisfied that he wasn’t deceiving her, she’d gone all-in, sending one deputy to fetch the men they’d left bound in the forest lodge stables and bringing the other along on what would undoubtedly prove to be a dangerous mission.

Haley came around the corner, her face shrouded in the shadows of her silky blue cloak. When her pale eyes glinted in the lantern light, and she caught sight of Ward and the others, she hurried forward. “Sorry I’m a little late; one of the buyers insisted on his partner coming to inspect a couple of the horses. First, he said he’d be ‘right there,’ but then it turned into a ‘few minutes,’ and then it was an hour. If I didn’t love horses…” She trailed off, shaking her head.

“Not a problem. The sun only set a little while ago.” Ward pointed to True. “This is the marshal, but she insists everyone call her True.”

“Not everyone, Ward, but you and your friends, sure.” She nodded at Haley. “Interesting eyes, Miss. Haley, was it?”

“That’s right—Haley. I was exposed to some dark sorcery, and my eyes tell the tale.” She looked around the group, then settled her gaze on Lisa. “Your cousin’s men?”

“Three of them, yes.”

Lazlo held up a hand. “I’m the marshal’s deputy, Lazlo. She never introduces me.”

True spat more tobacco juice. “That’s because you’re more dog than man. Now hush and scout ahead.” She jerked her head down the embankment, and Lazlo hopped the little stone wall and padded near-silently down to the water’s edge.

Ward watched him go, and then he turned to everyone else. “Listen up. We’re going to run into opposition. I don’t know how much, but even if we slip through entirely unnoticed, we have to deal with the people who stole an evil artifact; they don’t intend to just hang it on a wall for decoration. They’re going to feed it blood from a real evil little asshole⁠—”

“Who killed my family,” Haley growled.

Ward nodded. “Right. He’s a murderer, and that’s before the magic in that talisman starts twisting his mind. His name’s Sonder Yates, and Dame Ruby and her crew are going to use him as a vessel for whatever is inside that thing.” He shifted his glare from the DeGrand guards to Lisa, then past Haley to True. “There are demons in these people. Real, literal demons. They aren’t just bad folks; they’re empowered by the magic of evil creatures. We dealt with one already, and I saw him doing things a normal person shouldn’t be able to do. Don’t pull any punches.”

True folded her arms, nodding along, but when Ward finished, she asked, “If they’re possessed, shouldn’t we try not to kill ’em?”

Ward sighed and nodded. “Yeah, I guess so. Just don’t get yourself killed in the process.”

The marshal stooped to pick up her leather pack, and it clanked with the movement. “I’ve shackles in here. We can bind any we don’t kill with ’em. Call out any, and I’ll throw a pair your way.”

“Good thinking, Marshal,” Ward acknowledged as he stepped over the wall and started down the slope. He’d barely reached the bank of the narrow river when he heard a footfall and looked up to see Lazlo slipping out from behind a large tree bole.

“Two men watching the gate,” he hissed.

Ward finished descending, and then, as the others caught up, he looked at Lisa. “Can you put two people to sleep with that spell of yours?”

Leaning on her staff, she nodded. “Yes, but I can only cast it once, and it’s not exactly easy on me.”

“We should save it if we can, then.” Ward turned back to Lazlo. “Is there room to sneak up?”

“Not really. The trees are cleared for a dozen paces around the gateway. I could try circling around to get ’em to look my way.”

Ward nodded. “We need to keep it quiet. No gunshots.”

“Right,” True said, starting forward. “Run on and make a distraction, Laz. We’ll get in position.”

Lazlo narrowed his hawk-like eyes, but he didn’t complain. He darted off between the trees, his steps uncannily quiet. Ward and the others all followed behind True. He wasn’t sure he liked True taking the lead, but he had to respect that this was her turf. He’d gone to her for two reasons—help and legitimacy. If they ended up killing a noble or two, he wanted a marshal on his side, someone who’d seen what happened and whose authority couldn’t be disputed.

They didn’t have to walk far before True paused behind a thick tree and squatted, motioning for everyone to approach silently. When Ward knelt beside her, he could see why: only a few more trees separated them from a small clearing. A rowboat floated in the stream, tied off to a small jetty, and a bright torch burned in a sconce beside a cave opening in the hillside. Stone blocks, mortared in place, held up a sturdy iron gate, and two men in heavy cloaks lurked outside it.

Both men were seated, one on a tree stump and the other on a large stone block that matched the ones in the wall. Neither was paying much attention to his surroundings. It looked like the guy on the stump was cleaning his nails, and the other was leaning forward, elbows on knees. Ward wasn’t sure if he was even awake. Ward looked at Haley, crouching beside him, then at True, and whispered, “You two get the guy who’s half-asleep. I’ll get the one with the knife.”

“We should wait for Laz’s signal,” True said.

Ward frowned. He wasn’t sure a distraction would be better than surprising the two while they were unaware, but he clenched his fists and nodded. Haley nudged him, and he looked at her in time to catch a quick grin, the moonlight reflecting on her teeth. She knew he didn’t like not being in charge. He could only imagine what Grace would say, but she didn’t want the marshal’s eyes on her.

So, they waited. Ward gripped his sword hilt, ready to rip it free. While the others hunched there, thinking their thoughts, dealing with their inner demons and nerves, he listened and smelled, savoring the information his other senses gave him. He could smell the two men—their sweat, their breath, something they ate recently, heavy with garlic and pepper. He could hear the one with the knife, each scrape of the blade under his nails like a nail dragging across wood grain.

Something came to him, wafting on a breeze from the direction of the river—alcohol and blood and the unmistakable musk of an unwashed man. He jerked his head that way, staring toward the boat. “I think there’s a third guard,” he whispered. “In the boat.”

“Rat shit!” True hissed, but then, like a drunken reveler who’d lost his way, Lazlo came out of the trees on the other side of the clearing, stumbling and singing to himself as he fumbled with his belt.

“Oh, her eyes were green as the springtime leaves, and her smile could steal the dawn. She laughed as she danced through the evening breeze, but by morning, she was gone.”

“Oy! What the fuck are you doing down here, halfwit?” The guy with the knife jumped to his feet, and the one who’d been nodding off also rose, looking around with bleary eyes. He pulled a pistol out of his belt, and both men approached Lazlo, who’d managed to unbuckle his pants and was doing an excellent job of looking like he could barely stand up.

True grabbed Ward’s shoulder and hissed, “You check the boat; the rest of us can get these two down.” Then she waved at the men Lisa had brought, and everyone charged out of the trees. Ward slipped to the left, hoping they’d drop the guy with the pistol before he could fire off a shot.

He’d only taken a few steps when he saw he was right; the boat was rocking as a shadowy figure stood up and hopped to the dock. The third guard stared toward the shore and beyond, where a definite scuffle was breaking out as heavy thuds resounded—the sounds of True and the others pounding the two guards into submission. Ward’s target fumbled under his cloak, likely to grab a weapon, and Ward leaped at him, clearing two feet of shore, the rowboat, and landing on the dock with a thud and the crack of a plank giving way under his boot.

The man in the hood whirled on him, yanking a bright, curved knife out from under his cloak. His eyes were red and luminescent, and his expression wasn’t startled or afraid. It was hungry and excited. He practically leered, and Ward was sure the man licked his lips when their eyes met in the darkness. Ward yanked his sword out of its scabbard, but not before the red-eyed man plunged his knife at Ward’s heart. The tip of the dagger skittered off an armored plate in Ward’s vest, but it found purchase between it and the next bit of armor, digging through the leather to puncture at least two inches at an upward angle into Ward’s pectoral muscle.

Ward grunted and thrust his sword at the man’s guts, grinning savagely as he felt the sharp point bite through cloth and flesh, sinking deep into his belly. To his dismay, the man didn’t even flinch, and he certainly didn’t die. He yanked his knife out and plunged it back down, aiming for Ward’s throat. Ward growled and threw up his left arm, catching his opponent’s knife-wielding wrist. Then, he drove his right arm forward, pushing his sword deeper until he felt it strike bone, grinding on the fellow’s spine.

He twisted the sword with a growl and then pushed the man back, yanking hard, pulling the blade free in a shower of splattering blood and viscera. The red-eyed guardian finally showed some humanity, grimacing as he swayed for balance. His face went white, and it seemed, even if he was immune to pain and didn’t care that he’d taken a mortal wound, his body still required blood. Ward was sure he’d severed his abdominal artery; blood was pumping out like a bathtub spigot.

The man stumbled back, falling to his butt on the little jetty, and then he collapsed to the side, his dagger-wielding arm flopping off the side as the blade fell, sinking into the cold water. “Damn my eyes,” True said from behind him. “Did you see that fella’s face? Think he had a demon in him?”

“Yeah,” Ward grunted, pressing his hand to his bleeding chest.

“You need me to look at that?”

“Nah, it was shallow.” He looked back toward the gate and saw the rest of their party standing around two slumped figures. He watched as Lisa and Haley worked on the gate; Haley was trying her magical key. “You kill those others?”

True shook her head, thumping a fist into her palm. “Naw. They went down like a couple o’ lambs. Shackled and gagged.” She nodded toward the gate. “Ready to head in?”

Ward nodded, gripping his sword in his fist. “Yeah,” he grunted.

True clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit, mate. Let’s see what other horrors await, yeah?”

“Yeah.”
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A BAD FEELING


Ward watched True walk over to observe Haley’s efforts with the gate but didn’t immediately follow. He turned back to the body of the demonic guardian he’d killed and grasped the back of his collar, hoisting him up until his head lolled to the side. Ward studied his face; he certainly seemed dead. What about the thing that had been inside him, though? Ward wasn’t a hundred percent sure he’d had a demon in him, but his eyes and behavior had certainly been unnatural.

He didn’t have to wonder long. Grace appeared below, floating in the water at the end of the jetty, her head barely visible. She whispered, “The passenger is gone. His aetheric form slipped through the veil when he died. Sadly, it consumed this man’s anima; he’s doomed.”

“You could see all that?” Ward whispered, setting the corpse back down.

“I glimpsed the rip in the veil and surmised the rest. These aren’t kind beings—oh!” Suddenly, she was gone, and footsteps sounded behind Ward in the gravel. He stood calmly and turned. It was True again, but she didn’t seem to have heard Grace’s whispers.

“Something going on with the corpse?”

Ward shook his head, brushing his hands off before reclaiming his bloodied sword. “I just wanted to make sure he was dead. These things are tricky.”

“Gate’s open. Your little friend’s handy with a lock.”

“She’s good at a lot of things.” Ward brushed past True, a little annoyed that she kept watching his every move. “Let’s get on with this.” Approaching the gate, he saw a shadowy figure disappearing into the tunnel, and he recognized Lazlo’s lanky, slinking steps. Ward frowned, again irritated, because he was sure Lazlo couldn’t see in the dark as well as he could. He should be the one scouting ahead. Haley stood just inside the gate, waiting for him, and Lisa stood back with her cousin’s house soldiers.

“Let Laz get a bit of distance, then we can start creeping in after him. Keep your lights low,” True commanded as she approached. Ward turned, scowling at the two hooded lanterns Lisa’s men were sparking to life.

“What’s wrong?” Haley asked, peering up at him.

“Nothing.” He nodded toward True, supervising everyone. “You know,” he whispered.

“Easy, Ward,” she whispered back, turning so her face wasn’t exposed to anyone else’s scrutiny. “Vainglory,” she whispered, reminding Ward of the many cautionary tales told to the people seeking greatness in the system. His scowl deepened, but he nodded. She was right; there wasn’t any reason to be irritated that True was taking on a leadership role. It was her job, after all. There’d be plenty of “glory” to go around as they progressed.

As the lanterns flared to life and the men lowered the hoods so just a narrow band of light shone out, True nodded to Ward. “After you, big fella.”

Gripping his sword hilt until the leather creaked, Ward grunted and started into the stony tunnel. Keene had told them that the passage traversed a good distance, passing through a natural cave on two different occasions before it came to a stone stairway that would lead up to Dame Ruby’s cellars. With that in mind and having encountered guards on the exterior, Ward wouldn’t be surprised to run into more opposition on the way through the underground. He hoped Lazlo was as sneaky in the dark underground as he was in the forest.

The tunnel floor was moist, and he had to concentrate to keep from kicking loose bits of rock and shale as he crept forward. Still, his lycan night vision served him well, and he quietly padded forward with Haley close behind. The others moved more slowly, and soon, the glow of their mostly shuttered lanterns fell away behind. The tunnel maintained a relatively uniform size, and Ward could see ancient chisel marks on the walls where it had been widened or, perhaps, dug through solid stone.

At one point, they passed a small cave where moldy wooden crates were stacked against one wall, but there wasn’t any sign that Lazlo had stopped, so they continued past the spot. After another thirty feet or so, the tunnel began to veer to the left and climb gently upward. Ward continued, but then he caught a deep whiff of fear-scented air, and as his hackles rose and a low rumble started in his chest, he reached back, holding out a hand in front of Haley. “Wait,” he growled.

He stalked forward, winding around the corner, listening and sniffing, and soon, he caught the coppery scent of fresh blood and the unmistakable stomach-churning, sour smell of freshly voided bowels. He tried to tamp down his rumbling growl, but the only way he could control it was to hold his breath. The wolf was too eager to come out; the situation was too perfect for it—stalking in the dark, smelling blood and fear, knowing enemies were near. Ward held his breath and crept around the corner.

In the shades of gray that would be pitch black to a normal person, he saw another cavern open up, this one twice as wide as the one they’d passed earlier. At the center of the space lay Lazlo. He was facing Ward as though he’d turned to come back to the rest of their party, but something had caught him. Something had pulled the spine from his back and flung it to the side, where it lay dripping blood into a pool that slowly crept toward the much larger one under the body.

Ward lurked there in the shadows of the tunnel, straining his ears. In the distance behind him, he could hear the hissing whispers of Haley and True—hopefully, she was telling her to wait. He couldn’t focus on that, though; his eyes had perceived a patch of gray, darker than the rest, halfway up the cavern wall to his right. It clung to a cleft in the stony wall, and as he stared, Ward saw a glimmer of two red-orange orbs as they flickered over him. Could the thing see him as he saw it? Was it time to stop being sneaky and unleash a spell or fire his pistol?

Ward inched out of the tunnel, creeping ever-so-quietly to the right toward the darker shadow. It didn’t move, and its eyes didn’t pass over him again, so he grew bolder, moving more quickly toward it before his companions grew tired of waiting and stumbled into the cavern with their clumsy lights. He might have worried that his sword would reflect some light and give him away, but there was no light to reflect. He figured if his faintly glowing eyes were going to get him caught, they would have already. So, he crept forward, step after step, avoiding bits of stone and being careful not to scuff his feet.

When he was ten feet from the shadow clinging to the wall, Ward bunched his thighs and leaped, hacking his sword in an overhead chop as he came down. Something must have alerted the creature or devil or whatever it was; it shifted at the last second, raising an appendage to block the blade. Ward’s sword crunched into something fleshy, grinding into bone, and his would-be victim shrieked in a voice that might have been a man’s but was garbled by whatever had twisted his form.

And what a twisted form it was! Three more long black limbs unfolded from the creature’s bulk and stabbed toward Ward. He threw one off with his left arm and kicked out with his foot, knocking the thing back as it clawed at him. He felt the hooked claws on those limbs grab his armor, two sliding off and one finding purchase. It pulled, and if Ward hadn’t been a good deal stronger than a man his size ought to be, he might have been flung forward onto his face. He resisted, though, stepping back and hacking again with his sword at the limb that grasped his leather.

The blade crunched into it, biting deeply, nearly getting caught in the bone, but the creature hissed and thrashed, whipping the damaged member up and down while it slashed at Ward with its other limbs. He shielded his face with his left arm and hacked his sword frantically, trying to hold on to the discipline he’d drilled into his sword arm while practicing with Lisa. He parried and kicked and grasped with his left hand.

He caught fragments of things like cloth in his fingers, and he yanked, trying to pull the thing off balance, but it was strong and sturdy, and one of its claws caught him on the shoulder, in the crook of his neck, digging a painful, burning furrow. Suddenly, Ward’s gray-tone vision took on a brighter yellow hue, and he felt a deep roar rumble out of his chest as he surged forward, snarling and hacking his sword with renewed vigor and ferocity. This time, when the blade caught a limb, it hacked through it, and hot blood showered the air.

Grinning fiercely at his success, Ward drove forward, hacking again and again, ruining limbs with each blow. Even so, frustration built in the burgeoning bestial presence in his mind—he wanted to kill, not dismember. So he pushed forward, driving the thing to the wall, and, with a final, two-handed, overhead cleave, he cut through an upraised limb and brought the heavy, broad-bladed sword down on the creature’s skull, splitting bone until the blade sat right between those two glowing orange eyes.

Satisfaction washed over Ward, and with it, he was able to push the beast inside him down. He took a deep, cleansing breath and felt his vision darken to the usual grays, and his hands seemed to fit the hilt of his sword better. With a deep, shaky sigh, he licked his teeth to ensure they were normal; they were. He twisted the blade, cracking the skull wider so he could yank it free.

“Ward!” Haley called, and he turned to see her and the others emerging from the tunnel, lanterns blazing. He squinted at the sudden brightness and looked away, irritated again. In the glow of their light, he could see his opponent more clearly. It looked like a man that had been born from a giant spider. Of course, that wasn’t anything like a scientific assessment. The guy was bald, his skin more gray than a normal human’s ought to be, and his eyes were large and oval. He had four arms and two legs, and the only clothes he wore were strange bits of rag that looked to have fused with his flesh.

Ward leaned forward and pried its mouth open with the tip of his sword, revealing teeth that looked like they were made for slicing flesh; they almost looked like shark’s teeth to Ward. He felt Haley and Lisa approach and heard the scuff of boots and mutters of the others as they inspected poor Lazlo. “Glad this bastard didn’t get a bite of me.”

“What is it?” Haley’s voice was hushed, and Ward could feel the heat coming off her; she’d warmed up with her Gopah at some point.

“Some twisted alchemical experiment, no doubt,” Lisa replied when Ward didn’t.

“It was strong and fast,” he said, turning to gesture toward the others standing around Lazlo’s corpse. “Poor guy didn’t stand a chance.” Ward stepped aside as the marshal walked his way, fist clenched around her cleaver-like sword. “Sorry about your deputy.”

“I am, too. I can’t believe this thing spotted him. He was the best scout I ever knew.”

While True inspected the creature, Ward let his eyes drift upward, and he saw a niche carved into the stony ceiling. He walked over to the dead deputy and saw what he’d been looking for. A thin layer of sand was spread out in the center of the cavern, most of it caked in blood. “It was a trap. The thing was above, and when your man scuffed this sand, it knew to drop on him.”

True looked up and walked over to join him. “Damn it. He had good eyes and a way of traversing the gloom, but he wouldn’t have seen that.”

Ward nodded, and, gripping his sword tight, he started toward the far tunnel. “I’ll scout the rest of the way. Wait here.”

“Now, ’old on a minute, Ward—” True started to say, but Lisa was quick to back him up.

“Marshal, look at Ward’s eyes. Look at mine. We have ways to see through the gloom. Let him go first; did you not note how quietly he prowls?”

True gave Ward another look, then glanced at her dead deputy and the creature Ward had slaughtered. “Fair enough. We’ll wait here for your word to advance.”

Ward nodded and took another step toward the tunnel, but then he stopped; something had caught his eye. He slowly turned back toward the corpse of the mutated man or creature or whatever it was, and he noted the familiar sparkle of luminescent blue mana motes. More importantly, he noticed that some were larger, and he was sure he’d caught the flash of something like electricity flickering through them. He looked at Lisa. “Do you see that?”

“The mana?” She looked at the others nervously, used to hiding her macabre method of gaining magical energy.

“Doesn’t it seem different to you?”

“Um…” She stepped closer to the corpse, peering more intently. “Does it flicker more?”

“What’s going on there, Ward?” True asked.

“A moment, Marshal. It’s something to do with sorcery.” Ward knelt beside the corpse and extended his hand into the motes. He felt the electric tingle almost immediately, but he had to close his eyes and focus, shutting out the sounds of everyone else—their breaths, their shuffling feet, their whispered questions—before the first cold, tickling tingle entered his palm and then rapidly surged up his arm. It was just the usual tickling pleasure of mana at first, but then, just like with the dead sorcerer, a jolt of something electric ran up his arm, and he gasped as euphoria flooded his mind.

He went rigid, and Haley grabbed his shoulder, pulling, but she might as well have been pulling an oak trunk for all he budged. Of course, Ward hardly noticed her. His body was tingling with the sensation, and when he finally felt his body and mind reunite, he had to blink several times and shake his head to gather his senses. When he turned toward the group of concerned companions, several cursed, a few stepped back, and Lisa hissed, “Your eyes are blazing!”

“It’ll fade.” He looked at her, peering into her dimly shining green eyes. “Did you try it?”

She shook her head. “I thought something was the matter.”

“Gather some while I scout ahead.” Ward stood, feeling invigorated and full of purpose. He looked at True. “Sorry, Marshal. Whatever sorcery changed this man—the mana that lingered after his death was rich.”

She nodded and spat a glob of tobacco juice at her feet. “I’ve seen a sorcerer gather mana before. I met quite a few at the Citadel.”

Ward glanced at the three DeGrand house guards, two of whom looked ready to run for the exit. “Relax, men. I’m on your side.” With that, he stalked toward the tunnel and crept into the darkness. The tunnel continued at an upward slant, and before long, the glow of his companions’ lanterns was behind him. Ward’s eyes adjusted, and he moved silently through the darkness, watching for shadows that didn’t belong.

His caution didn’t prove warranted until he came to what he hoped was the end of the tunnel. He could see gray stonework ahead, the mortar damp like the rest of the tunnel, but it was aglow in the light of torches or lamps—he couldn’t see which. Slowing even further, he approached the tunnel opening, and when he reached the start of the mortared stones, he peered around the corner.

Steps led up to a landing and a closed, heavy, wooden door. A single guard sat before the door, his legs on a stool while he quietly carved away at a piece of wood with a small, curved knife. Ward thought about going back for the others, but it had taken him nearly ten minutes to get to where he was. Going back for them would stretch that toward twenty; a lot could change in that time. Mind made up, he stepped into the room and climbed the steps in two quick bounds.

When the guard looked up, startled, Ward was already looming over him, sword held high. “Just sit still and be quiet. I don’t want to kill you if I don’t need to.”

“Who the shi⁠—”

Ward swung the sword halfway, and the guard choked his words off with a yelp, cowering as his knife clattered on the stone floor. “Good. How long are you supposed to guard this door?”

“All night!”

“You know anything about the goddamn monster back there?” Ward jerked his head toward the tunnel.

“N-no, sir! I was told to stay on this landing and protect this door.”

Ward stared into his bloodshot eyes, analyzing his face. He certainly had a convincing tremor in his voice, and his forehead was beading with sweat; the guy was nervous and scared. He nodded. “Okay, take off your belt and shirt, then sit up straight.” When the man hesitated, Ward growled, “Unless you’d rather I just cut your damn throat?”

“No!” He fumbled with his sword belt, pulling the extra length of leather through the clasp and then letting it fall to the floor. Then, he shrugged out of his stained leather vest, letting it fall too as he pulled the collar of his long-sleeved, rough-spun shirt over his head. Ward helped him out, grabbing the fabric and yanking it. It smelled of sweat and onions. The man folded his arms over his hairy paunch, rubbing his shoulders as he shivered. “You… You won’t kill me, will you?”

“Stand up and turn around. Put your wrists behind your back.” As the man complied, Ward stuck his sword under his arm so he could use both hands to rip the sleeves off his shirt, then he bound the fellow’s wrists behind his back with one. “Sit down.”

“R-right.” The guard complied, and Ward used the other sleeve he’d ripped off to tie a gag around his mouth.

He kept the gag loose at first, nodding to the door. “How far up is the next guard station?”

“The stairs lead up to the cellar. There ain’t guards stationed there, but patrols go by regularly.”

“And the cultists? That crazy old dame? Where do they do their little rituals?”

“I…” The guard’s eyes widened, and he glanced around as if seeking a hidden rescuer. When none came, and Ward leaned closer, a deep rumble starting up in his chest, the man stammered, “Sir, I don’t know for sure, but there’s a chamber beyond the library. None of us are allowed inside. Big ornate doors—mahogany, I think. Sometimes, we hear things. Me and the lads talk about it when no one’s around—chanting, screaming, weird music. I dunno what the lady of the house does in there with her guests, but if something’s happening, that’s where I’d look.”

Ward nodded. “Good. You might have just earned your life. Listen!” Ward slapped him roughly until his eyes focused on his. “I’m going back down that tunnel to grab the rest of my people. If you’re not here when I get back, I’ll hunt you down and eat your heart. You understand me?” He leaned close, letting his eyes bore into the trembling fellow’s.

“I swear on my dead ma’s grave, sir. I won’t move an inch.”

“Ward,” Grace said, nearly sending him to an early grave as his heart lurched.

“Jesus! What?” he growled, jerking his gaze her way.

“Hah! I haven’t done that in a while—startled you. Um, sorry about that. Anyway, this guy doesn’t have a passenger. I’m sure of it.”

“Wh-what, sir?” the man cried, looking at Ward like he’d just bitten the head off a mouse.

“Quiet.” Ward tightened the gag, knotting it securely in place, then hopped off the steps and started back the way he’d come. “You saw that mana I harvested from the, uh, monster?”

“I did! I felt it, too! I’d bet good money that you have more anima than before.”

“I wonder why? Was that guy a sorcerer? Was he created by sorcery?”

“No idea. It’s possible he’d done that to himself. Perhaps it was the result of dark magic. Did you search him for a grimoire?”

“No, Grace—he was nearly naked. Maybe up in the house.”

“I’m going to hide again. Be careful, Ward.” She grabbed his shoulder, slowing him. “I’m worried about what you’ll find behind those doors the man spoke of. Don’t be reckless—remember you have allies.”

Ward looked into her eyes, showing he was listening, then nodded. She smiled and disappeared, and Ward started jogging again. He had a feeling in his gut, a kind of sinking, twisting feeling, and he knew damn well what it meant: he was pretty sure things were about to get messy.
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THE SABLE HALL


The guard at the end of the tunnel seemed to be telling the truth; when Ward and the others climbed the stairs into the cellars of Dame Ruby’s estate, there was a gas light flickering on the wall, but nobody seemed to be watching the heavy wooden door from which they emerged. As the party filed out, climbing a short flight of stone steps to lurk among the barrels and crates, True moved close to Ward, motioning for him to lean close. “What’s the plan from here, then?”

“According to Keene, Ruby keeps something like a dozen house guards on duty. Not sure if we can count those assholes down below, but I think so. That means we’ve got eight or so we might still run into. I’m sure there will be some guarding the door in the library.” Ward shrugged. He could tell True was having second thoughts about going along with his plan. She was thinking about her dead deputy and the prospect of more deaths to come. She probably regretted not going to the city watch; they might not be trustworthy, but Lazlo would still be alive if she’d gone through the process of getting some kind of inquest issued by the city council or mayor.

She surprised him, however. She scowled in determination and gestured to the cellar door. “Let’s make it quick, then. Straight for the library and subdue any who get in our way.” She turned to the three men Lisa had brought along. “You’ve seen what we’re up against. Don’t play about, and be sure to watch each other’s backs!”

“Yes, ma’am.” The tallest of the three nodded, his Adam’s apple bobbing under his short beard when he spoke. Ward realized he had no idea who he or the other two men were, and he was about to lead them into a likely violent clash.

“What’s your name?” He stepped forward, holding out a hand.

The guardsman took it in a firm grip. “I’m Harvey, sir.”

Ward nodded, released his hand, and looked at the house guard to his left. “And you?”

“Wence, if it please ya.” He had a lip stuffed full of tobacco, and a bit of brown juice leaked out the corner of his mouth while he spoke. Ward grinned and shook his hand. It was calloused so thoroughly that it felt like gripping a piece of lumber. As he released the fellow’s hand, he turned to the third member of their party, arching an eyebrow.

“Lommie, sir.” He had a soft voice and light brown eyes that looked too kind to belong to a fighting man. He was younger than the others, and his sandy hair was cut into neat bangs. Ward wondered who’d done that for him. A young wife? His mother? He shook his hand and hoped he could hit harder than he could grip.

“All right, men. You heard the Marshal. Number one priority is to keep anyone from getting through to Lisa.” Ward nodded to Lisa, where she stood beside Haley. “She’s a sorceress, and if you can keep her clear of the fighting, she can dish out as much damage as the three of you combined in half the time. Understood?”

“Understood, sir!” Harvey immediately moved beside Lisa, who gave Ward a funny look—narrowed, suspicious eyes. He could see she didn’t know if she ought to thank him or curse him. Ward fought down the impulse to wink at her and turned back to True.

“If they’ve got possessed men and women, don’t try to go toe-to-toe with ’em.” He turned to regard the whole group. “That goes for all of you—defensive fighting. If we’re outnumbered, back into a hallway or doorway together. Listen to the marshal or me for direction.” Everyone agreed, either verbally or with a nod, so he gripped his sword and stepped up to the door. Before opening it, though, he looked at Haley. “You bring up the rear. Make sure nothing sneaks up on us.”

She nodded, her eyes hard, her fists clenched as waves of heat warped the air around them. “Nothing will get past me, Ward.”

Ward looked into her eyes for a long moment, then nodded and quickly pulled the door open. He peered through, into a long, white-plastered hallway. He could hear kitchen noises to the right, so he turned left and padded toward an arched opening. It was easy to move quietly; the hallway was adorned with long, ornate rugs. The next room, an ample dining space furnished with dark, polished-wood tables and chairs, was also decked in fine rugs, one of which probably cost more than their tickets to Springsea.

Ward crept up to the archway, pleased at how quiet everyone behind him was, and peered into the room, scanning it corner to corner. On the far side, on the opposite end of the room, he saw the back of a guard as he leaned against a doorjamb, murmuring to someone in the hallway beyond. He looked too relaxed to be speaking to an employer, so Ward figured it was either a servant or another guard. He leaned close to True and whispered, “I’ll grab this guy. You surprise whoever he’s speaking to.”

She nodded, and Ward crept around the big table toward the guard’s back. He could feel True and the others following close behind. When he was just behind the guard, out of the line of sight of whoever was in the hall, he held up his fingers and counted them down from three. When he dropped the last finger, he lunged forward and wrapped his arm around the guard’s neck, dragging him backward.

“Wha—” a male voice started to say from the hallway, but True was through in a flash, and Ward heard the impact of something solid hitting flesh. Then, he had to focus on his struggling victim. He had him in a perfect chokehold with his sword arm, the blade waving around in the air as the guy thrashed left and right. Ward had managed to clap his other hand over the fellow’s mouth, silencing his gasps. He wasn’t weak or small, but Ward handled him like a child.

In seconds, he’d cut the blood supply to his brain, rendering him unconscious. He slowly lowered him to the ground and nodded to Lommie and Wence, who stood ready with shackles and a gag. He looked toward True and saw her dragging an unconscious man, also wearing guard livery, into the dining room. He had an enormous purpling goose egg on his forehead, and that’s when Ward saw that True’s left fist was clad in a leather gauntlet with iron plates on the knuckles.

“Someone’s coming!” Haley hissed, and Ward whirled to see she was watching the archway to the hall leading back the way they’d come. When she caught Ward’s eye, she mouthed, “Servant.”

Ward quietly punched a fist into his palm. Haley nodded and turned toward the archway, a fist raised. He hoped she wouldn’t kill whoever she hit—could you pull a Gopah punch? As True and the house guards bound and gagged their two victims, Ward and Lisa watched Haley, holding their breaths. To his relief, Haley was much quicker and more subtle than True. She darted into the opening, and he heard a gasp. Then, Haley pulled a struggling woman in a servant’s uniform through the archway.

“Mmph!” the girl cried under Haley’s hand.

“Quiet! I don’t want to hurt you,” Haley hissed, then she spun the girl, pointing her wide, fear-filled eyes at Ward and the others. “We’re here with the law to stop something evil. If you cooperate, you won’t be harmed.”

True straightened up from the man she’d clobbered and stepped toward the girl, speaking in a low growl. “I’m Marshal True. Keep quiet, and I won’t have my deputies knock you senseless.”

The girl vigorously nodded, her blonde braids bouncing as tears streamed from her eyes. Ward watched, waiting to see how True would handle things. The marshal stepped up to the girl and nodded to Haley. “Let her speak.” Haley slowly uncovered her mouth, and as the girl gasped for air but didn’t scream, True asked, “Where’s the lady of the house?”

“She’s in the Sable Hall, Milady, with her guests.”

“Is that the room off the library?” When the girl eagerly nodded, she asked, “And the other guards? Where are they?”

“One’s in the kitchen, eating; two are always at the gate, and I think the others are standing watch to keep folks out of the Sable Hall.”

True nodded, narrowing her eyes. “How many guards and how many guests?”

“I’m not sure, Milady! Two or three guards watching the door and…” She paused, clearly trying to remember how many guests she’d seen. “At least five guests and also Dame Ruby’s nephew and his man, who are staying at the house here.”

True grabbed the girl’s chin, tilting her face to look up at her. “Where’s the library?”

“Down yonder hall to the foyer, then straight toward the back of the house. It’s behind the big double doors on the left.”

“Good.” True’s whisper softened as she asked, “Do you want to live to see tomorrow, girl?”

“Ye-yes, Lady Marshal!”

“Get into the cellar then and lock the door behind you. Don’t come out until morning or until one of my deputies fetches you.” The girl nodded, fresh tears streaming down her cheeks, and True nodded to Haley. “Let her go.”

Haley complied but followed as the girl turned to hurry back the way she’d come. She stood in the doorway until the sound of the cellar door opening and closing echoed faintly out of the hall. Ward looked around his little party of raiders, nodding to each in turn, and then, crouching low, he crept down the hallway toward the foyer. When he reached the arched opening, he peered through but didn’t see any servants or guards.

He held up a hand for everyone to stop, then darted toward the enormous, ornately carved double doors. The latches didn’t seem to lock, but the doors were designed to be barred, and he saw the heavy oaken beam beside them, held upright by a tarnished bronze chain. He loosened the chain and, with a grunt, lifted the bar, placing it into the thick iron brackets. That done, he waved his companions forward, and they hurried down the hall toward the back of the house.

He saw the entrance to the library right away: large, double doors with bronze hardware. They were closed, and when Ward got to them, he paused, waiting for the others to catch up. Meanwhile, he listened and sniffed the tiny gap between them. He heard muttered conversations and, more distantly, the rhythmic thump and hum of music. His nose, though, told a more detailed story. Distinct body odors came his way, and though he’d never be able to put into words how he knew one was female and the others male, he knew it was a fact.

When True came up beside him, he turned and whispered, “At least three in there.” When everyone else was crowded close, he reached into his pocket and pulled out the antidote ointment—the stuff that was supposed to protect them from the alchemical sleep bombs. He dipped his finger into the jar, rubbed the sour-smelling stuff into the whiskers on his upper lip, and then passed it to True. “In case we gotta use these.” He patted the green-glassed sleep grenades on his belt.

True nodded, stuck her finger in the ointment, and passed it to Lisa. Ward watched everyone put the ointment in and around their nostrils. When Haley finished, he stuffed the container back into his pocket. He was about to yank the door open and charge, but then another idea crossed his mind. He held up his hand and motioned for Lisa to approach. When she was standing beside True, he whispered, “True and I will open the doors. You do your sleep magic. Hopefully, the guards are together.”

Lisa licked her lips nervously, her eyes darting from Ward to True and then back to him. After a brief hesitation, she nodded and dug a healing tonic out of her pouch. With staff in one hand and tonic in the other, she stood between the two doors and nodded again. Ward grabbed the far door handle and True the closer one. Then, he locked eyes with the marshal and nodded. They pulled the doors wide—thankfully, they weren’t locked—and Lisa uttered her words of power. “Trahl slenvek!”

Ward winced as the words flew from Lisa’s lips, hissing and grinding as they bounced off the hardwood floors and plaster walls. As True slapped her hands to her ears and blood poured from Lisa’s nose, he peered into the library. It was a high-ceilinged room lit by a pair of large gas-fueled chandeliers. On the far side of a study table and a pair of low bookcases, a short run of steps led up to a pair of red-stained, intricately carved doors.

Four men and women equipped for battle were there on the dais, dutifully standing guard before the doors. When Lisa’s words of power bounced through the room and hit home, two guards managed to slap their hands to their ears before they all seized up like they’d suffered a simultaneous stroke. They went rigid and then fell to the ground, utterly still. “Hell yes!” Ward whispered, grabbing Lisa’s shoulder and jostling it before he realized she was hurting, blood still pouring from her nose. “Nice shot! Drink your tonic.”

“They’re sleeping?” True whispered, slowly lowering her hands, her head twitching as her neck spasmed involuntarily.

“They’re paralyzed,” Lisa whispered hoarsely, clearing her throat and swallowing another swig of the tonic. “I’ve bound their minds. Against four people, the magic will only last ten or twenty minutes.”

Ward hurried through the doors and motioned for everyone to follow. He could still hear the rhythmic sounds of music coming from the chamber beyond, and he hoped it was loud enough in there to cover for the clamor of Lisa’s spell. As Haley slipped through, he closed the doors and pointed at one of the DeGrand house guards. “Harvey, push some bookcases in front of these doors.”

“And you two,” True added, shrugging out of her pack. “Shackle them lads and lassies.” She jerked her thumb toward the downed guards and tossed her pack to Lommie. Looking at Ward, she nodded to the closed doors. “So far so good…” She frowned, shaking her head. “Aside from poor Laz. You reckon it’ll be smooth sailing inside?”

Lisa croaked, “I’m good for a couple of Mana Bolts, Ward.”

He nodded. “Don’t push yourself; you’ve already saved us a hell of a fight.” Switching his attention back to True, he added, “I don’t want to jinx us. Let’s just be ready for the worst.”

The marshal nodded, and Ward walked over to Haley, who was watching the DeGrand men shackle the four paralyzed guards. They were binding them in sets of two, hooking their wrists together behind their backs. “Should I try my key?” Haley asked, gesturing to the shiny brass lock plate on the red doors.

“Yeah, but let’s wait until we’re all ready.” When the three house guards were done with their tasks, and everyone was arrayed on the landing before the three doors, he said, “Get your guns out if you’ve got ’em. The time for quiet is over.” He took a deep breath through his nose, rolled his neck, and turned to the doors. He switched his sword to his off-hand and drew his two-shot pistol from his shoulder holster. He pulled back both hammers, then nodded to Haley. “I’ll lead the way in. Be ready for anything. Go, Haley. Unlock it.”

Haley stuck her “lucky key” into the lock and turned it, but nothing happened. Hesitantly, she tried to turn the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Shaking her head, she slipped the key into her pocket. “I guess it’s not lucky with this lock.”

Ward frowned, but then he looked at True. “Ready?”

The big woman nodded and counted down, “Three… two… one!” She and Ward rushed the doors, he on the right, she on the left, and, leading with their shoulders, they slammed into them. The finely tooled wood split near the latch, and the doors flew inward. Ward stumbled through the opening, taking in a scene out of nightmares.

A gas-lit chandelier hung from the high ceiling, each flickering flame surrounded by a globe of red-tinted glass, illuminating the room like a bloody dream. If that weren’t enough, an iron crucifix stood in the center of the room, bolted to the black slate floor, and a man hung from it, his naked body sheeted in blood from a plethora of gashes in his chest and on his shaven scalp. Surrounding him, like a troupe of macabre dancers, were upward of twenty individuals in various states of undress.

What clothes they wore were silken and red, Ward thought—it was hard to tell in the red light. They swayed with arms and hands interlinked, chanting a guttural tune while a number of them played primitive instruments, from hand drums to wooden flutes. At the center of their orgiastic party, a very tall woman wearing a silken robe with her chest exposed stood facing the crucified man, a bloody knife in one hand and a golden medallion on a chain in the other.

The scene sent flashes of buried memories through Ward’s mind—the chamber under Seattle where he’d thought he was rescuing Grace’s former host. He almost screamed for everyone to get on the ground out of habit, but Haley spoke first, pointing at the man on the crucifix, crying, “Ward! That’s Sonder!”

Everyone had followed him and True into the room, but the marshal grabbed Ward’s arm and jerked him back. “There’s too damn many!”

She and Haley spoke nearly simultaneously, and perhaps their voices broke the weird spell on the cultists because almost all of them looked toward the doors. The tall woman with the knife pointed directly at Ward, her red eyes blazing, and screamed, “Kill them!”

Ward leveled his pistol at her and squeezed the triggers. He didn’t mean to pull them both, but he hadn’t practiced with the gun, and the first trigger was light, and his finger hit the second before he could relax his grip. His gun barked two rapid bangs, a cloud of smoke billowed out of the barrels, and the woman screamed, but it sounded more angry than pained. Another gun fired to his left, then a third on his right, and then True grabbed his shoulder and pulled him backward into the doorway.

“Don’t let them surround us!” she screamed.

Ward growled his frustration, yanking his shoulder out of her hand as he dropped his spent pistol. He switched his sword to his right hand, and then he and Haley were standing shoulder-to-shoulder in the doorway as a throng of red-clad cultists, most of them clutching knives, charged them.

“Hold your ground, you dogs!” True shouted, and Ward glanced over his shoulder to see two of the DeGrand men running to the far end of the library, no doubt ready to throw the bookshelves aside and make a run for it. He wanted to scream at them—to rally them, to get them back in line with True and the guard who hadn’t run—Lommie, as fate would have it. He couldn’t, though, because the cultists were on him, and he had to parry and stab, feint and kick to keep them from overwhelming him.

Haley slapped a knife aside and punched a red-eyed cultist in the chest, igniting him like he’d been doused in gasoline. He screamed and fell back, giving them a moment to breathe, and then an empty bookshelf sailed over Ward’s head, smashing into the cluster of cultists. “I’ve got more where that came from!” True screamed. “I said fight, you dogs!”

A low growl began to rise from Ward’s gut, and he could feel his sword getting lighter and smaller in his clawed grasp. With a snarl of hungry frustration, he hacked his sword left and right, deflecting smaller slashing knives and opening terrible red wounds in arms, chests, and bellies. The cultists hardly faltered, though—nothing short of a deathblow seemed to slow them, and the pressure of their numbers mounted, driving Ward and Haley back step by step. “True!” he growled, his voice deep and guttural. “The grenades on my belt! Throw one!”
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RITUAL


Ward felt True tug one of the grenades off his belt, snapping the bit of cord holding it in place. At the same time, Lisa’s voice cracked through the air, “Vrakkun khorvek!” He looked toward the sound and saw her staff held aloft, the point crackling with ghostly white, charged energy. The ball of destructive mana shot forth over his and Haley’s heads to smash into one of the red-eyed cultists frantically trying to carve through his guard. The cultist howled as the roiling mana clung to her face and seemed to sink into her.

“Hold yer breaths!” True screamed, and then the sound of shattering glass and the hiss of rapidly expanding gas came to Ward’s ears. Green fog billowed up from the floor amid the throng of cultists, and Ward followed True’s advice, taking a deep breath. Sure, he and the others had the antidote ointment smeared around their nostrils, but he wasn’t totally confident in its efficacy.

As the billowing fog expanded through the pile of cultists, more than half of them collapsed, but those with demonic, red eyes and faces contorted with snarling expressions continued to press forward, albeit their pressure was significantly reduced as they stumbled and clambered over the bodies of their insensate comrades. Ward followed Lisa’s lead and held out his left hand, shouting, “Vrakkun khorvek!” The words rang out louder and more jarring than Lisa’s, and the ball of crackling mana that struck a cultist in the bare chest sank into his flesh and then immediately exploded from his eyes and ears.

The cultist went rigid as he howled in agony, vibrating on the tips of his toes before toppling backward to thrash and seize on the black slate floor. Two more cultists rushed him, and Ward had to fend them off with his sword, thankful that the weapon gave him a reach advantage. Another bookcase sailed over his head, knocking a cultist backward, and the gap it created gave him a moment to assess the situation.

Seven demon-possessed men and women were still pressing the attack, and a quick glance over his shoulder told Ward that Lisa’s cowardly house guards had rallied and were running back, weapons drawn. “Push!” he roared, waving his sword forward. He knew better than to wait for them to advance; he had to lead the charge. With his sword ready to parry, he charged forward, barreling into a large male cultist, hacking downward toward his neck.

The man, wearing nothing more than a red sash around his waist, tried to parry with his curved knife, but the broadsword Haley had given him was heavy, and Ward’s arm was unnaturally powerful. He smashed through the smaller blade, ripping it from the cultist’s grip, and cleaved halfway through the fellow’s neck. Hot blood sprayed forth from the wound, dousing Ward and further driving the beast in him wild.

From deeper into the hall, an ear-piercing shriek sounded, and words of power snapped through the air, bouncing and cracking off the hard surfaces. “Vrahl ignarak!” Though he’d forgotten them almost immediately, Ward recognized the familiarity of those words—the sorcerer at the countryside ambush had used them.

“Take cover!” he screamed but didn’t follow his own advice. He knew his artifact sword might save the people in his party, so he stood his ground and held it before him. Just as he’d feared, a ball of roiling fire flew toward the group of them in the doorway, but it was worse than he’d expected. The orb of fire was easily twice the size of the one cast by the sorcerer he’d vanquished the night before. Even so, the runes on his sword blazed with blinding magenta-red light, and Ward saw the fireball veer toward it. He braced himself and then got ready to drop the weapon; he knew it would be hot.

The flames engulfed his sword, and it flared white-hot instantly. To his horror, the ball of fire kept coming—diminished but not gone. Ward dropped the sword before he burned the flesh from his palm, and the ball of fire burst with a roar, washing over him like a kiln opened mid-burn. Ward was thrown to the side, and he heard the screams of his companions and cultists too slow to get clear of the blast.

The hot air and smoke obscured his vision as he flew through the air, and before he could wonder who’d been hit besides himself, he slammed into an unyielding surface. Darkness washed over his vision, dancing with tiny starbursts as his consciousness threatened to flee. The wolf inside him wouldn’t be shoved aside so easily, however, and as his lungs reflexively gasped for air, his sight came back, expanding from a pinpoint to a tunnel to a full view of the mayhem in the cultists’ ritual hall.

Haley was on her feet, driving back two demon-eyed cultists, pummeling them each in alternating blows and kicks. They were weaponless and nearly naked, and they seemed woefully unprepared to deal with a Gopah expert with superhuman strength and speed. As Ward pushed himself to his hands and knees, he saw the burning bodies of several unconscious cultists who’d been caught in the fireball. Worse, he saw True desperately slapping her leather coat against a writhing, burning figure in the doorway—one of the DeGrand guards.

He couldn’t see Lisa or the others and hoped they were outside the door, safe in the library. He’d just struggled to his feet, shaky with adrenaline, his skin raw and sore but not terribly burned, when he saw the three remaining cultists gathering near the tall, nearly naked sorceress who’d firebombed him at the center of the room before the crucified Sonder Yates.

The woman, pale with deep-set, fiery eyes, wore a silver circlet around her brow, and as she screamed words Ward couldn’t understand, it glowed with pale blue light. She held aloft her knife and the golden medallion, rattling off her weird chant as blood flowed through the air, streaming from Sonder’s many gashes into the golden artifact in her hand. Ward pointed at her and shouted, “Vrakkun khorvek!”

His mana bolt ripped through the air, crackling with destructive force, but the woman ignored him, and as the bolt was about to slam into her face, her circlet flashed even brighter, and his bolt streamed into it without so much as ruffling the sorceress’s hair. Frustration mounted in Ward, and the low growl he’d been holding at bay began to rumble with renewed intensity. The scorch marks on his hands, neck, and face were fading, and he felt his muscles and bones straining the fabric of his leather armor.

His vision shifted tones, from vivid color and deep shadows to yellows and grays, while his chest heaved and saliva gathered in his mouth as his claws elongated. He was just about to attack the cultists at the center of the hall, determined to rip the sorceress to shreds before her ritual was complete, but then Lisa’s scream echoed out of the library, and Ward saw True struggling with not another cultist but one of the DeGrand men.

Fury erupted in his chest, and he leaped for the doorway, bounding over the burning corpses of cultists. He charged the traitor, trying to stab a short spear into True’s guts, barreling through him and sending him sprawling down the short flight of steps where Lisa, too, fought for her life against the other DeGrand house guard. She employed her staff to good effect, jabbing it toward the man while he hacked with a hatchet. Blood ran down Lisa’s arm, no doubt from the wound that had wrung forth the scream he’d heard.

“Ward?” True gasped behind him. “Are you well?”

Ward didn’t answer. He leaped down the steps and another seven feet besides, landing behind Lisa’s aggressor and raking his claws down his back. Metal rings pinged and ripped out of the soldier’s leather coat while his hard, sharp claws dug inch-deep furrows in his back. He screamed in terrible agony; adrenaline and panic gave him the strength he needed to extricate himself from Ward’s claws, but he didn’t get far. He stumbled and fell, crawling toward the half-barricaded door, leaving a wide swath of blood in his wake.

Meanwhile, True had fallen on the other traitor, hacking her short, cleaver-like sword into the side of his neck once, twice, three times, until his head rolled forlornly over the blood-smeared marble flooring. Ward didn’t wait around to answer True’s questions. He was half-wolf by then, and he had prey in mind. He leaped up the steps and into the ritual hall just in time to see Haley snap-kick one of her opponents in the jaw, finally dropping him for good. Knowing she was fine with a single enemy left to deal with, Ward charged the group at the crucifix.

He was ten feet away when Sonder Yates, silent and seemingly unconscious to that point, reared his head back and screamed such an ungodly wail that everything seemed to freeze in place while the sound echoed and rang through the chamber. Even Ward, driven into a killing frenzy by his wolf, slid to a halt, slamming his enormous beclawed hands to his ears, shrinking from the ghastly cry.

With narrowed, wolfen eyes, Ward peered at the wailing man. Sonder was ghastly white; his wounds no longer wept, as it seemed every drop of his blood had been drained into the golden relic still clutched by the sorceress—Dame Ruby, Ward was sure. Even so, somehow, he still screamed, and as Ward watched, a cloud of black and red motes drifted out of his mouth, like a swarm of alien gnats, and flew into the sorceress’s waiting, gaping maw.

As her body swelled with unnatural power, Sonder withered—a gray-flesh-clad skeleton. The scream sputtered into silence, his head lolled forward, and the light in his eyes winked out like a suffocated candle. As the spell of that weird wailing cry faded, Ward charged forward, only for the sorceress to whirl on him, throw out a long, red-clawed hand, and cry, “Brym Thalvek!” An invisible wall slammed into Ward like a runaway truck, throwing him dozens of feet through the air until he slammed into a wall with a bone-crunching impact.

However, Ward’s lycan resilience and wolfen tenacity wouldn’t let him lose consciousness. Despite ribs that felt shattered, he kept his feet, stooping, panting, coughing blood. He watched Ruby spread her arms, and dark webs of corrupted mana flowed from her splayed fingers to wrap around the three cultists kneeling before her in supplication. Their bodies warped, dark forms ripping through their human flesh as their limbs elongated and extra appendages sprouted from their spines—clawed arms, stinger-tipped tails, and bat-like wings on one of them.

Ward’s gut rumbled with a compulsory growl as his instincts told him he was witnessing the birth of unnatural creatures whose very existence was anathema to him. Rather than hold the wolf in check, rather than fight to maintain control, Ward relaxed his will—the invisible bonds he’d put on the lycan part of his psyche. His rumbling growl became a vocal snarl and then a roar as his body expanded.

Ward’s limbs elongated and thickened, ripping the leather of his armor with snapping, popping sounds. His broken ribs knit together, his chest expanded, and the seams of his jerkin tore, leaving his armor to hang on him in flapping shreds. Dark fur sprouted from his flesh as his jaw stretched into a tooth-lined muzzle, and his boots popped, coming apart in shreds as his feet expanded, sprouting massive claws.

When the transformation ended, Ward stood, hulking, his wolfen mouth leering, his silvery tongue tracing the length of his massive canines, his angular amber eyes narrowed menacingly as he stalked toward his prey. He moved not like a man or a wolf, but something in between—mostly erect on two legs, but with forelimbs that could touch the ground when he wanted.

Dame Ruby stood alone, her minions having gone after Ward’s companions, no doubt, while his transformation had transfixed him. Ward’s lycan bloodline had fully asserted itself; his wolfish instincts were overbearing, but he still had his mind. He worried briefly about True, Lisa, and Haley, but he knew he had to deal with Ruby before he could aid them; to turn his back on an enemy alpha was pure folly. There was no doubt that’s what she was—Ruby had become something horrifying at the expense of her vile follower, Sonder Yates.

She stood close to eight feet tall. Where before she’d been pale, her flesh had darkened to crimson. She’d pressed the golden medallion or brooch into her chest, and it sat there, buried in her flesh between her muscular breasts, glowing balefully. Her red-painted nails had grown into claws not unlike Ward’s, and her eyes were huge red orbs that glowed with crackling flames. Seeing them, Ward remembered other flame-filled eyes—ones he’d grown fond of. Before leaping into battle, he growled, “Grace.”

Some deeply buried part of himself felt relief when he heard her familiar voice beside him. “I’m here, Ward! Thank you! Be careful! She’s filled with tainted mana!”

Ward didn’t know what that meant, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t prepared to spare her words a single thought. He’d done as promised and invited her out of the place his wolf-self liked to bury her. Now, it was time to fight. With a howling roar, he bounded toward Ruby, stretching his long limbs into a mighty leap, springing off his forelimbs, his claws carving deep grooves in the hard slate floor. Ruby was ready for him. She growled more words of power so foreign that Ward’s instinct was to shut them out.

A whip of fiery red energy appeared in her hand, and she lashed it out, snapping it like a thundercrack into Ward’s flank. Pain exploded through him, and the impact sent him careening to the side, mid-leap. Even so, as he sailed past Ruby, he stretched out one unnaturally long arm to just barely catch her bare shoulder with his claws, and he snarled with hunger and pleasure to see her flesh peel back and hot black blood flow from the cuts he inflicted. His joy was short-lived, for he hit the hard ground awkwardly.

He tumbled and could have righted himself, but his instincts told him another attack was coming, so he leaned into the roll, pushing with his legs. He practically somersaulted just as the red energy whip smashed into the floor, shattering several slate tiles. When Ward came to his feet and spun, facing the sorceress, he glanced at his flank to see the shreds of his armor blackened and, beneath, a long, jagged, smoldering gash above his ribs.

Ruby clutched her bleeding shoulder, and Ward licked his teeth in amusement. If such a glancing blow could sting her so, then wait until she felt his bite! He charged, claws tearing furrows in the slates. Ruby lifted her blazing whip, ready to snap it at him, and he did something he wasn’t sure would work; Ward growled out words of power, “Dhrak Vel!”

His voice was coarse and rough, and the consonants crashed into the vowels so it sounded more like a jagged snarl than a spell, but the words came from his mind where he’d prepared them and left his tongue with hissing, sibilant snarls. The chamber was lit with red light from the chandelier, but the edges of the hall were well-shadowed, and those shadows streamed toward Ward, wrapping around him, hiding him from the Dame’s gaze. Her whip faltered, and she looked left and right, the first hint of doubt crossing her countenance.

Ward kept running, his spellbound, shadowy nature masking the sounds of his claws on the slates, and, knowing the spell would be brief, he circled the sorceress, reared up on his hind legs, and snatched her neck in his jaws with all the terrible biting power he could muster. His canines were like knives, and his bite could probably shatter a coconut. The dame was a demon incarnate; her flesh was thick and tough, her bones hard and sturdy, but Ward sliced into her neck like a jackal hunting marrow.

She shrieked or tried to, but Ward pulled her down and began to shake her left and right, an instinct born of his lycan bloodline. Each powerful jerk of his thick, muscle-bound neck widened and deepened his bite. Hot black blood flowed over his tongue, and Ward snarled in disgust at the rotten taste. Still, he held on, ripping and worrying the enormous woman until, with popping, crunching eruptions, his cutting teeth chomped through her spine, and her head rolled free.

Dame Ruby’s body thrashed and convulsed, but her head was still, her eyes blank, her tongue hanging, bloody from her gaping mouth. Ward stepped back, growling and coughing, trying to spit the disgusting blood from his mouth. He watched her body warily, wondering what could animate it so, with her brain three feet away in her severed head. He didn’t wonder long—a cloud of black and red motes exploded from the neck, the same vile stuff that had come from Sonder Yates. It rose into the air and streamed toward Ward.

He growled, backpedaling. In his wolfen vision, colors were muted, but lights and people were bright. Dame Ruby’s corpse had gone gray, but the swarm flying toward him was bright with flickering, shadow-filled mana—he could see how the energy of magic swirled, its motes corrupted by a darkness that tinted them toward red. Ward’s wolf-mind was filled with adrenaline, but he tried to think. He tried to remember what spells he’d cast. Could he Shadow Step again? Did he have a Mana Bolt left?

He almost turned to run, to put some distance between himself and that swirling, corrupted mana swarm, but then a blazing presence appeared before him. It was Grace, and she shone brightly in his lycan vision. She stood between him and the swarm and shouted, “Not this one, fiend! I’m here!”

To Ward’s amazement, the swarm recoiled from her, swirling high into the chamber’s recesses. Ward wanted to look for Haley and the others; he had no idea how they fared—if the other twisted cultists had attacked them—but he couldn’t take his eyes off the swarm; he didn’t want it to get away. His two problems became one, though, as the swarm descended in a stream toward the doorway to the library.

“Ward!” Grace screamed. “You have to capture it! Get the medallion from Dame Ruby’s body! Hurry! I think it’s going for Lisa!”
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Grace’s words and urgency registered in Ward’s mind, but they were muted; despite being cognizant, despite having control over his bestial nature, Ward couldn’t have argued that rational thought was his primary driver while the wolf ran rampant. His side burned and ached, and he wanted to turn and lick the wound. He’d ripped the head from his foe, and, in his animal mind, that was good enough. No challengers stood ready to face him, and he wasn’t particularly hungry after getting a mouthful of that vile black blood. Still, Grace’s words struck a chord, and he grunted his agreement, turning back to Dame Ruby’s broken corpse.

“Hurry! Ward, you have to hurry! Get the medallion in her chest!” Grace waved her arms by the body, her figure bright in his wolfen vision, and he padded over to her, his claws clicking on the hard floor. He reached out one powerful arm and flipped the corpse onto its back, and there, embedded in the skin at the center of her chest, was the golden, rune-inscribed medallion. A flick of his powerful claws tugged it from her flesh, and Ward grabbed the thing, growling at its coldness. “Now run! The library! Your friends are fighting!”

It was true; Ward could hear the sounds of battle, but he was tired and hurt—the wound from the sorceress’s whip wasn’t regenerating easily. The wolf wanted to rest. That thought, that urge—to lie down and lick his wounds—sparked something in the human part of Ward’s mind, and he growled, “Get moving, dammit!” He forced himself to think of Haley and how she’d looked after Nevkin had killed her. He pushed the memory of his guilt and despair to the forefront, and the adrenaline surged into his muscles. His pack was in danger!

Ward charged the doorway, snarling, massive teeth exposed, as he bounded over the broken, smoldering corpses piled there. When he burst into the library, he scanned the scene—scattered books, toppled bookcases, bloody smears, torn, dismembered bodies, and companions locked in a desperate battle. True was cornered, back pressed against a wall, one of the mutated cultists pressing her. Her right leg was nearly torn away at the knee. Ward could see bone and shreds of flesh, but she stood solidly on her other leg, hacking left and right with her short, broad blade.

Haley was defending Lisa, fending off the other stinger-tailed cultist. She slapped his many attacks away, somehow evading that dripping, poison-filled barb. Lisa looked spent; her robes were torn, her face wan, and she cradled a hand to her chest where Ward could see twisted, bloody fingers. He wanted to help his friends. The wolf wanted to rip and rend, but Grace was beside him, guiding him, shouting things like, “Find the swarm, Ward! Find the entity!”

He didn’t see it, though, and True cried out, gasping in pain as her aggressor hooked her cheek with his talon-like claws, ripping through it and hooking on her lower jaw. He tugged, pulling her off balance as she screamed, exposing her neck for a follow-up swipe from one of his extra limbs. Ward leaped. He was massive in his full transformation, and he covered the distance in a second, catching the cultist’s arm in his jaws and snapping it in half with a single powerful bite. He ripped it away, showering himself and True with blood, and then he pummeled the cultist with left and right swipes of his claws that would have made a grizzly bear proud.

True watched, wide-eyed with fear or pain or both, as he—quite literally—tore the cultist limb from limb. The savaging probably took twenty seconds, and in that time, Grace began to scream for him. “Ward! It’s going for Lisa! Stop it! Pick up the medallion!” When the words finally registered, Ward had to hunt for the medallion in the cultist’s blood and viscera; he’d dropped it during his swiping rampage.

“Ward!” Haley shouted. “Something’s happening!”

Ward grunted and growled, his mind reeling in a hazy fog; the wound, the wolf, and some sort of malaise or exhaustion were all combining forces to make his thoughts sluggish. He dragged his clawed fingers through the mess he’d made until he felt something hard and exposed the glint of gold. He grabbed the medallion and looked up just in time to see the swarm of corrupted mana motes swirling around Haley and Lisa, undeniably drifting toward Lisa’s face.

“Ward!” Grace screamed. “Hold the medallion in the cloud. I can force the entity into it, but I must use some of your anima. I have to! I swear I won’t take more than I need.”

Ward looked at her, bright and clear, despite the growing shadows at the edges of his vision. Her words hit home, waking up more of his human rationality. She was asking for more anima after he’d just earned it back. She was doing it at a critical time where an argument or debate or even lengthy thought might get someone killed or worse—just like when she’d brought him to the Vainglory system. In that split second, Ward had to decide if he trusted her. “Do it,” he growled, then rallied himself into a charge.

He barreled through the library to where Lisa cowered, and Haley fought the four-armed, stinger-tailed cultist. The cloud of motes was descending to a point, like a funnel, only inches from Lisa’s mouth when he got there. As he came in, almost as an afterthought, Ward swiped a decisive blow against the cultist’s head, his claws digging deep into the man’s skull as he swatted him to the ground. Haley pounced on the demonic figure, seizing the opportunity to finish the job, and Ward thrust the medallion into the swarm of corrupted mana.

Grace’s voice rang out, a soprano song that echoed and built upon itself, stunning Ward further with its beauty. He’d never heard such a haunting melody, and something in it called to the wolf in him. As the medallion began to glow with ghostly white light, he tilted his head back and howled. To his delight, his song to the moon didn’t clash with Grace’s voice. If anything, it enhanced it. Their two voices interwove harmoniously, each building on and strengthening the other, creating a sound greater than the sum of its parts.

The corrupted mana reacted like bees in a smoke cloud. It calmed its spiraling dive toward Lisa and became more like a lethargic fog. As the song continued, the medallion grew brighter and brighter, and the motes began to sink into it—first a few, then a dozen, then hundreds. Ward barely noticed. His mind was too caught up in the music of his howl and the way it rang from the library walls. Grace’s voice began to fade, the urgency and volume diminishing by the second, and then something fell on Ward like a sharp-edged ton of bricks.

Leathery wings flapped, a voice shrieked like a bird of prey, and talons dug like knives into his back. Haley screamed; Lisa fell back, choking off a gasp of surprise and pain as she jostled her wounded hand, and Grace continued to sing as Ward’s howl was cut short by the final mutated cultist doing its best to dig his spine out of his back.

Ward’s lethargy and self-imposed musical trance were shattered as his overworked adrenal glands did their job again. He roared and thrashed, his legs and arms driving him up and back as he tried to smash the winged cultist with his body weight. He felt bones crunch, and the cultist shrieked again as it attempted to worry its claws deeper and chew on the thick muscles of his shoulder. All the while they battled, Grace’s song continued, and the cloud of corrupted mana shrank.

Ward heaved and smashed himself up and down, trying to break the cultist apart while the vile creature dug its claws into his back over and over. Finally, he slammed himself down so hard that the twisted creature shifted upward on his back, and Ward could reach over and get ahold of him with his mighty, clawed fist. He grabbed the cultist by the back of his neck and pulled with everything he had, ripping the claws from his back and hurling the creature against the steps leading to the ritual chamber.

Black walls closed in on Ward’s vision as he stared at his enemy, watching it take a final shuddering breath before succumbing to the wounds he’d inflicted. Seeing it die was like a signal to the wolf in him, and it departed, determined to rest. Pain bloomed to life in Ward as his transformation reversed and his human sensations asserted themselves. The fire of his wounds was so intense that any hope he had of clinging to consciousness was dashed. With Grace’s song to accompany him, he drifted into blissful dark.
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“…’ats right, up he goes. Big feller, ain’t he?” The voice drifted into his dreamless slumber, and Ward wondered who it was. He could feel hands on his legs and arms. His body felt strangely numb, and when the hands released him and soft things were piled around him, the oblivion of sleep returned.
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“Ward?” Haley’s voice drifted to him through the darkness. “Your breathing changed. Are you waking up? Come on, Ward. It’s been too long; we’re starting to worry.” He felt her hot fingers grip his wrist, gently squeezing. He forced his eyes to open with an effort that felt like swimming out of a hundred-foot, dark, water-logged hole. He saw a white, plaster ceiling, hazy gray daylight, and, as he’d hoped, Haley, looking almost healthy despite her pale flesh and even paler eyes.

“Ung,” he grunted as his stomach rumbled and groaned.

Haley laughed, relief washing over her as she squeezed his wrist tightly. “I knew you’d be all right!”

“Am I?” Ward managed after clearing his throat. He felt foggy and weak. His stomach ached to have something in it, and his recollection of the events that had gotten him into such a state was hazy at best.

A different voice answered, “I bet you’ll have a few new scars. What lengths you go to, all to impress the ladies!”

Ward tilted his head to scowl at Grace. “Glad to see you’re still yourself.” He lifted his hand to scratch an itch above his ear, but something rattled, and his hand jerked to a stop. “What the fuck?”

“Now, don’t overreact, Ward—” Haley said, squeezing his other wrist gently.

“The hell is going on?” Ward jerked his wrist again and peered down to see a silver cuff connect to a chain, which was, in turn, attached to a bracket in the stout wooden post that ran from the flagstone floor to the ceiling. Half-inch bolt tops were visible where it was connected to the bracket, throwing doubt on Ward’s initial impulse to yank the chain out.

“I don’t know.” Grace appeared near the chain where it was connected to the wall. “I was out while you were.”

“It’s the marshal. She’s just taking precautions, Ward. I’m sure she’s going to release you.”

“True?” Ward growled, his voice growing thick and savage as betrayal iced his heart.

“Ward! You were doing this in your sleep! Growling and carrying on! She was afraid you’d go mad with fever or something. She’s going to release you, I’m sure of it.” Haley’s reassurances got through, and Ward felt his racing heart begin to calm as he forced himself to breathe a little easier.

With a final jerk on the chain, he let his wrist fall and, with his other hand, reached up to roughly scratch his itching whiskers. “I need a goddamn shave. What’s the story, then, Haley? Did we get it? Is Lisa all right?”

“Lisa’s…” Haley sighed and shook her head. “She’s herself, still; the cursed demon or whatever it is went back into the artifact when Grace did her song. But Lisa… Well, she lost a pair of fingers and got beat up pretty badly. She’s been by several times to check on you, but she’s withdrawn.” Haley shrugged as though she were to blame for Lisa’s wounded spirit.

Ward hated to hear that about Lisa, of course, but something else struck him about Haley’s words. “How long was I out?”

Haley forced a smile, and she let go of his wrist so she could grasp his hand with both of hers. “It’ll be a week tomorrow.”

Ward voiced the primary concern her words evoked in him. “I need to eat something.” He looked around the little room, taking it in—the bright window with no drapes, the plain walls, the cedar chest on the wall opposite the bed, and the unstained, heavy, wooden door. “Where am I?”

“True’s house. I’ll go tell her you’re awake and get you some food.” Haley started to pull away, but Ward grabbed her hand.

“Hey, what about you? Are you okay?”

“I’m fine, Ward. Things have been mad since the fight—politics, and laws, and the city watch up in arms—but I’ll leave that to True; she knows more about it than I do.”

“But you’re good. The, uh, corruption?”

“It’s the same…” She shook her head, smiling almost shyly. “Actually, it’s better. I’ve been doing my Gopah and resting plenty. The marshal made me up a room, too. She has a lovely garden, and the sun’s been out despite the winter season.” As she spoke, the door latch rattled, and it creaked open. True stood in the opening, a crutch under one arm.

“Heard you talking and figured he was awake.”

“Yeah,” Ward grumbled, “he is, and you need to get this goddamn chain off him.”

“Woke up grumpy, did he?” True chuckled and hobbled into the room, making room for Haley as she pulled away from Ward and moved toward the door.

“He’s hungry,” she said, pausing to look back at Ward. “Be nice. True got hurt, too, and she’s been singing your praises while fending off some very upset noblefolk.” With that, she slipped out, and True hobbled closer. As she cleared the foot of the bed and came up bedside, Ward saw her leg was truncated at the knee, and he suddenly remembered the scene in the library. True’s leg had been dangling by strands of torn flesh. Apparently, a healing tonic hadn’t been enough to save it.

“Shit, True. I’m sorry to see you lost your leg.”

“Only part of it.” She clicked her tongue and shook her head ruefully. “I’ll admit to some tears the night after the fight. Lucky for me, though, the Assembly saw fit to approve the purchase of an artificed appendage. I’ve already hired the work out to a local craftsman.”

“Yeah?” Ward pursed his lips in contemplation, remembering Fay’s magical teeth. A leg was a hell of a lot more complicated, but he supposed he’d seen stranger things since coming to Cinder.

“Yes, indeed, Mr. Werewolf.” She pulled on a string around her neck and produced a shiny key from inside her blue linen shirt. “So? If I cut you loose, will you rip me ’ead off and run raving through the city?”

Ward jerked on the chain, rattling it and causing the post to creak with the strain. “You mean as opposed to saving your ass like I did back at Dame Ruby’s?”

True tsked, then stepped a little closer to insert the key. She twisted it, and with a click, Ward was free. He rubbed his wrist as True pushed his legs. “Shove over a little; this crutch is turning me armpit black and blue.” Ward grunted as he moved his legs. Tightening his core, he felt the lingering pain in his side and lower back for the first time and winced. True chuckled again. “Yeah. Them buggers did a number on ya. Figure if you ’adn’t been half-wolf, you might have passed on.”

“Well, looks like I’m all in one piece, at least.” Ward regretted his flippant words when True’s face fell. “I’m sorry, True. Sorry about your leg and your poor deputy.”

“Aye. The wounds aren’t so fresh any longer, no worries.”

“Speaking of not so fresh, I don’t know how I’m even talking after not eating for nearly a week. Did I get some water, at least?”

“Oh, aye, Lisa and Haley have been at your side, drizzling cup after cup of honeyed water into your parched, grumblin’, growlin’ mouth.” She looked toward the little window, cleared her throat, and looked at him without a hint of humor. “I’ve got to talk to you about some serious matters, but I think I’ll let you get some food first.”

“No. Tell me now. What’s going on?”

“There were seventeen cultists in that room. Far more than you expected, I know; I ain’t blaming you. Thing is, only two survived, and they were burned something ’orrible.”

Ward sighed and pushed himself up into a near-sitting position with his hands. “Yeah, I, uh, was hoping we might be able to take more of them alive and exorcise the demons or whatever.”

“I know that’s what you wanted. Like I said, I ain’t blaming you. The nobility in the city, however, are blaming you and me besides. You see, none of them folks were commoners. They were all tied to the nobility, and some of ’em, like Dame Ruby, were pretty damn powerful folks. Then there were the ones that were in league with ’em. Your friend Lisa’s cousin, as an example. You saw his men turned on us at the last minute, yeah? So people didn’t take too kindly to me having my surviving deputy arrest him nor the ones he gave up to my questioning.”

“Jesus.” Ward was honestly surprised the marshal wasn’t strung up in the streets. He was lucky he hadn’t been strung up while he’d been unconscious. For a town the size of Westview, losing that many nobles would be an enormous scandal.

“So,” True continued, “I’ve had my hands full. Lucky for me, I was wrong about the city watch captain. He backed me right away when I showed him the evidence in the ritual chamber; those twisted, demonic bastards didn’t magically start looking normal again after they died.”

Ward tilted his head and arched an eyebrow. “So? I have a feeling there’s a ‘but’ coming.”

“Well, Ward, when half the nobles in a city lose family members to a marshal’s intervention, it stirs up a lot of noise, whether the local constabulary is on that marshal’s side or not. I’ve been recalled to Primus—to the Citadel—for an inquest. More than that, they want me to bring that gods-damned artifact with me.”

“Shit. Long journey?”

“The longest. Primus is a month’s travel via a living ship.”

“Well, sorry for your bad luck, but⁠—”

“Oh, dear man, it ain’t just my bad luck. The Assembly wants to ’ave a look at you, too.”

“Huh.” Ward dragged his nails through his beard, enjoying the feel of the stiff bristles as he thought. “Sorry to disappoint, True, but we just spent a fortune on ship tickets to Springsea.”

“I wasn’t askin’, Ward. Look at the bright side; the Assembly will pay for your tickets to Primus, and you can sell them other ones.”

Ward pushed himself further up, shifting his legs away from True toward the other side of the bed so he could stand if needed. “So, you’re arresting me?”

“Arresting? No, but if you refuse to address the Assembly about all this, it’ll make my life a living hell, and then, yes, I imagine they’ll put out a bounty for your capture. It makes you look bad, if nothing else!”

Ward’s scowl deepened, but he didn’t say anything. True had said the right thing. She needed his help, and she wouldn’t try to force him. The threat of a bounty down the road was concerning, but she’d couched it in the right terms. The Assembly didn’t know him. They wanted to question him. It wasn’t totally unreasonable, and did he have anything against seeing the capital of the system? Did he really want to go to another relatively backwater world? Weren’t they just going to Springsea because it was the next closest world?

“Are they going to be reasonable? Will they try to prosecute me?”

“No, they’ve already seen my reports, and we marshals have allies in the assembly. I’ll be by your side. They’ll want your testimony, and they might want to get a good look at you. My report mentioned your, uh, particular talents. As far as they know—as far as anyone knows—you saved this city, Ward. If that cult had grown unchecked?” She shook her head and shuddered.

Ward chuckled, sucking his teeth as he shook his head. “You’re full of shit.”

“What? ’ow so?”

“That!” Ward pointed his finger at her. “Your accent comes and goes.”

True grinned sideways at him. “You caught me. I play it up; folks make more mistakes when they think they’re dealing with a bumpkin.”

“Yeah, I get it. Listen, let me talk to my friends. I feel like it’s only fair if we’re all involved in the decision.”

“Sure, Ward. You ought to eat, too. Miss DeGrand ought to be by soon. Careful with that one; her cousin’s in the city prison, and it doesn’t look like he’ll be out soon. Worse, she knows he told his men to kill her along with the rest of us.”

“Dammit,” Ward groaned. “What is it with backstabbing, evil cousins in this world?”

“Ain’t that the truth?” True smirked at her word choice, then stood up and stuffed her crutch under her arm. “Speak to you soon.”

As soon as she was out of the room, Grace appeared, lying on her side, head propped up as she stared at him. “That was interesting. Are you afraid she’s being dishonest?”

“No. I think she believes what she’s saying. I don’t necessarily trust this ‘Assembly,’ though.” He stared at her for a few seconds, then groaned. “Okay, out with it. What’s your opinion?”

“My opinion? Oh, I don’t know. Why would anyone want free passage to the most advanced world in the system? Why would anyone seeking knowledge and power want to visit the center of all that?” She feigned a yawn. “How boring it all seems!”

Ward gave her a shove, nearly knocking her off the bed. “Smartass.” The door opened, and she disappeared, but she reappeared when only Haley came through carrying a tray laden with meat and cheese.

“Hungry?” Haley asked, bringing the tray over to him.

“Holy shit, that smells good.” Ward could barely contain the saliva flooding his mouth. She’d barely placed the tray on his lap before he had a fistful of cured pork and was stuffing it into his mouth.

“I bet he won’t say a word until he’s eaten every scrap of that food,” Grace observed.

Haley laughed. “I’ve never seen anything like it! He’s like a starved dog.”

“Wolf,” Grace corrected.

“Ung,” Ward added, jamming some cheese into a mouth already full of meat.

Haley sat down near Ward’s feet. “Did True talk to him about Primus?”

“She did. What do you think?”

“I think it’s an amazing opportunity. Honestly, I think she’s scared to travel with the artifact alone, and I feel like we ought to help her. I mean, even if the Assembly didn’t want to talk to us.”

“Us?” Ward managed to get out around another enormous bite.

“Mostly you, but True said we should come to back up your tale.” She looked down, frowning as she picked at a loose thread on Ward’s blanket.

“What is it?” Grace pressed.

“I don’t think Lisa’s going to come. She’s devastated, and, apparently, with her cousin’s crimes and her father’s recent death, her remaining family is looking to her to take on some responsibility.”

“I…” For the first time in a very long while, Grace seemed lost for words. After a few minutes, while Ward continued to eat and think about what Haley had said, she finally spoke. “I don’t blame her, to be honest. She almost died three times in as many days. She’s a smart young woman, and I think she has a good heart, but I don’t know if adventuring is where she ought to be seeking her destiny.”

“That’s not really fair, though,” Haley replied. “She got thrown into deep waters. Ward and I had already been through some hell and were better prepared for the violence we faced. Besides, I did die, and Ward nearly did a couple of times, too.”

Grace smiled and reached toward Haley. “I wish I could take your hand. You’re such a bright soul, Haley. Lisa’s lucky to have you as a friend.”

Haley blushed and looked down, and Ward ate some more, finally feeling some relief. His body had been starved for nourishment. When he scraped the last shreds of meat into a wad and stuffed them into his mouth, he looked up to see Haley and Grace staring, transfixed by his display of gluttony. He smiled, wiping his lips as he swallowed the bite down. “I’m going to need more soon. Tell True I’ll pay her back.”

“Ridiculous.” Grace pinched his side, and he winced, shifting away from her. “Careful! That’s where that woman whipped me.”

Grace folded her arms, huffing. “Baby.”

Ward nodded toward the cedar chest. “Are my things in there?”

Haley stood up and walked over to it. “Yes. Did you want something?”

“The hemograph. I want to see how much damage Grace did.”

“Damage?” she asked as she lifted the top of the chest open.

Grace huffed. “I had to use a tiny bit of anima to activate that amulet.”

“Ah!” Haley cried. “Your song?”

Grace clapped her hands together, beaming. “That’s right! Did you like it?”

“All right, all right,” Ward grumbled. “Quit patting yourself on the back.” He slapped the blanket beside him. “The hemograph, Haley.” Haley dug around for a minute, obviously searching through Ward’s pack, and then she brought the wooden box to the bed. When Ward pressed his finger into it, and it drew his blood, they all watched with expectant faces, waiting for the report:

Previous reading detected – Earlier values displayed in brackets.

Bloodline: Evolved Human – Aetherborn Traces, Lycan Prominence, *Unknown* Traces

Accumulated Mana: 56 [1,288]

Mana Distribution: Natural – No Allocation Enchantments Detected

Mana Well: Tier 4 – 7% [Tier 3 – 91%] to next tier, Enhanced Regeneration – Minor

Mana Sensitivity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Mana Pathways: Tier 5 – Bloodline Dependent, *Unknown* Artifact Influence Detected

Vessel Capacity: Tier 4 – Bloodline Dependent

Vessel Durability: Tier 3 – 49% [33%] to next tier, Enhanced Healing – Notable, Enhanced Bone Density – Moderate

Vessel Strength: Tier 3 – 77% [62%] to next tier, Enhanced Physical Power – Notable

Vessel Speed: Tier 3 – 25% [16%] to next tier, Enhanced Reflexes – Moderate

Longevity Remaining: 85% – Tier Three Depletion Rate (Approximate)

Anima Heart: Tier 1 – Emerging, Pathways Detected

Anima: 12/100 [5/100]

When Ward saw that he’d still gone from five to twelve anima despite Grace’s use of it, he whooped, punching a fist into the air. “You didn’t ruin me again!”

Grace grabbed his ear and gave it a tweak. “I told you I’d only take what I had to. ‘Good job, Grace! You saved us all.’ There, I said it for you!”

“Thank you, Grace!” Haley beamed at her, and Ward sighed, nodding.

“Fair enough. You saved me at least twice in that madness.” He looked her in the eyes and, with all the seriousness he could muster, said, “Thank you.”
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Ward sat on the edge of True’s garden fountain; it was dry for the winter. He was enjoying the brisk air, mainly because the sun was bright, and not a single cloud marred the pale blue of the winter sky. Lisa smiled at him, cradling the wrist of her wounded hand, the bandages hiding the stumps of her missing two middle fingers. She looked pretty—pale and a little sad but pretty with rosy cheeks and bright eyes. She was dressed in a fine winter dress and coat—dark gray with silver buttons and a soft yellow blouse beneath.

She’d asked him to step outside, saying she wanted a little air while they spoke, and now she paced, struggling to get started. “Hey, whatever you want to say is fine, Lisa. We’re friends.”

She nodded, turning to face him, her eyes pooling with tears. “I suppose Haley’s told you about my decision?”

He shook his head. “She mentioned you might be having some second thoughts. She said she was worried about you. Are you holding up all right?”

“Not really, Ward. Laurent’s betrayal hit me hard. It hit our whole family hard. If it weren’t for the fact that nearly every major house in the city had at least one person involved in that cult, then we’d be ruined. Our victory has put me in the position to salvage our reputation, but…” She sighed, shaking her head. “I didn’t want this!”

“So? Tell them to pound sand and come with us.”

She chuckled, wagging her pointer finger at him. Of course, the gesture drew his eyes to her damaged hand, and she cradled it close to her chest again. “You know it’s not that simple. It’s not just this injury, either, but—” She turned abruptly, digging a kerchief out of her sleeve. He could see she was dabbing it at her eyes. When she turned, they were bloodshot and not at all dry.

“Lisa, I’m sorry.” He stood with a grunt of pain and moved closer to her. “Come here.” He tried to put his arms around her, wanting to comfort her in her distress, but she shook her head and stepped back.

“You’ve nothing to be sorry for. You’ve such a bold heart, Ward. The road before you is wide, and I can see it climbing many peaks. I envy you in a way, and, in another, I pity you.” She chuckled. “I don’t see much peace in your future.”

Ward smirked. “Are you a fortune teller now? I’m pretty sure I’ve got a month to kill until True’s living ship gets here, and then I’ve got a month of relaxation awaiting me onboard. That’s more time off than I took in twenty years on the force. You sure you don’t want to come?”

“Don’t tempt fate, Ward!” Her voice was raised in dismay, but the ghost of a smile touched her lips. “I can’t go. I mustn’t. I have to help my family and… I’m going to study. I’m going to order more books. I’m going to practice fighting—as soon as I get some new fingers—and when the horror of these last few days fades to a distant memory, and all I have left are fond recollections of you and Haley… and Grace”—she smiled, shaking her head—“then maybe I’ll seek out some more adventure. It might be years from now.”

“Well, I hope you know that we’re damn grateful for all the help you gave us. We all suffered some wins and losses during our time together, but we came together in the end. It’s not your fault your cousin was rotten, and it’s not your fault that we were badly outnumbered at the end. You stood your ground and kept it together. You should be proud.” Not wanting to press his luck by trying to hug her again, he held out his hand. She hesitated briefly but then, to his surprise, placed her injured hand in his.

“I’m glad I met you, Ward.”

Ward gently squeezed her palm. “Me too, Lisa. We’ve got a month before we leave. Don’t tell me this is the last time we’ll speak.”

She smiled and shook her head. “No, of course not. We’ve still got a sword instructor waiting to meet with us. I’ll be learning some off-hand techniques until my fingers are finished.”

“All right, then. Just tell me when and where.”

“I will.” She squeezed his hand with her pointer finger, then pulled herself free. She turned to the house and, over her shoulder, added, “You’re a good man, Ward.”

He didn’t reply. He watched her leave and then sat down on the fountain again. He felt good—too good, really, considering all they’d been through. He was flush with glories, or would be after selling his other ticket; he’d gained some incredible magical abilities and found peace with the lycan bloodline buried in his genes; he’d survived a conflict with a death cult, vanquished them, and, possibly, saved an entire city, and, on top of all that, he’d continued to build friendships in this new world. Ward was looking forward to the future.

Vainglory will continue in Book Three!
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(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING VAINGLORY 2


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: Vainglory 2 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.
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Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?
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You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!
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Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?
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An action-packed progression fantasy epic from Andrew Givler, bestselling author of Soul Fraud. In the Iron Empire, only the strongest are given a chance to Ascend. As long as he can remember, Castor has wanted nothing more than to fuse with a Cor Heart. Made from an otherworldly metal, it would give him the ability to bind a Symbol and manipulate the elements. The day of trial has finally arrived—a chance for Castor to prove his worth. Only after winning the Empress’ blessing can he begin his life of adventure. When his chance is interrupted by a vicious attack, he finds his home in ruins and his family in mortal peril. Conscripted into the Legions, bound to a Symbol he never wanted, Castor must survive the Iron City, his enemies in the frozen North, and clandestine traitors within the rusting Empire itself. But more than anything, he wants revenge against those who took everything from him. This is the first step of the rise of the Ironbound. Don't miss the start of this adrenaline-fueled Progression Fantasy Epic from Andrew Givler, bestselling author of Soul Fraud, and the creator of Sigils, a Youtube channel with 1.4+ Million Subscribers. It's Perfect for fans of Arcane Ascension, Red Rising, and Will of the Many.


Get Ironbound Now!
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An action-packed LitRPG Adventure with a unique System from the bestselling author of Apocalypse Healer! Everything he touches grows stronger. Percy is a poor child with nothing to his name. He has no power, no family – only an old mentor in his wooden hut outside town. Even that is taken away from him when the old man dies. But everything changes when he gains access to mana and manifests what is known as an [Ego]. His Ego doesn’t grant him strength like others would. It's rare, allowing him to consume what he owns and to reforge the ordinary into the extraordinary. A wooden shovel can transform into a weapon of legend. A tattered coat could become impenetrable. Even dormant powers can be transformed into forces of awe. He consumes what’s his by right, clawing his way from poverty to power. But the higher he climbs, the darker the world becomes. Powerful Adventurers vanish without a trace, and Percy is pulled straight into the heart of the mystery. Thrust into a sea of evil powers, a prophecy, and the Seven Hells, he has to rise—or be swallowed whole. From the bestselling author of Apocalypse Healer comes this action-packed new LitRPG Adventure with a unique system based on transformation and evolution of items and powers.


Get Path to Prosperity Now!
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A new LitRPG apocalypse series from Nicholas Sansbury Smith, the New York Times bestselling author of Hell Divers. Welcome to the System: Salvage, Slay, Survive. For Chris Mason, working construction at the pinnacle of New York's skyline feels like being on top of the world—until that world is shattered when an otherworldly portal transforms Manhattan into a deadly fantasy realm. Chosen as a "salvager" by a mysterious System that has plagued humanity throughout history, Chris must now scavenge the ruins of his city for materials to craft weapons, armor, and shelter while the city continues to transform around him. With only his sledgehammer for protection and a wise-cracking rat named Bunny as his guide, Chris fights through a nightmarish New York where Central Park has become a mutated forest, subway tunnels hide deadly dungeons, and familiar streets are hunting grounds for monsters. If Chris has any hope of thriving, he must level-up his salvaging skills to build not just walls and weapons, but a community of salvagers strong enough to reclaim their world from the alien force threatening to consume it. Yet among the survivors, loyalty is scarce, and some are willing to betray humanity itself for the promise of power. From the New York Times bestselling author of Hell Divers and the Extinction Cycle comes an apocalyptic LitRPG adventure where humanity’s last hope lies in the rubble of a fallen city. Perfect for fans of Dungeon Crawler Carl, System Apocalypse, and Defiance of the Fall!


Get Salvage System Now!
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GROUPS


Don’t forget to join LitRPG Addicts and come hang out with me!

I’m also very active and thankful for Redditserials, LitRPG Books, GameLit Society, Western Cultivation Stories (Xianxia and Wuxia, etc), Cultivation novels, LitRPG & GameLit Readers, and LitRPG Books Group!


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group
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