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				ONE

				

				

				Even in death, Celia Carlyle was beautiful. Sculpted features framed by a pool of blue-black hair gave her an unearthly appearance. Her long eyelashes rested dark against skin that was likely pale before death.

				Ward gripped his physician’s bag with both hands, but they kept trembling. He could wake her. He had to. He’d spent his last quintaro this morning, and while his room was paid for ten more days, he still needed to eat. And there was no way he was going home to face his family as a failure twice.

				Sweat dripped from his jaw, and the copper-rimmed spectacles he wore to make him look older than his twenty years slid down his nose. He tugged on his red velvet physician’s jacket and brushed a quick hand along his hairline to ensure his curled and powdered wig was straight. Despite the slight breeze blowing in from the open windows, Brawenal City’s summer nights were too hot for such things, but he had an appearance to maintain and a job to do.

				He sucked in a quick breath.

				An important job. One that could establish his fledgling career. If he just focused on the details, turned the situation into an intellectual problem, he might be able to forget her father waited across the hall.

				He concentrated on the young woman swathed in silk sheets on a monstrous canopy bed. 

				How heartbreaking that someone his age could fall sick and die. Because of her beauty, her death must have been an emotional, political, and possibly financial blow to the family. In his summons, her father, Lord Carlyle, said she had died of a sudden illness. But there was no abnormal discoloration on her cheeks or around her eyes, nor any dried mucus around her lips or nose, which would have suggested an imbalance of her yellow bile. There were so few clues to this fascinating puzzle.

				Ward set his bag at her feet and reached out to push back an eyelid. 

				No. Stupid. 

				He jerked his hand back. This was not a necropsy on a body he’d stolen from a graveyard. He hadn’t been hired to determine her cause of death. This was a wake. All of her family—her very powerful family—waited a wing away for word that they could have a final fifteen minutes with their beautiful and cherished daughter. Besides, when he woke her, he could just as easily ask what her symptoms were before and during the illness—even if that was cheating.

				With another breath, he opened his bag and removed a vial of cow’s blood. He eased the stopper from the vial, dipped his little finger into the dark liquid, and drew an open goddess-eye on her forehead.

				He could do this.

				He imagined the power of the cow’s spirit igniting the innate gift within him. Grandfather said it felt as if his entire body tingled, but Ward had never experienced that sensation, or any sensation related to his gift for that matter. He was blind to it, unable to sense the ebb and flow of life energy, but still able to manipulate it. Maybe that was why he struggled to perform anything more difficult than a wake.

				Or better yet, maybe he wasn’t destined to be a necromancer, but a surgeon. Surgery, however, had yet to be made legal, and his expulsion from the physicians’ academy had ended his prospects of becoming a doctor.

				And that was just the way things were.

				Unclenching his jaw, he resigned himself, yet again, to his situation. He placed his left hand over her heart, his right hand on her forehead, and closed his eyes. He called on knowledge from the Light Son, power over the dead from the Dark Son, and grace and well-being from the Goddess. He envisioned the veil between worlds, a gauzy film of writhing mist—or so his grandfather said—opening, and the spark of her spirit flying back through it to her body.

				She gasped. Icy blue eyes flew open and examined him, her gaze jumping from his face, to his wig, to his jacket, and back to his face. Her eyes narrowed and her hand snaked under her pillow. “It’s not wise to enter a lady’s bedchamber without her consent.”

				Ward plastered on his calmest, gentlest expression. The newly wakened dead often assumed they had just roused from sleep. “You’ve been unwell.”

				“Unwell? Is that what my father told you?” A hint of dark colored her tone.

				“Yes, well... in a manner of speaking.” She wasn’t acting the way she was supposed to. Noblewomen, particularly those around his age, were usually demure or aloof. They weren’t... suspicious.

				“Well, I’m fine, and I’m sorry my father troubled you.” She threw back the covers, sat up, and stepped onto the thick rug. “Now go, be a good doctor, and tell my family I’m healthy and sleeping.” She punctuated her last word by pulling her nightdress over her head, revealing a slim waist, athletic muscles, and pale skin marked with the purple bruises of livor mortis along her back. And no other clothes.

				“But—” He flushed and spun around to face the wall. “What are you doing?” No. Wait. What was he doing? He’d seen a dead naked woman before. Just never like this.

				She chuckled. “I’m going for a walk.”

				“A what? No—You can’t.” She really wasn’t acting the way she was supposed to.

				“I beg to differ.”

				The situation was spiraling out of hand. Damn it, he had to take control. He was the necromancer, she the newly awakened. She was supposed to listen to him.

				He turned to confront her. Thankfully, she was fully dressed—in men’s clothes, but at least she was dressed. “Listen, I—”

				She slipped her hand under her pillow and removed a sheathed dagger.

				Great Goddess! She kept a dagger under her pillow? Ward inched toward the door to block her escape without appearing obvious, although he had no idea what he’d do if she fought him. Why did he always get stuck with the difficult corpses? Grandfather never mentioned anything about noblemen’s daughters with daggers who insisted they were alive.

				She shoved her feet into well-worn boots, grabbed a bulging rucksack from a nearby chair, and headed to the window. 

				He scrambled after her. “No, wait.” His voice cracked and he gulped air, doing nothing to still his rising panic.

				She hopped over the sill into the shadow of a lilac bush.

				“Please. Stop. You’re dead.”

				“I don’t feel dead,” she said over her shoulder in a singsong voice as she eased through the leafy branches.

				Ward scurried out the window and crashed through the bush to keep her in sight, but tripped over an ornamental rock covered in dark moss. He landed on his hands and knees in the coarse grass at her feet. The sharp chirp of crickets and the high-pitched buzz of cicadas suddenly stopped, leaving his ears ringing at the silence. Behind her lay the dark rim of a reflection pool, its semi-circle pressed against the stone wall of the tiny garden and guarded by red and white roses.

				“You took ill,” he said, before she could climb the garden wall.

				“Ill?”

				He nodded. “You were sick. Do you remember?”

				She stared at him as if unable to understand. His heart pounded, and he waited for her to say something, anything. She sagged onto the rim of the pool, her expression stunned.

				A breeze rustled the leaves on the rose bushes, making them hiss and sigh, whispering secrets. 

				“Then they’ve done it already.”

				“Done what?”

				“Killed me.”

				A cricket gave a shrill chirp.

				“Excuse me?” What an insensitive thing to say. She’d just said she’d been murdered.

				Her expression softened. She knelt before him and cupped his chin in her hands. “I need your help.”

				“You what?” He’d barely worked his mind around the thought that she’d been murdered, and now she wanted help. His help. No. This was all wrong. She was all wrong. One moment she was suspicious, the next begging for help.

				Her bottom lip quivered. She was so close, her breath caressed his forehead, and her subtle, heady perfume intoxicated him. Was it roses or lilacs? It was difficult to keep his thoughts straight. He’d never had such a beautiful woman pay this kind of attention to him before.

				“Please. The Goddess sent you to me. She must have.” She grabbed his hand and held it tight. “There isn’t much time. My father will discover we’re gone and...” A single tear traced a line down her cheek.

				His head swam, a wave of dizziness numbing all sensation, as if he was suspended in a dream. A beautiful, mesmerizing fantasy, but her words didn’t fit. There was something wrong with them; he just couldn’t concentrate enough to figure out what that was. It seemed preposterous she’d ask him for help. 

				“You were ill,” he said, one final, weak protest.

				“I wasn’t, and you know it. Do I look ill?”

				He shook his head, although she also didn’t look as if she’d been beaten, or strangled, or stabbed. Some illnesses showed no signs or symptoms, but as soon as he thought it, he knew it wasn’t true.

				“Please. My father is sly,” she said as if reading his thoughts. “Probably a rare poison, but I need proof.”

				He swallowed. It broke his heart to say it, but she had to know the truth. “You’ll only be awake for fifteen minutes.”

				“I can prove it.” Her eyes shimmered with more tears.

				Goddess, how could he say no?

				She was just so beautiful and so desperate, he had to do something. “There is another spell, a Jam de’U.”

				“Then cast that.”

				“It requires time and components.” That, and he’d never attempted it before. He didn’t even know if he could cast it, but he had to try.

				An angry yell from within the house made him jump. 

				“What am I saying? If I’m caught—”

				She pressed his palm to her cheek, her eyes wide and filled with fear. “Please. You have to believe me. I’m the only one who can bring me justice. My father is too powerful.”

				Could she really prove her own murder? This was ridiculous. She had to go back to her room. If they found her in the garden they’d accuse him of trying to steal her body, and he didn’t want that kind of trouble... not again. He reached for the goddess-eye brand on the back of his neck. It burned with remembered pain. Was there room for another Inquisitor’s brand, or would he lose a body part this time?

				“You’re a doctor, right? You’ve taken the Oath?”

				“Yes.” But at the moment he was a necromancer, not a physician.

				“I ask on your Physician’s Oath.”

				His breath caught in his throat. Did the Oath he’d taken in the second-to-last year of his apprenticeship apply when the person was already dead? It said he couldn’t refuse any soul in need, but surely the Master Physicians had meant soul in a literal sense. Of course, they didn’t have the mystic senses of a necromancer. Would the Goddess see the distinction when it was his turn to cross over? If he refused Celia and her soul counted as part of his Oath, he’d face an eternity of torture for being an Oath-breaker.

				“Don’t let me die a tormented soul.” She stood and met his gaze. Her eyes were still desperate, but there was a hardened determination there as well.

				His heart contracted. He was ten times a fool and there was nothing to be done about it.

				He nodded. Up down. Side to side. It didn’t matter.

				He followed as she climbed the garden wall, his hands finding holds in the stone, his body, of its own volition, dragging him up and over. All the while his mind, like a chorus in a mummer’s tragedy, jeered and moaned the end of his career on the slim chance he’d saved his eternal soul.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWO

				

				

				Celia dropped from the wall, compensating for the sharp incline below with practiced precision, and crouched low in the tall grass.

				Well, the boy... necromancer... whatever, couldn’t be a player. It’d been too easy to convince him to come with her. She hadn’t even had to bring up the anonymous note claiming an assassination assignment had been handed out on her life. Unless that was his plan. Perhaps whoever was after her had hired him to keep track of her in case she ran.

				Which she had every intention of doing.

				The problem was, she had no idea who was after her. Telling the necromancer it was her father just made it easier to leave since there was no guarantee she was safe under his roof. For all she knew, it really was him. As the Dominus of the Gentilica, lord of all illicit activity in Brawenal City, she wouldn’t put it past him. She wouldn’t put it past any of her fellow assassins or other family members either, since most were somehow involved in the family business.

				She had thought her identity had remained a secret, but someone could have let it slip, and now her options for who was trying to murder her had blossomed to anyone in the city.

				The evening breeze cooled her skin and teased her loose hair, and the waist-high grass tickled her face and hands. It smelled of salt and fish and kitchen smoke. Under her foot was a rock the size of her palm, a possible weapon—though not as effective as her hands, and messier.

				A thud made her glance over her shoulder. The necromancer lay facedown in the grass, his ridiculous wig askew on his head and his spectacles hanging off one ear. If he got rid of those and the old man’s coat, he’d probably be handsome.

				Nope, he couldn’t be out to manipulate her. He’d melted when she spun her lie and called on the Physician’s Oath. A little pout, a few tears, and he was hers. Which meant—

				She really was dead. But she didn’t feel dead. Wasn’t there supposed to be warmth and golden light when she crossed the veil?

				She slunk down the hill on the east side of her father’s estate, wading through thick grass and wildflowers. With eyes and hands brushing over dirt and rock, she felt for the nearby sewer grate. If she was dead, it was fortuitous she’d tricked the necromancer into coming with her. She’d have to keep him around, at least until he did that Jam de spell thing or she’d proven him wrong.

				The necromancer scrambled to his feet and staggered down the hill toward her.

				“So what now?” He folded his glasses and put them in an inside jacket pocket.

				Someone yelled on the other side of the wall. She grabbed the necromancer’s lapels and pulled him down.

				“First,” she said, taking his wig and throwing it down the hill, “we try not to stick out.”

				“That was my father’s—”

				She pressed a finger to his lips and strove to keep her voice even. She needed him compliant, and the damsel in distress card was the one easiest played. “We need to escape and hide.”

				“But my father bought that wig from a Yarbonian physician in Kaltreck,” he said, his voice soft and sad and small.

				Goddess be damned. She felt like she’d just kicked a puppy, but the wig was conspicuous. Too dangerous to keep if they wanted to escape. It was better off left in the grass.

				But his gaze stayed on the wig, and something inside her squirmed. She had very few things of sentimental value, but those she cherished the most she kept on her person so they’d never be lost. She had a pair of knives from her mother—guess the necromancer had a wig from his father.

				She bit back a growl. So much for being a cold-hearted assassin. She dragged him down the hill, grabbed the wig, and shoved it at him. “Keep it hidden.”

				He crammed it into the front of his jacket and opened his mouth, but she glared at him and he closed it. If they had to keep the wig, they could at least be quiet about it.

				She continued her search for the sewer grate until her fingers struck the coarse bumps and pocks of old metal. Just where she remembered it. She found the hinges, braced her feet on either side of the grate, and, with it groaning in protest, heaved it open.

				She didn’t feel dead at all.

				Which meant the necromancer had to be a player assigned to keep an eye on her.

				His jaw dropped, and his eyes grew wide, as if he’d never seen someone force open a rusty sewer grate before.

				A very good player. As much as she disliked the idea, she’d have to dispose of him before they got too far.

				Straddling the hole, she placed her hands on either side of it, stretched her legs down, and felt with her feet for the ladder carved in the wall. Her toe caught something, and she shifted to get a better foothold. She put on her I’m-a-helpless-woman expression and looked at him. “Please. This is our only escape.”

				The necromancer swallowed and ran his hands down the front of his jacket. “In there?”

				More yells from the direction of the house. Closer. Her father’s men were likely scaling the garden wall at that very moment.

				“It’s this or them. Please.” She ducked into the sewer, remembering to breathe from the sides of her mouth so the stench wouldn’t overwhelm her. At the bottom, she bridged a thin stream of muck.

				She peered down the sewer, waiting for her eyes to adjust to the dim light glowing from the witch-stone panels set into the obsidian walls. The cold, pungent air seeped through her clothes and into her skin. She should have dressed more warmly. No, she wouldn’t be in the sewers long. All she needed was to stop by the cavern, pick up her supplies, and slip away in the night.

				She could stow away on a ship bound for the White Strait and the Misty Isles, where neither the Gentilica nor the Assassins’ Guild could reach her—or, rather, where their reach was diminished. There wasn’t a place in the Union the Gentilica didn’t control, but there was no way she was going to end up like John Tanner, who had snitched to the Quayestri about her father’s protection racket in the city’s fifth ring. His eyeless and tongueless body had been found in a manure pile. At least the Guild was professional enough to forego torture and just kill the target.

				The necromancer scrambled down the ladder, missed the last rung, and landed in the stream of refuse, splashing it up the back of her legs. He coughed, his breath catching in his throat as if he was about to throw up. “What did I just step in?”

				Did he really have to ask? She glanced up to see if he had at least pulled the grate shut behind him. A perfect circle of starlight, without the crisscross rungs of the grate, glowed above her.

				“You could have closed the grate.”

				“Oh.” His real hair, shorn to half an inch in length, stood in clumps at every angle. Not much of an improvement from the wig. He was the perfect image of a scarecrow, all arms and legs and not a thought in his head. Oh, he was good.

				She grabbed the rail to climb back up the access pipe. The bark and whine of the family dogs drew close.

				Damn.

				It didn’t matter if she closed it or not. The dogs would follow her scent right to it. She had to move now and put as much distance between her and the access pipe as possible. “We have to go.”

				She stepped into the sewage. A violent shiver wracked her body.

				Gasping, she reached for the slimy wall. Above, the yells and barks of her pursuers grew louder, coming closer, ready to discover her still standing in the circle of starlight.

				A weight landed on her shoulder and she forced her head to move the necessary fraction to see the necromancer’s long, delicate fingers.

				“Are you all right?” he asked.

				She shrugged off his hand and pushed away from the wall. “I’m fine.”

				A line formed between his brows.

				Another shiver raced through her, and she grabbed the front of his jacket to keep her balance. She couldn’t make her mind work long enough to figure out what was happening. Everything grew distant, her vision dimmed, but the noises outside the sewer grew clearer, as if she were shaking herself out of her body.

				More barks, even closer. The necromancer jumped. She sensed more shivers wash over her, but couldn’t feel them. She had shaken too far out of herself.

				He scooped her into his arms, stepped into the shadows, and pressed his forehead to hers, somehow drawing her back into her body with the touch of his flesh against hers. She became aware of the pressure of his arms against her back and legs.

				“Tell me what to do,” he said.

				“What?” Her lips felt heavy, swollen.

				“If you don’t tell me where to go, we’re caught.”

				“Follow this to the end, then take the next three lefts.”

				He glanced up, and she began to drift away again. Scrunching up his face, he stepped into the center of the sewer pipe. If she didn’t feel so strange, she’d have laughed. What was a little sewage compared to your life?

				She shivered and drifted toward... toward what? A nothingness, a black and empty abyss void of light and warmth. There was no sewer, no necromancer, no body, and no Goddess. Where was the eternal love? The embrace of forgiveness from the Mother of All?

				A sliver of light far, far away caught her attention, but when she turned to it, it was gone. The Goddess didn’t want her.

				She gasped.

				Her fingers and toes were numb as if they had fallen asleep, and she couldn’t see the circle of light from the access pipe. In fact, she didn’t know where she was. The necromancer, his face streaked with muck, leaned over her.

				“I’d give you a minute but I don’t think we have the time.” He wiped a filth-covered hand across his forehead, leaving another streak.

				She sat up and blood rushed to her hands and feet, setting them on fire with pins-and-needles. “We have to get away from my father’s house.”

				He pursed his lips as if he wanted to say something, but thought silence the better option.

				“What?”

				“We are away from your father’s house.”

				She glanced past his shoulder. Behind him the wall sloped, creating a small arch above their heads, and to her right lay a three-foot drop into the ancient sewer pipe. They were in a workman’s alcove, a place for the city’s maintenance staff to take a break or a meal, if they could stomach anything while surrounded by sewage.

				“How?”

				“Your fifteen minutes were up.”

				“My...?” They had just been in the sewer on her father’s property. Where were they now?

				The stinging in her hands and feet subsided. She must have passed out. The memory of the shivers sent an involuntary one down her spine.

				“My fifteen minutes were up?”

				“Yes, now—”

				“So, I was dead?” It was true. A chill seeped into her gut. Whoever wrote that note had lied. She didn’t have a week. She had nothing. Except this strange young man who had woken her a second time. “Why?”

				The necromancer looked confused and ridiculous, with his short, wild hair and mud-streaked face.

				“Why did you bring me back?” she asked again.

				“Look. Your family is still after us and I’m sure I didn’t get that far. ” He scrambled to the edge of the alcove.

				“You could have left me for dead.” Which meant escape was no longer an option. She had nothing to live for, since she wasn’t alive.

				“You only have another fifteen minutes. We need to get to a place where I can get the components for the Jam de’U.”

				She grabbed his arm. “Why?”

				“I don’t know how to get out of here.” He looked exhausted and worried and she couldn’t sense any insincerity in him.

				Which didn’t mean she trusted him. It could mean he was an amazing actor. If she didn’t need him to keep her alive—well, perhaps not alive exactly, but animated long enough for revenge—she’d leave him.

				He stared back at her with innocent, puppy dog eyes.

				They were not going to work. “First, we need to find an access grate and see where we are in regards to the city.”

				“There’s a grate ten feet that way.” He pointed down the pipe. “But I can’t lift it and carry you at the same time.”

				“Oh.” Did thoughtfulness counterbalance his possible attempt to manipulate her? She didn’t think so.

				He jumped down and reached out to help her. She ignored his hands, landed beside him, and slung her rucksack over her shoulder.

				“Maybe you could suggest a hiding place,” he said, sloshing through the muck. “Someplace we can hide for a day. I think I’ll need the whole day.”

				“What for?”

				“The Jam de’U. If you factor in finding the components, plus preparation for the spell, and—”

				“I get the point.”

				Reaching the access pipe, she grabbed the ladder. Above glowed the soft yellow light of a lantern, which meant they were still in the second ring of the city or the palace ring, since they were the only rings that could afford street lanterns. At least he’d said something right. He hadn’t gone far.

				She climbed to the grate, quieted her breathing, and listened for possible dangers. Wherever they were, it was quiet, with only the odd chirp of a cricket and the hiss of a few dead leaves dancing along the cobblestones. It might be too late in the evening for anyone to be up in the Nobles’ ring. She could only hope.

				Bracing her legs on one side of the pipe and her back on the other, she reached up to grab the grate.

				“What do you see?” he asked, startling her.

				She clung to the grate to keep her balance, contemplating one of many possible nasty retorts. It was so difficult to remember it could all be an act. If she was smart, she’d get rid of him after he’d done his spell. She couldn’t risk that her death wasn’t real.

				“What’s out there?”

				She had to keep manipulating him if she wanted to discover if he was after something. “Nothing,” she said in her sweetest voice.

				The grate complained like the last one and she cringed. Please let no one have heard that. Thankfully, the street remained silent, so she poked her head out of the pipe and glanced around.

				Sure enough, they were still in the second ring. The street lanterns looked like the ones at the bottom of her family’s driveway. Across from her rose a high brick wall with a massive coat-of-arms of crossed swords above an open goddess-eye built into the brick. Her mouth went dry and she concentrated on keeping her mind blank.

				The idiot had taken her right to the front gate of the Collegiate of the Quayestri, home of the highest law in the principalities. All it took was for her to let her thoughts wander and for some inexperienced Inquisitor apprentice to lose control of his abilities and accidentally read her memories. Everything she’d done would be projected into the air with that Goddess-awful seeing-smoke, and every officer of the law would know what she was guilty of.

				And with the way her evening had gone so far, it would be one of her first assassination assignments projected. Every Tracker in residence would be after her and if caught, she’d lose her head—and that was a death no necromancer could bring her back from.

				It would be a perfect end to a perfect night: to have both of the principality’s most powerful forces chasing her. And no one but a two-bit necromancing player on her side.

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				THREE

				

				

				Ward gazed up the access pipe at the outline of Celia’s shapely bottom. She was just so beautiful, and he was just so dumb when it came to women. A little pout, a few tears...

				She was using him. He knew it the moment she’d disappeared into the sewer, but she’d called on the Oath and he had sworn it, even if the Society of Physicians had forsaken him. And, as always, he found himself ankle deep in—

				It was like Bantianta all over again. Except then he’d been well rested and—his stomach growled—he’d had a full stomach. His head throbbed at the memory of the Inquisitor ripping into his mind to project him digging up that man’s corpse. It had almost hurt as much as the brand the Tracker had seared into the back of his neck. Justice was swift and public when the Quayestri were involved.

				The rustle of fabric on stone made him look up. He hadn’t realized he’d looked away. Now was not a good time to get lost in thought.

				With feline grace, Celia landed beside him. She shifted the rucksack strap across her shoulder.

				“So?”

				“You’ve taken us straight to the Collegiate of the Quayestri.”

				Thank the Goddess. “Excellent. You can tell them about your murder. The Seers on the Grewdian Council will be able to help you.” With luck she wouldn’t ask him to come with her and he could avoid the law altogether, since there were still outstanding warrants for his arrest in other principalities. Thankfully, Ward’s little criminal activities of robbing graves and practicing necropsies had escaped the notice of any Seer’s Goddess-given gift to see the future so far, merely adding credence to Ward’s theory that the Goddess didn’t abhor surgery. But with the most powerful Seers in the Union, the Collegiate of the Quayestri, and the Prince of Brawenal’s personal Seer all situated in Brawenal, Ward didn’t want to press his luck. It had already been pressed far enough.

				Celia sighed.

				That didn’t sound good.

				“It doesn’t work that way.”

				“Of course it does.” Any nobleman could demand justice from the Council. He was sure a nobleman’s daughter had the same right.

				“So you expect me to just storm in there and accuse my father, second counselor to the Prince, of murdering me?”

				All right, maybe that could be a problem. The Grewdian Council probably wouldn’t trust the word of the walking dead, particularly when she couldn’t prove how she was killed. “Are you sure?”

				“I’m sure, boy,” she said, her tone low, dangerous. The pleasantries were over.

				He swallowed back a huff. He might be young but he was more than just a boy. Besides, she looked to be the same age as he was. In the very least, he could start standing up for himself. “I’ll have you know I’m a trained physician and powerful necromancer. I am Ward de’Ath, the fourth Edward de’Ath in a long line of powerful necromancers and—”

				She grabbed the front of his jacket and yanked him closer. “Yes, yes.” Her grip softened and she stroked his lapels with her thumbs. “That still doesn’t solve the problem. We’re on the wrong side of the second ring and we’re standing outside of zealot mind-reading central.”

				“Fine, what do you propose?” He straightened and leaned forward, standing nose-to-nose with her, the beautiful, mesmerizing Celia Carlyle.

				She ran her palms down his chest, past his waist, and down each thigh.

				Glorious heat washed over him. His body responded to her touch and he yearned to hold her, caress her, be with her...

				And less than an hour ago, she’d been dead.

				He jerked away, stumbled on something submerged in the sewage, and fell backwards against the sewer wall. Slime oozed between his fingers.

				“On the other side of the ring,” she said, her words slow and enunciated, as if she thought him an imbecile, “is a place where we can hide.”

				He pushed away from the wall and peered around in the darkness for something to wipe the muck off his hands. The back of his pants and jacket were covered in filth. His throat tightened. He’d inherited the jacket from his father, along with the wig. Now one was filthy and the other crammed without care into an inside pocket. In the blink of an eye, his life had fallen to ruin, and it was all Celia’s fault. And he couldn’t just leave her. She’d called on the damned Oath. To make it worse, only she could convince the authorities he hadn’t stolen her body—and with luck, she’d do so without him present.

				Unfortunately, she didn’t seem interested in his feelings, let alone his life.

				He bit the inside of his cheek. He could deal with this, figure a way out. Until then, he needed to keep on her good side... if she had a good side. “So, where is this place?”

				“I just told you. Weren’t you listening?”

				Before he could respond, she climbed out of the access pipe.

				“Of course I wasn’t listening. I was thinking again.”

				Without any of Celia’s grace, he clambered out. She was already across the cobblestone road, barely visible in the shadow of one of the many walls lining the street. If he’d taken a moment longer, she would have been gone and he would never have been able to find her.

				He staggered to his feet and moved to brush off the back of his breeches, then remembered they were beyond help. Like his jacket, his shoes, his career, his life.

				A hiss came from the shadow where he had last seen Celia. He could only presume it was her. And she was right. What was he thinking, standing in the middle of the street covered in human waste? Really, he was smarter than this. He’d been at the top of his class before he was expelled. He’d known his letters and numbers before he could walk.

				And now he was reduced to...

				He swallowed the lump in his throat and, squelching as the sewage in his shoes oozed through his stockings and between his toes, rushed to her side. “Remind me again—”

				Celia crouched against the wall, her forehead on her knees.

				“Celia?”

				She didn’t respond.

				He knelt beside her and, with a tentative hand, touched her shoulder.

				Nothing.

				Great. Her fifteen minutes had expired and he still had no idea where to go.

				He glanced up and down the street. It was wide enough for four carriages to pass without trouble. The cobblestones were even and well-tended, and high walls with heavy iron gates lined either side, blocking views of the grounds and mansions beyond from curious eyes. Which meant anyone watching was a wealthy potential client.

				On the street proper, dotting either side, were the famous second-ring street lanterns: oil lanterns hanging from carved maple poles, reproductions of the lanterns in the palace ring. They illuminated a trail of slimy footprints right to his hiding spot. He huddled deeper in the shadow, but there was nothing he could do about the trail.

				All was quiet. But for how long? With his luck, it would be Celia’s family who appeared. How had he gotten himself into this situation again? Oh, right. He hadn’t. She had, and now he was stuck with her. For a moment he considered leaving her and running away, but then he’d have broken his Oath—that damned, Goddess-forsaken Oath—and if his word wasn’t any good, he was no better than a common criminal. He couldn’t very well leave his morals behind when things became a little difficult—all right, a lot difficult.

				He leaned her back, unsheathed his small utility knife, and contemplated which finger he should prick this time. How many times was he going to have to wake her before they reached their destination and he had time to prepare for the Jam de’U? It would be so much better if the next time she awoke it was for more than fifteen minutes.

				He would show her he wasn’t simple of mind. And that began with putting his foot down and not letting her manipulate him. He would prove he wasn’t some commoner trying to rise above his station, even if he really was. She would be so grateful she would want to clear his name and free him from his Oath to her.

				He sheathed the knife, gathered her in his arms, and staggered to his feet. He’d show her. Really.

				All right, so that was all a fantasy, but it was at least something to hold onto.

				He took a few steps out of the shadows into the lamplight and froze. He didn’t know where he was going or what he was doing, and now he stood in the middle of the street carrying a corpse.

				Shit.

				He scurried back to the safety of the shadows. Thank the Goddess Celia hadn’t been awake to see that. First thing first, he needed a place to go, somewhere the wealthy Carlyle family wouldn’t look for him. Or better yet, a place where the residents wouldn’t notice the smell of a body in the early stages of decomposition. Not to mention the reek of sewage he was sure emanated from his very pores. There was no way he was going back into the sewer—even if he smelled like it. He didn’t need to be standing in human waste to get the job done. Surely there were places that smelled worse than he did.

				Raucous laughter drifted from the far end of the street. He held his breath. The last thing he wanted was to be caught with a body. He put his arm around Celia’s waist and tipped her head to rest on his shoulder with the hope that if anyone saw them they would look like friends or lovers, sharing a quiet moment.

				He had to think faster. What smelled worse than him? Pubs. At least in the poorer end of the city, those beyond the ninth ring, by the knacker yards. If the knackers of Brawenal were like any other knackers Ward had come across, the piles of animal parts were probably only processed every week or so, if at all.

				Four men staggered around the corner, laughing and dancing. They wore doublets and hose of similar cut, as if they all visited the same tailor. Which could be the case, except Ward knew the padded front, dual-colored slit sleeves and thigh-high doeskin boots were the height of fashion at Brawenal’s court. Ward had already had one of his doublets adjusted and had been saving for the boots in anticipation of his inevitable introduction to the prince.

				He shifted Celia’s weight against his shoulder. So much for that.

				The men stopped beneath the street lantern across from Ward. Between them and Ward the open sewer grate cast a long shadow on the cobblestones. He should have closed it behind him. Celia had told him so not more than an hour ago with the last grate.

				Maybe they wouldn’t notice.

				One of the men belched and stumbled toward the open grate. He fumbled with his breeches, making his friends laugh, but did manage to free his penis and urinate into the sewer. It seemed a never-ending stream, pouring down, defying all Ward knew about the human body, and drawing prying eyes to Ward with the body of Celia Carlyle.

				Ward’s heart pounded. His blood rushed in his ears. Please, oh please, don’t let anyone notice.

				With a sigh, the man re-laced his breeches and scrambled to catch up with his friends, who had left him and continued up the street.

				Ward picked up Celia, and, sticking to the shadows this time, headed in the opposite direction, his mind divided between watching for signs of pursuit and devising a plan to get across town to the knacker yards. He struggled to find his mental balance, to latch onto any coherent thought. The last time he’d been in a situation like this, he’d managed to leave that principality before things became too bad. And this was definitely past bad. Never, in ten generations, would he have acquired a body from her home. Any idiot knew the safest, fastest means of acquisition was a graveyard beyond or near the edge of the city.

				Unfortunately, thinking about what he would have done differently wouldn’t help the situation.

				He reached an opening between two estate walls and turned into the alley. Please let him find something—anything—by the servants’ entrances that would help, although Goddess knew he had no idea what that could be. At least he might be less noticeable than on the public streets.
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				Ward took another swig of ale, held the bitter liquid in his mouth for a moment, and forced himself to swallow. Ale was fouler than he remembered. Although, “ale” might not be an accurate representation of the brew, since he’d purchased it and rented the tiny room from the one-armed barkeeper downstairs for only three of the copper buttons from his physician’s jacket. Ward suspected it was the price of the merchandise and not the quality that kept the ramshackle inn in business. Besides, who could taste anything with the acrid scent of blood from the knacker yards next door clinging in his nostrils?

				With one long pull, he finished the small jug and shook his head to clear it. The room didn’t look any better. It was as long as the narrow cot pressed against the wall, and its width was only marginally better. He’d have sat on the lumpy pallet, but he couldn’t recognize half the stains on it and instead changed his mind and sat beside Celia’s body on the floor.

				He checked the incision he had made in his left forearm to ensure he was still bleeding. It stung, but the ale making him bleed faster also numbed some of the pain.

				The bowl collecting his blood was a quarter full. It would do. If he mixed it with water from the pitcher on the small, lopsided table, he’d have enough to paint the octagon and goddess-eyes on the floor. Necromancy was such dark work, particularly if he wanted to attempt anything more complicated than a wake. Since he couldn’t sense the magical energies in his spell components, his best bet to guarantee success was to put more energy into the spell than necessary and pray he could somehow blindly focus it. And there was nothing more powerful than human blood.

				Using the strip of cloth he’d cut from the front of his shirt, he bound his wound. Somehow, he’d remembered the components for this spell, despite having only looked at it a few times. Due to lack of time and funds, he’d been forced to make substitutions, although everything was related, more or less, to what it should be.

				When he started studying necromancy, Grandfather had assured him it wasn’t really the components that made the spell. They were merely a way to focus the correct energies to form the desired effect.

				Ward wasn’t sure he believed that.

				And what was the desired effect? To wake Celia long enough to prove her own murder? He should just run. It would be the smartest option. He could hide, change his name, try going north, and become a physician at one of the Great Northern Outposts.

				No. He didn’t particularly like the cold, most people thought he was too young to be a real physician, and eventually he would run out of principalities to hide in. Besides, he’d already bled for her and he had that damned, damned Oath to consider.

				He brought the ale jug to his lips. Empty. Now was as good a time as any to start, so he reached for the pitcher of water. The room lurched and darkened. He paused until his head cleared. Too much ale, too little blood.

				He mixed the water with the blood and, crawling on hands and knees, drew an octagon around Celia’s body. At her head, he made a closed goddess-eye, at her feet, an open one. At every point, alternating, he placed pieces of obsidian—that were supposed to be hematite—and pine, in place of white oak. He lit the prickle-berry leaves—at least he’d managed to find that—and knelt within the octagon beside Celia.

				He sucked in a slow breath. Grandfather would frown at using human blood, and would lecture Ward about the spell itself. Ward was meddling with the veil and that, according to some ancient necromancer code, was bad. Wakes were acceptable. They were only for a few minutes, and couldn’t upset the balance between life and death. But any spell that lasted longer, without the proper research, risked throwing everything out of balance.

				Still, Ward wasn’t powerful enough to cast a spell that would cause a plague or famine. Maybe a thunderstorm. It was more likely the room would feel a little ominous for a week and then the sensation would pass. The obligation Grandfather insisted every necromancer had—to uphold the balance—didn’t apply here.

				He placed his left hand on Celia’s heart and right hand on her head. It was just like the wake spell, only longer, and required more concentration. He closed his eyes and focused. Power was supposed to emanate from the blood, wood, crystal—or in this case, glass—and herb, but he could only imagine their presence.

				Pounding on the door shocked his eyes open. He hadn’t begun. Nothing, if anything, would have happened in the inn yet. The wine couldn’t be spoiled, the food couldn’t have gone rotten, and the ale couldn’t get any worse. The barkeeper had no reason to call on Ward.

				“De’Ath?”

				His heart leapt into his throat. The barkeeper didn’t know his name. It could only be Celia’s family. How’d they find him so fast? He’d taken every precaution in the market.

				More pounding. Louder and longer.

				He had to wake Celia, get her to tell them he hadn’t stolen her body. Closing his eyes, he bowed his head.

				Deep breath. Imagine the power.

				A bang rattled him. He squeezed his eyes tighter. It sounded like they had a battering ram.

				Imagine the power. He tensed and trembled as if his muscles could squeeze more of the unfelt inner magic into the spell. His heart pounded, and he gasped for breath, all proper breathing forgotten.

				Another bang, this time accompanied with the crack of breaking wood.

				Power. Breathe. Even with his eyes closed, he reeled. Never before had he felt so completely out of control, merely a means for the spell to cast itself.

				He grabbed his whirling thoughts and, in his mind’s eye, created the image of himself flying to the veil between life and death and parting it.

				Bam. Crack.

				No. He ripped it open. A new and awesome strength powered by the crystal, wood, herb, and his own blood filled him. Celia’s soul would come when he called. He had the power, even if he couldn’t sense it. She would answer. And she. Would. Stay.

				Wood cracked. Men yelled and hands grabbed him.

				No, he needed to stay. He wasn’t finished. He squirmed in their grip, struggling to keep his position and make Celia’s spirit return to her body.

				Fingers dug into his scalp. He shot another forceful call through the imaginary veil and was yanked away. His muscles burned and his breath caught in his throat. Goddess, a spell had never felt like this before. Nothing had ever felt like this before.

				Celia gasped, and Ward opened his eyes.

				Her lashes fluttered open and confusion clouded her expression for just a heartbeat, but then she rolled to her side and grabbed the first man’s legs between hers. With a twist, she toppled him over and shoved her heel into his temple.

				Ward stumbled aside, still weak from the blood loss and the spell, and tripped over the fallen man. His head slammed into the small table. Stars danced before his eyes as Celia grabbed the dagger from the fallen man’s belt and threw it. It landed with a wet thunk in the second man’s throat.

				Blood sprayed from the wound. The man grasped at the dagger but couldn’t pull it free. Celia had hit an artery, and each beat of his heart poured more of his life onto the floor. He opened and closed his mouth like a fish, but no sound came out. Then his eyes rolled up, and he dropped to the floor.

				“You... He’s...” The proper words wouldn’t form in Ward’s mind. She’d killed those men. Just like that.

				Celia grabbed the first man’s head and rolled it to the side. “Damn.” She turned her icy gaze on Ward. “Can you wake either of them?”

				“But you just killed them.”

				She rose and took a step toward him, then stopped and stretched her neck. “Better question. How long was I dead this time?”

				He swallowed and dropped his gaze to the pool of blood seeping toward him. She had woken and, bam— killed two people as if it was second nature.

				“A little blood shouldn’t bother you, necromancer.”

				Ward looked up at her. It wasn’t the blood that bothered him.

				“How long was I dead, boy?” she asked again, this time in those enunciated words that insulted his intelligence.

				He clenched his jaw. So he’d been momentarily shocked. It wasn’t every day a physician actually saw the violence that brought the patients to him. He tried to sigh, feigning boredom, but it came out as a squeak. “My name is Ward. And you’ve been behind the veil for most of a day.”

				She made a half-hearted kick at the first man’s shoulder. “And you can’t wake them.”

				Ward stifled a snort. He could wake them. He was Edward de’Ath the Fourth, eighth-generation necromancer of the de’Ath family. If there was one necromantic spell he could do well, it was a wake. Ignoring his racing heart and the ache in his arms and legs, he pushed back his shirtsleeves, brushing the bandage around his wrist. Pain flared around the wound, reminding him he’d just performed a difficult spell and used his own blood for it. Trying a wake so soon after the Jam de’U wasn’t such a good idea.

				“I didn’t think so,” she said.

				“Of course I can. But just think about it for a moment.”

				She knelt beside the first man, as if Ward hadn’t spoken, and removed things from his belt.

				“The one you killed with the dagger—I doubt he has vocal cords left.” He crossed his arms, then uncrossed them and leaned against the wall, trying to appear nonchalant. His heart raced from the effort of the spell and the fight. “So there’d be no point in waking him, and the other man—”

				“Are you going to search him?” Celia pointed to the second man. She unclasped the cloak pin of the first man and rolled him over.

				“No, I’m not going to—aren’t you listening to me?”

				“No vocal cords.”

				“Good.”

				“You should at least get his cloak.” She tugged the cloak free from her man and wrapped it about her shoulders. “And you really should get rid of that jacket.”

				“I’ll have you know this jacket—”

				“Was a gift from your father, or grandfather, or mother, or great aunt, or something.”

				He closed his mouth. Yes, it was a gift. From his father. But that wasn’t what he was going to say. The buttons from his favorite physician’s jacket had paid to bring her back to life. It had rented the room and bought the ale and other spell components.

				He ripped off the last two buttons and shoved them into his breeches pocket. Maybe waking her wasn’t such a good idea. He could be on a ship by now bound for... well, for somewhere.

				“Ward.”

				He blinked.

				Celia stood beside him, her rucksack over her shoulder and a cloak in her hand. “Take the cloak, Ward.”

				How long had he been gazing off into nothing? She could have slit his throat before he noticed.

				He glanced at the man bleeding on the floor. He supposed it didn’t matter if he’d been lost in thought or not.

				“There will be others,” she said.

				“How do you know?” Her knowing everything, particularly since she’d been dead for a day, was getting frustrating.

				“Because we’re not where I told you to go.”

				He grabbed the cloak, heat rising up his neck, unwilling to confess he’d been too busy thinking to hear her instructions from when they’d been in the sewer. “I had to improvise.”

				“Improvisation will get you dead.”

				He opened his mouth but couldn’t think of a witty comeback. Ungrateful little... He swung the cloak behind him and settled it on his shoulders. It was sticky with blood. Wonderful. She’d given him the soiled one. A fine match to his slime-encrusted breeches, hose, and shoes.

				He should have left her dead.
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				Celia ran a finger along the splintered doorframe where the bolt had locked the door. Her father’s men must have used their shoulders to get past. At least the necromancer—no, Ward—at least he’d had enough sense to lock it, warding against trouble. She snorted. Ward warding.

				But what was he protecting? Her? Himself? His employer?

				She pushed the thought away and peered into the hall. Shadows danced on the walls in the spaces between sputtering candles in crude sconces. She should give him more credit. He’d been right, she was dead—something she’d never admit to him. She even felt dead now, stiff and sore as if she’d exercised too much without stretching, and her muscles were weak, twitching with unexplained tremors. 

				Still, she couldn’t decide if she should be grateful to Ward for doing the Jam de’U, or furious with him for leading her father’s men right to her. Where better to dump a body than the knacker yards, dead center in the middle of her father’s domain?

				Could fate have paired her with a bigger fool? It didn’t matter that Ward had no way of knowing her father was the Dominus, Master of Brawenal’s Gentilica, and ruled over all things criminal. Ward was still a fool.

				Yet she couldn’t silence the little voice in the back of her mind that said Ward wasn’t all he claimed to be. Logic told her no one could be that good at acting uncoordinated and confused, particularly in the middle of a fight. But could she really afford to ignore even the smallest voice of caution? She’d have to deal with him carefully. If he hadn’t just watched her kill two men, she could still act the damsel in distress. Her next best option was seduction. It was a better hook, but more risky; a cat-and-mouse game of emotions. Just enough to keep him attracted, but not enough for him to think she would sleep with him.

				First step, however, was to get out of this death trap. The hall was empty, so she slipped around the door and pressed her back against the unfinished panels, the coarse wood catching on her shirt.

				Ward didn’t follow.

				She resisted the urge to call him and stepped back into the room.

				“Are you coming?”

				He nodded and opened his mouth to speak. She clamped a hand over his lips before he could say anything. “Not a word.”

				He glared at her.

				Did she really still need him? A small part of her knew she should be grateful, but he would slow her down, even if she just wanted to run. Running, however, wasn’t an option. Those men were Gentilica. Her father’s men. Which meant her father wanted her back. She was not going to oblige him, not until she could rule out everyone in his house as her murderer. And that included all family members: siblings, cousins, everyone—even him.

				She stepped into the hall to hide her growing discomfort. There was a slight possibility that someone, her father or one of her brothers, had taken offense to her latest assignment with the Assassins’ Guild. It was, after all, for an under-lord. But they all knew family was family, and work was work. Didn’t they?

				Ward shuffled into the hall beside her. While she wanted nothing to do with him, she had to admit he might prove useful. If her murderer was a family member, or even in the Guild, she’d have difficulty obtaining information without being detected, but not everyone knew Ward. If he avoided her father and her father’s right-hand man, Bakmeire, he might even be able to search her house. Not to mention that she didn’t know how long the Jam de’U would last.

				Great. Now she had two reasons to keep him around.

				She grabbed his wrist and dragged him down the hall. If she had to, she could always kill him later.

				A slow, repetitive squeak, a sure sign people were coming up the stairs, stopped her. She glanced down the staircase. It was Bakmeire, followed by four men.

				Not good. She shoved Ward back to the room. Perhaps she was being paranoid. She had no proof the murderer had poisoned her in her father’s house, and she had no reason to suspect her father, or Bakmeire. But, damn... She had no reason to trust them, either.

				She eased the door closed and placed Ward against it. “Lean there for a minute. I need to think.”

				“Think?”

				“Yes. The inn is swarming with my father’s men. What did you do during the day while I was... unconscious?”

				“Swarming?” He pressed his shoulder to the door. “I needed components for the Jam de’U. I had to go to the market.”

				“You went shopping?”

				“People just don’t rise from the dead on their own, you know. Spells like that need a little help.”

				Beyond the door, the soft thump of hardened leather soles on the floorboards drew closer. Bakmeire wasn’t even trying to keep his approach a secret. He must have assumed silence meant the success of his companions. Well, she had a surprise for him, particularly if he thought her dead and believed only Ward waited for him.

				She strode across the room through the center of a red octagon—was that blood?—and looked out the tiny window, the next most-obvious exit. She’d been right. Below lay a knacker’s yard, the pile of bloody, unusable animal bits sitting under the window. If she jumped right, she might be able to land beside it. It didn’t really matter. She’d need a bath before she carried on anyway. An assassin was no good if her smell alerted everyone in a hundred-foot radius she was there.

				The door rattled in its frame.

				Ward squeaked. “What now?”

				“We jump.”

				“We what? We’re on the second floor.”

				“There’s a”—she glanced at Ward and tried to smile—“manure pile below.”

				His eyes widened. She hadn’t thought it possible for someone’s eyes to open that far. Goddess help him if he knew what was actually down there.

				“It’s just like the sewers.”

				He didn’t move.

				“We’ll find a bath.”

				Something thumped against the door, and Ward stumbled forward. He threw his weight back against it and swallowed.

				Celia stepped out of the way. “You first.”

				He locked gazes with her and in that moment, much to her surprise, she realized he’d done something like this before. He blinked, and the moment was gone. With a quick breath, he ran across the room. He climbed out the window, hung from the sill, and fell.

				The door burst open and Bakmeire stood on the edge of the threshold, his expression grim, and his long braids wild about his head.

				Celia sat on the windowsill and flashed him a toothy grin. His mouth opened, the only indication he was surprised to see her. She let herself drop backward. A flashy exit, one she shouldn’t have considered but couldn’t resist.

				One quick summersault, and she landed in a crouch, clear of the pile of animal parts. Beside her, Ward staggered to his feet, his right leg and hip covered in dark, sticky blood. He looked pale, even in the dim moonlight.

				“You’re not going to throw up are you?”

				He rolled his eyes. He still looked green, but he didn’t vomit. Perhaps there was a little more to him than she’d first thought.

				Still, if they wanted to stay alive—more or less—they had to move. Now. She glanced at the window but didn’t see anyone. Bakmeire and his men were probably rushing down the stairs, looking for a way into the knacker yard.

				“You said manure.”

				“I lied. If we don’t go now, our parts will join that pile.”

				He coughed, the only sign he fought a rebellious stomach, but started to jog, leaving a bloody trail behind him. It should have occurred to her he’d leave a trail. She must be losing her touch.

				No, not true. She had never worked with a partner before, and she would never have started with one so inexperienced in everything martial. The only logical answer was the sewer. Bakmeire and her father’s men could follow them to the grate, but if Ward stayed in the sewage they wouldn’t be able to follow his trail. Now all she needed was a place for them to clean up, and then it would be her turn to do some hunting.

				§

				After a nerve-wracking run from the knacker yard into the sewer through a grate on the far side of the street, Ward stopped to throw up. A foul mix of bile and ale burned his throat and made his stomach ache. He swore to the Goddess and Her two Sons he would never drink beer again, but his eyes still watered and his stomach threatened to expel another batch.

				He wanted to weep with frustration, but forced himself not to, though he couldn’t fathom why. He couldn’t possibly look more pathetic in front of Celia. Clumping around when they had to be quiet, hesitating to jump out of a window… It was only the second floor. If anything, he would have just broken a bone or two. What was that compared to his life?

				Nothing really. He had just never done anything like this. He read books, studied medicine, solved problems. He suspected Celia’s version of solving a problem involved stabbing it in the heart.

				He forced himself to move before she could scold him.

				She jogged in silence, leading him to who-knew-where for what seemed like an eternity. He had no way of telling time in the dark tunnels with their eerie white witch-stone glow, so dim he wasn’t sure if it was real or imagined. All he knew was his stomach had stopped trying to expel the only thing he had digested in a day and his side shot jagged spikes through his chest every time he sucked in a breath. He wasn’t aware he’d gotten lost in thought again until he bumped into Celia.

				Beyond her lay a perfect circle divided into starlit sky and gray-capped waves.

				“One bath, as promised.” She took off her cloak, wrapped it around one arm, and stepped from the pipe into ankle-deep water.

				Ward gripped the obsidian edge of the pipe and peered out. There was no sign of the city. No lights, no boats, only the rush and hiss of waves washing over black sand that sparkled in the moonlight.

				Celia balanced her cloak and rucksack inside a crevice in the black stone beside the sewer and leaned toward him. “It’s all right, Ward.”

				Her soft voice sent waves of heat through him. She brushed his jaw with a finger, and he jerked back. It wasn’t safe when she was nice to him.

				“It really is all right.” She stepped away and opened her arms. “Welcome to the Bay of Veknormai.”

				“You mean The Cursed Bay of Veknormai?”

				“Don’t tell me you’re superstitious.”

				“I’m a necromancer. Superstitions are merely forgotten truths.”

				She shrugged and backed up until the water reached her knees. “This is your only safe chance to bathe. I suggest you take advantage of it.”

				She stretched out and disappeared under a wave. Was she leaving him? He should be so lucky. No, that wasn’t really luck, no matter how much he wanted it. It would only make his life more difficult.

				She re-emerged farther from shore, scrubbing her hair with her hands—not that she was the one covered in sewage and blood. A lump formed, cold and hard, in his throat. He had blood and waste splattered all over him, on his clothes, under his clothes, in his pores.

				His stomach threatened another revolt, and he switched his train of thought. Kittens, puppies, flowers; cute and calm. A cursed bay, or a bath? Right now, his stomach could handle a curse from the Ancients, but it couldn’t handle the gore.

				He stepped into the water. It pulled at his breeches and the bottom of his cloak, weighing them down. He sloshed his way out until it swirled around his waist. The salt burned the incision in his arm, but he refused to cry and give Celia more fodder to prove he was as dumb as he felt.

				He ran his hand over his coat, brushing the bump of his glasses in his breast pocket and the lump of the wig stuffed inside. He pulled the glasses out. The lenses were cracked and the frame bent. They had been expensive. He’d saved for a whole year to afford them. If he really wanted, he could probably sell the frames, but who knew if he’d be able to hold onto anything until the mess with Celia was over? It was better to let them go, give them back to the Goddess, and pray She accepted his sacrifice.

				He let them fall into the water and ran his hands over his coat again with more of an effort to clean it, but didn’t dislodge the filth. It would take more than a dip in the sea to clean his clothes. He needed a miracle.

				Celia swam to his side, as graceful in the water as she was on land. Wasn’t there anything she couldn’t do?

				“Strip down.” She reached for him, but he shied away. Her expression darkened for a moment, then changed so fast he wasn’t sure he’d seen it. Now she appeared fine, if a little worried. Which, he supposed, could be expected. He certainly was worried.

				“I’ll be back in a bit.” She waded out of the water and stepped into the sewer pipe.

				“Sure, I’ll just run around naked. It couldn’t be any more embarrassing than the last two days.” He sank into the water until it reached his chin, reveling in the fire in his arm and the pull of his engorged clothes.

				Toward shore.

				Away from shore.

				Toward and away and always down to the coarse black sand below.

				He snorted. At least he was still alive. Bathing in a cursed bay, but still alive. He gathered his thoughts and took stock. The jacket and cloak would have to go. They were beyond hope, but his shirt might be salvageable. His breeches would have to do until he could acquire a new pair. There was no sense in getting arrested for something as silly as indecency. And while the salt water would ruin his leather shoes, they would still be able to carry him out of Brawenal and away from her.

				Admittedly, Celia had said she’d return, but he didn’t really believe her. How could he? She’d lied to him about her father murdering her. She probably had countless people who wanted to kill her. Heck, if Ward hadn’t taken the Physician’s Oath, he’d probably try to kill her.

				He stripped off the cloak and coat, the ruined wig still half stuffed in an inside pocket, and let the waves take them away. A physical representation of his life, completely out of his hands. Above, the moon illuminated him in all his pathetic misery. As if someone like Celia needed his help. He was such a fool, letting her seduce him with her desperate innocence.

				Tears threatened to spill, burning his eyes, and he blinked them back. He’d indulged in enough self-pity. He’d started his life over once before. He could do so again.

				He eased back, letting the waves carry him to shore, to the Black Cliffs of Veknormai, a gigantic frozen lava flow looming over the bay. At the top, from the edge of the cliffs to the mouth of the volcano, sat the Holy City of Veknormai, a white sandstone cemetery that glowed like a beacon when touched by sunlight, calling to whatever gods the Ancients had worshiped.

				“Time’s up,” Celia said. “We’ve got to go.” She stood in the mouth of the sewer pipe with a bundle in her hands. “I thought I told you to undress.”

				“If I said take your clothes off and then left, would you?” He scrubbed at the filth in his hair.

				“No, I suppose not.” She smiled. Was it a genuine smile? Or was she still toying with him?

				He unbuttoned his shirt, dropped it in the water, and waded ashore. “My clothes.” He held out a hand.

				“Your breeches.”

				“I have very little dignity left.” He didn’t want to beg, but would if it meant maintaining his modesty. He couldn’t bear it if she laughed at him right now.

				She sighed, but handed the clothes over. Then she grabbed her rucksack and cloak and stepped into the shadows of the sewer pipe.

				“So, what now?” Amazingly, she’d not only provided a simple linen shirt and coarse cotton pants, but a pair of leather boots that might actually fit. He dragged the new shirt over his head, making sure not to brush his bandaged wrist. The bandage was filthy and might cause an infection, but he couldn’t remove it without having a fresh one ready.

				“Now, I need to think,” Celia said.

				Ward wedged the boots in the crevice where Celia’s stuff had been, and wrapped the pants around his neck. Unhooking his belt, he placed that around his neck as well. “And where do you plan on thinking? Here?” He yanked off his ruined shoes and peeled away his wet breeches and hose.

				“Of course not.”

				He pulled on the new pants and boots, and ran his belt through the loops. “Of course.” Nothing was going to be simple with Celia Carlyle.
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				Ward marched after Celia through the sewers for hours, avoiding the stream of sewage as best he could. Then, for no apparent reason, she stopped and ran her hands against the slimy walls. They were in between access pipes and had just passed a worker’s alcove. There was no logical reason to stop and feel the walls.

				Maybe the fumes had finally addled her mind. If he didn’t breathe fresh air soon he would surely lose his. “Are we taking a break?”

				“No.”

				“Well, then don’t pay any attention while I catch my breath.”

				“If you wait a minute, you won’t have to catch it from the sides of your mouth.”

				Sides of his mouth? So that’s how she could stand breathing air rank with urine and feces without gagging. It would have been nice if she’d mentioned something earlier, before his nose had finally given up and stopped registering the smells.

				Something clicked and part of the sewer wall swung inward, revealing a bright light. “We’re here.” She stepped into the light and disappeared.

				Ward grabbed the edge of the opening and peeked in, but it was too bright to see clearly. He sucked in a quick breath through the sides of his mouth.

				Celia’s face appeared before his. “In or out? I don’t know where Bakmeire is, and I really don’t want my family to know about this place.”

				Squeezing his eyes shut, he stepped through the portal into a place with warm, sweet air. He wished the actions that seemed so simple to Celia came easier to him. Close the door behind you. Take cover. Blend in. Were they too simple for his mind to register? Or had his mind taken refuge somewhere in his skull and refused to come out? All he could focus on was how he ached with exhaustion.

				The door clicked shut behind him.

				“Boots off by the door.”

				“Sure.” When he could see, he’d gladly put his boots beside the door.

				Two soft thumps were followed by the gentle slap of bare feet on a hardwood or stone floor as she padded away, leaving him alone, blind, and unable to move without incurring her wrath since he couldn’t see the aforementioned door. Didn’t she ever wait for anyone?

				Probably just not him.

				He cracked open one eye. It watered in the light at first, but finally cleared. He opened the other eye, blinked back the tears, and looked around.

				Before him sat an obsidian railing shaped like tree limbs. To either side, a path circled a vast cavern carved, like the sewer pipes, from obsidian. The ghostly hint of smoke caught within the volcanic glass shimmered in the light. It was amazing. Beautiful. He’d never seen anything like it.

				He pulled off his boots and placed them beside hers. Warmth from the floor seeped into his muscles, making them ache even more. He ran his fingers along the railing. Perfect, polished glass, a trademark architectural feature of the Ancients’ structures. Above him, almost within reach, was a ceiling made of witch-stone, shining streams of colored light into the cavern. Since heat made witch-stone glow, he could only guess it was either some strange magic the Ancients had possessed, or a steam vent from the volcano beneath them. Below, the cavern extended into darkness with landings ringing the edge every twelve or so feet.

				“Are you coming?”

				Celia stood a few feet away, her arms crossed, tapping her foot like an impatient wife. Did she have any idea how she looked? Probably not. She didn’t seem the type to notice things like that. She was more likely to notice how many daggers someone carried, even the hidden ones, or how someone walked, and whether they carried themselves with the confidence that came with martial training.

				She headed to a staircase, and he rushed to catch up. As she led him down the stairs to the second level, his gaze locked on the gentle swing of her hips. Her balance shifted from one foot to the other, creating a perfect curve to her buttocks with every step. The memory of her hand on his cheek and the tears in her eyes filled him with yearning. If only she wasn’t dead...

				There still wouldn’t be any chance to be with her. She came from a different world, a world Ward could never recreate, no matter how successful a necromancer he became. On top of that, she was dangerous—and not just a daughter-of-a-wealthy-man kind of dangerous. It had something to do with how fast she’d killed those men, or how she’d jumped from the second-story window, somersaulted, and landed on her feet beside the pile of animal parts.

				His stomach clenched at the thought and he shoved it aside before he could throw up again. “So, ah... how long have you known about this place?”

				“Just over a year.”

				“You do know what kind of discovery this is.”

				“I suppose. But I haven’t found anything really interesting yet.”

				Ward gasped, choked on his saliva, and coughed until his eyes watered. “Not found anything interesting? The cavern itself is interesting. It’s of Ancient design. My grandfather has studied the Ancients for his entire life. He would kill for a chance to get in here.”

				“Oh.”

				“Have you found any texts?”

				She shook her head, drawing his focus to her blue-black hair. She had been dead for thirty-eight hours and yet her hair gleamed as if alive.

				Strange.

				“Any carvings? Artwork?”

				“No. There’s nothing but some furniture made from obsidian, like the railing. There are no books, though there are shelves, no sculptures, carvings, murals, or weaponry.”

				“Oh.” How disappointing. Grandfather would still love to see the cavern, but it wasn’t as significant as Ward had first hoped.

				“I haven’t been to all of the levels, though. It’s like a maze. It looks like every level has at least ten corridors off the main gallery and there are more corridors off those. I’ve only had time to map the first three levels.”

				Had her voice softened? She wasn’t really opening up to him, but maybe she’d realized how rude she’d been.

				“I sure would be interested to see the rest.”

				“You’re welcome to roam. Just don’t get lost.” Her voiced hardened again. “I don’t want to waste time searching for you.”

				So much for opening up to him.

				She continued past the second level to the third and took the first corridor that branched off. The light was dimmer here, only a hint of pale blue along the ceiling. On either side were small rooms, little more than alcoves, each with a wide obsidian bench against one wall and a basin and shelf on the other.

				“Anything appeal to you?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“These are sleeping chambers. Which one do you want?”

				He didn’t want any. He wanted a warm, soft bed and the chance to sleep all day, but he suspected he wouldn’t get either for a while. At least not until this mess with Celia was sorted out. “How about one with a seaside view.”

				“Then I suggest you take that one.” She pointed to her left but didn’t stop. “All the rooms have witch-stone on the back wall. You can activate it by holding your hand against it for a few minutes. It’s not very bright and will only last a quarter of an hour.”

				They turned a corner. Brighter light illuminated the end of the corridor; it came from a large, well-lit room with shelves, a wide desk, and two chairs—all made from obsidian. It looked as if a library had exploded. Papers covered the floor, the desk, the chairs, and the shelves. There wasn’t enough floor to walk on without disturbing anything, so Ward stood in the doorway. Celia picked her way to a chair, gathered the papers from it, and placed them on the desk. Without inviting Ward to sit, she plopped down in the chair and dropped her rucksack at her feet.

				“I thought you said there weren’t any books.”

				She didn’t look at him. “They’re mine.”

				“I see.”

				She closed her eyes and stretched out. In this light, her flesh held a hint of rose and the reddish-purple mottling along the back of her neck was gone.

				Ward suppressed a shiver. Even though a wake spell reactivated the body’s normal functions, he’d never heard of livor mortis fading, let alone disappearing.

				His gaze dropped to his hands, drawing his attention to the filth-encrusted bandage around his wrist. He really should change it. If he asked, would she admit she had medical supplies? Probably not. He’d have to make do. He grabbed the edge of his shirt and tried to rip off a piece for a new bandage. The fabric didn’t budge.

				“What are you doing?”

				He glanced up. She stared at him, her pale gaze making him colder.

				“I need a clean bandage so this doesn’t get infected.” He held up his wrist.

				Her brow furrowed as if he’d spoken a foreign language. Maybe he should try that next; he was fluent in five others. But showing her would probably be faster. He worked the knot free and revealed the gash in his wrist. A trickle of blood crept down his forearm, and he clamped his other hand against the wound.

				“Oh.” She continued to stare.

				“Do you have bandages?”

				“Yes. Of course.” She rummaged through her rucksack, pulled out a bundle of clean linen strips, and motioned Ward to her side. He tiptoed through the mess of papers and placed his wrist on the arm of the chair.

				He couldn’t begin to imagine what she was thinking. Did she realize he’d slit his wrist to bring her back from across the veil? Did that change her opinion of him? He doubted it. He was still awkward Ward, the bookworm.

				She bound his wrist and leaned back in the chair, staring at the ceiling. Their interaction was over. He bit his lip, fighting his frustration. He wanted to demand answers, find out what they were going to do next, but he wouldn’t get a straight answer. She’d say something flip or not say anything at all. She probably just needed time to think. Figure her emotions out. He certainly would if he’d woken up dead, thinking someone had murdered him—if that was, in fact, her situation.

				He sighed. He should find a room and try to sleep, so he could think of his own plan.

				“We should visit Solartti.”

				He opened his mouth to speak, then closed it. He couldn’t decide if he should agree to go now, or ask if he could get some sleep first. “What or who is Solartti?”

				“He’s a friend.” She shifted her position, pulling one leg up under the other. “He’ll know what’s going on.”

				Good. Someone who knew what was going on. “And can we trust him?”

				“Oh, absolutely.” She laughed and picked up a parchment. “We can trust him as much as we can trust anyone.”

				Ward wasn’t certain what that meant, but it left a bad taste in his mouth.
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				From her makeshift common room, Celia grabbed a rucksack that held a few small loaves of flatbread. She added some apples and a generous handful of dried meat, and slung it over her shoulder. Running a hand through her hair, she freed her dark locks from the braid she usually kept it in and let it fall loose down her back. She snagged one of her three jugs of ale and headed to Ward’s room. His seduction was about to begin.

				After a restless sleep, she’d left the cavern late that afternoon. Without thought, she’d wandered back to the Bay of Veknormai and watched the waves wash over the black sand until the setting sun painted everything red. Her mind flitted from problem to problem, never settling on one thing long enough for it to register. What she did decide was something needed to be done about Ward.

				She took the stairs to the third level and headed down the hall toward her study, peeking in each sleeping room and looking for Ward. She found him a few doorways down. He sat in the center of the floor in the dark, his legs crossed, back straight, shirt off, eyes closed. She’d heard that necromancers meditated a lot. Guess it was true. With the soft light from the hall, she could see the hint of wiry muscle along his arms and chest. Given time to grow into his body, she could imagine him as a striking, noble figure. He’d never be as broad as Bakmeire, but Ward could match him in height. Now all he needed were lessons in grace and—

				What was she thinking? He was a mark, not a suitor.

				“Rise and shine,” she said before she had any more ridiculous thoughts.

				His eyes flew open, and he scrambled to the bed and snatched his shirt, clutching it to his chest.

				“Haven’t you heard of knocking?”

				“It’s not like there’s a door.” This was not going as planned. How had he managed to put her on the defensive so fast?

				“Which is why respecting someone’s privacy is so important.”

				Celia took the four steps to the back of the room and pressed her palm to the witch-stone, bringing it to life. “I could take my shirt off as well, if you’d like.”

				“No... ah... No.” He flushed, turned his back to her, and dragged his top over his head. “That would be—”

				“I brought food,” she said, saving him from overtaxing his brain by trying to create a complete sentence. Well, his stammering response proved he found her attractive—or perhaps just forthright. But she didn’t know how to overcome his shyness. Most men threw themselves at her, begging for her attention, a kiss, or even a glance. This was new.

				She set the rucksack and jug on the bed and sat beside it, nodding for Ward to join her. He glanced from her to the food and back.

				“I only bite if you ask.”

				His eyes widened.

				Damn, too strong.

				“Listen, it’s night and we have a lot of work to do before the sun rises.” She handed him a loaf of bread, picked up one for herself, broke off a chunk, and popped it in her mouth. It was dry and tasted like dust. Was it really that bad or was lack of taste a side-effect of Ward’s spell? This particular bag had been sitting in the cavern for a while, the first of her emergency store she’d hoped never to use.

				He sat on the other side of the rucksack. “How do you know the time?”

				“Excuse me?”

				“The time. How do you know?” He reached for a piece of dried meat and she snaked her hand out, aiming for the same piece to initiate a touch, but he jerked back at the last minute.

				“Did the Ancients leave some way to tell the time down here?”

				She picked up the meat and offered it to him. He didn’t notice.

				“Ward.” She extended her arm, making the offer clear.

				“No, thank you. Do the witch-stones turn on and off depending on the time?”

				She didn’t want to talk about the Ancients, witch-stone, or the time. How could she seduce him if he was so oblivious?

				“Ale?”

				He jumped from the bed as if bitten. It was hard to tell in the dim light, but he looked green.

				“What’s wrong with you?”

				“I’m fine, fine. You said we should go, let’s go, we’re burning daylight. Or moonlight. Or whatever.” He fled the room as if the Dark Son Himself were at his heels. She would have fallen over laughing if it wasn’t the opposite reaction she’d hoped for.

				So much for trying to be nice.

				§

				The night in the fourth ring was quiet, unaware of the disaster that was now Celia’s life, or unlife. She couldn’t figure out which. And now, enveloped in the shadows of an alley with the remnants of the late day’s heat seeping into her limbs and drawing her toward sleep, all the thoughts she’d avoided examining earlier flooded her mind, each vying for attention.

				Ward had said last night he’d had to improvise. Was it just with a hiding place? Or had he meant the Jam de’U as well? Blood magic felt evil—even to someone who killed for a living—and there was always a price. How long before she fell over dead? An hour? A day? She needed to know more, but didn’t want to ask Ward. Although perhaps showing some weakness might help open him up.

				No, not that kind of weakness. It would have to be something she could better control. She’d find another necromancer, someone with more experience who didn’t stammer as soon as she looked at him.

				She reached out of the shadows with tentative fingers and dipped them into the stream of moonlight. What kind of a creature was she now? Had Ward’s spell made her more—or less—than human? The scary stories her brothers used to tell her about walking skeletons and decaying zombies drifted forward, but she wasn’t anywhere near that. Was she?

				She shrugged off her momentary lethargy—the spell obviously did nothing to stave off the exhaustion from no sleep the night before—and checked to make sure Ward was still behind her. He leaned against the alley wall, gazing at the stars. He had such thin features, a long face and nose, and a small chin. There had to be some nobility in his blood. In this light, his eyes were huge, brown, unfocused pools. What was he doing? Thinking? She had never met anyone so out of touch with the real world. In her world, being out of touch got one killed.

				At what point had she lost touch?

				No. She hadn’t lost touch; it had been a conspiracy. Which didn’t justify anything, but did place the blame on someone else.

				However, all the blame lay with her over how problematic Ward’s seduction had become. He’d seen her temper and some of her martial abilities, and it showed. He hadn’t reacted the way she’d expected to her attempts at flirtation and friendship. She wanted to scream, give him a good shake, and tell him the game was up. No one was that naïve.

				But yelling at him wouldn’t win his confidence. She needed to lull him into a sense of security, thinking her unaware. Then she could seduce his secrets from him without him noticing.

				“We’ve been standing here forever,” Ward said.

				They hadn’t been, and really, how could he have noticed the passage of time wandering around in his thoughts like that?

				“Let’s talk to this friend of yours and get it over with.”

				She bit the inside of her cheek. “Sure, if you want to get yourself killed.”

				“I thought you said we could trust this man.”

				They could, as far as trusting another assassin went. And Solartti was the person most likely to have sent her the note, warning her of the assignment on her life. What she hadn’t told Ward was Solartti was also the person most likely to have been given the assignment. Still, he was the most trustworthy assassin she knew and she needed information. So to Solartti she must go.

				Peeking out of the alley across the empty street, she studied her goal: a narrow, three-story house. Unlike its solid one- and two-story stone neighbors, the building was of an old design, constructed of wood with delicate, carved detailing around the windows and eaves. Over the years, with the harsh sea air sweeping up from the docks and the periodic shudders from the sleeping volcano beneath the city, the house had warped and bent like an old man. If Solartti hadn’t purchased and renovated it three years ago, it would have been torn down and replaced with another boring stone dwelling.

				She pulled the hood of her cloak farther over her face and stepped out of the alley. If she was going to be walking about the streets, she might as well put her talents to use. She changed her gait, leading with her gut instead of her hips, hunched her shoulders, and clasped her hands before her. She strolled across the street into the alley beside Solartti’s house, keeping an eye on Ward as he followed her. He looked suspicious, radiating nervousness, but there wasn’t anything she could do about that. Telling him to relax would probably start an argument. They faced the potential of a long night if Solartti didn’t have the assignment on her life, and she didn’t want to waste precious shadows quarreling in an alley. Better to keep her mouth shut.

				Solartti’s bedroom sat on the third floor at the back. If not for Ward, she would have scaled to the window and climbed in. However, since he was here, he should participate. She led the way down the alley to the back of the house and slipped the thin case containing her picks from her belt. It was a basic collection, since she was an assassin and not a thief, but the six slim, bent wires covered most situations.

				She picked her least favorite. Thicker than the others, it possessed less flexibility but would withstand a finger-guillotine better. Likely an unnecessary precaution. Assassins didn’t bother much with complicated locks, at least on their houses. They knew anything could be picked or blown-up, so there was no point wasting money on an expensive lock. Probably, only a few wards protected the bolt.

				Ward blew out a loud breath.

				She glanced back at him. Ward was still warding; she just couldn’t figure out what. Which really didn’t matter. Like the obstructions built into the lock, she’d circumvent his precautions and figure him out.

				She slipped the pick into the keyhole and wiggled it past one... two... three wards, and no traps. A mediocre lock, just difficult enough to keep out the amateurs. Which meant the first ward was probably false. She could always go back to it later. With the pick between the second and third wards, she slid the bolt open, pushed down the door latch, and let them in.

				The kitchen was dark and smelled of salted fish. A kettle sat over the banked embers of the day’s fire. Good. That meant Solartti’s day-maid had left and he had gone to bed. Behind her the door clicked shut, and she smiled. Ward had enough common sense to close the door and be quiet about it. Perhaps there was hope for him.

				“I was wondering when you’d come.” Solartti’s voice rumbled through her.

				She eased her hand to the dagger at her waist but didn’t draw it, and scanned the room instead. There, in the back corner of the kitchen. A large shadow. “Well, since you’re here and I’m here, why don’t we shed some light so my wayward necromancer can see?”

				Solartti chuckled, which probably sounded like a growl to the unfamiliar. “I thought necromancers could see in the dark.”

				Ward harrumphed but didn’t say anything.

				Flint struck steel with a snap. A spark caught a wick and a tiny yellow flame danced on the end of a stubby candle.

				Solartti smiled and sat forward, candle in hand. “Care to build up the fire?”

				Celia glanced to the hearth then back to Solartti. He looked even larger than she remembered, his massive shoulders bulging under his shirt. She pulled out a chair from his kitchen table and sat. “No thanks.”

				Solartti shrugged and sauntered across his kitchen to the hearth. Without a word, he tossed in some kindling. It caught, flaring to life, and the kitchen flooded with light.

				It was a small kitchen, clean and bare. Not a knife in sight—an uncommon habit for anyone but an assassin. Hanging above the hearth were a few pots and pans, which she wouldn’t be able to reach unless Solartti moved. Likewise for the wood and kindling in the box against the wall. Her primary means of escape were the door behind her or the window to her left. Another option was through the parlor to the front door, but that would mean passing Solartti, and Ward wouldn’t be fast enough to get by.

				Solartti crossed his arms and leaned against the side of his hearth, one eyebrow raised. His dark hair fell loosely around his square face, hints of gold strands catching the firelight. A wry smile pulled at his lips, made even more roguish by the day’s worth of stubble dusting his cheek.

				It was her turn to talk, and he wasn’t going to make this easy. Yet for some strange reason, she still considered this man a friend.

				“I suppose I should thank you first for the letter.”

				Solartti barked a quick laugh. “You don’t have me to thank for it. I only just heard you knew about the Dark Son’s minion.”

				“Curious,” Celia said. If Solartti didn’t send her the warning...

				Ward leaned toward her and whispered in her ear. “The Dark Son’s minion?”

				She sighed. How could a necromancer be so ignorant about the other dark arts? “An assassin.” She patted his arm and hoped he’d take the hint and stay quiet for the rest of the conversation. “I guess this means the assignment is public knowledge.”

				“Hardly,” Solartti said. “I’m just very resourceful.”

				“So what do these resources say about it?” She leaned back in her chair, trying to look disinterested.

				“My dear, you know you don’t get something for nothing.”

				“And who helped you redecorate this house?”

				“That doesn’t count.” He picked a long twig from the box of kindling and poked it into the flames.

				“Why not?” She knew it wouldn’t count, but she had to ask. Friendship didn’t mean anything between assassins when they wanted something. “I suppose the assignment is yours.”

				“No. I wouldn’t have taken it if it was offered to me.” The end of the twig broke off, and he pulled it out and examined the scorched tip. “Which it wasn’t, by the way.”

				“So who has it?”

				He met her gaze, his expression serious. “I don’t know.”

				He could be lying. Probably not, but if he really wanted to hide something she’d have no way of knowing.

				“I suppose the next thing to ponder,” she said, hoping if she thought out loud he wouldn’t be able to resist the puzzle and would try to figure it out with her, “is who would be powerful enough, or unafraid enough, to buy an assignment for the Dominus’ daughter?”

				Ward coughed but didn’t say anything. So he didn’t know who her father really was. Not a surprise. Had he even figured out her occupation yet?

				“That is the question,” Solartti said. “I’d like the answer to that one myself.”

				“Have you—” She considered her next words, knowing she’d be accusing Solartti of performing an illegal action against the Guild. “Have you seen the ledger?” If he had, he’d have known the working name, the nom de mort, of the assassin.

				“Now why would you assume I’d crept about in the Guild’s records room, risking life and limb, to see who’s after you?”

				“Curiosity.”

				He snorted. “You know me too well.”

				Yes, she did.

				“There isn’t one.”

				She jerked forward. “Excuse me?”

				“There isn’t an entry for you in any of the ledgers. I’ve looked. Besides, if the Master agreed to have you killed, do you think he’d be stupid enough to record it?”

				“Then how do you know there is an assignment?”

				“You’re, well...” He glanced over her shoulder and Ward shifted from one foot to the other. “You were dead. What do you think the answer is?”

				She didn’t respond. Someone had sent her that note, and someone had succeeded in killing her. And if it wasn’t her father—which was still in doubt—then the killer must have some kind of experience, or he wouldn’t have been able to get to her.

				“I think I need to see for myself.”

				“Well, happy hunting, my dear.” Solartti laughed again. “But you won’t find anything.”

				She stood and pushed the chair back against the table. “Since I helped you renovate...”

				“You know I can’t do anything.”

				“Sure you can.” She flashed a hint of her best seductive smile. “It’s easy.”

				“With a dead person, nothing is easy. You should know that by now.”

				“Just find out who might have sent the note.” She grabbed Ward’s arm and pulled him to the door. “I really thought I only had one friend in the Guild, but it seems I have a secret admirer.”

				“You’re too beautiful to only have one, Celia,” Solartti said, and he blew her a kiss.
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				Ward let Celia drag him out the door and into the alley beside the house. He’d been right. Celia’s father hadn’t murdered her, or at least it was clear she didn’t know either way. Everything said in that kitchen seemed to be in some kind of code. He wished Celia would tell him the truth.

				He jerked out of her grip. “What was that about?”

				She didn’t respond.

				He crossed his arms.

				“We don’t have a lot a time.”

				“For what?”

				She sighed. “Solartti knows I’m planning on breaking into the Guild’s records room.”

				“And what Guild would that be?”

				She clamped her hand on his wrist again and yanked, but he refused to move. She had gotten him into this mess. She could at least give him some answers.

				“I’ll explain on the way.” She sounded pained, desperate. He could almost believe it was an honest emotion.

				“Fine.”

				He followed her deeper into the alley, past Solartti’s house, between two stout neighboring buildings, until they came to a high stone wall with a wooden door set in the center. With a click and a creak, Celia opened it just wide enough to pass through. For once, Ward’s slim stature served him well, and he stepped through the crack without having to open the door farther.

				“So?” He eased the door shut behind him.

				“So, we need to get moving.” They had entered a small garden and she strode across it to a wrought-iron gate on the other side, seemingly oblivious to the heady scent of roses and dense foliage packed in deep beds along the walls.

				He crossed the small square of cobblestones, taking a moment to imagine how the garden would look in sunlight. He hoped it would clear his head and reveal some way to get Celia to divulge her information.

				Inspiration did not find him.

				He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “Why are we running?”

				“We’re not running.”

				Now she was arguing semantics. “Fine. What’s the hurry?”

				“As I said before, Solartti knows I’m planning on breaking into the Guild’s records room. Which means right now he’s on his way to the Master.”

				Calm was obviously getting him nowhere, and he was tired of always feeling at a disadvantage. Sure, this was Celia’s world and not his. She wouldn’t be this confident performing a necropsy or stealing bodies from a cemetery. Still, she had picked the lock to Solartti’s house pretty fast. All right, she might be fine with the body stealing. But she kept referring to things as if he would know everything about them, like the Master—whoever he was—and the Guild. Being nice wasn’t working. It was time to find a bit of the confident Ward he had somehow forgotten.

				“It’s easy enough to send you back across the veil.”

				Actually, he had no idea how easy it’d be to remove a Jam de’U or when the spell would end, but she threw her weight against him before he could think of anything better to say, slamming him onto the gate. It shuddered with the impact, echoing in the quiet garden and the street beyond. “Was that a threat?”

				She pressed her forearm against his throat, not hard enough to restrict his breathing, but enough to remind him she could—and would—without a second thought.

				He struggled to calm his racing heart. “If you want me to help, you need to be more forthcoming. Remember, I’m just a country necromancer, obviously ignorant of your big city ways.”

				She shoved him away from the gate and flipped the latch open. “I doubt that.” She pulled up her hood and stepped into the street. “You certainly knew who the Dominus was.”

				“Not who, but definitely what.” He rubbed his throat and followed her. “Who hasn’t heard of the Prince of the Criminal Underworld, Master of the Gentilica?”

				“Fine.” She grabbed his arm, picking up the pace. “This is not to be repeated.”

				He nodded.

				“My father is Brawenal’s Dominus. And I am a member of the Assassins’ Guild, affectionately referred to as ‘The Guild.’ Do you follow me so far?”

				“So you’re the daughter of the Dominus, but that wasn’t enough—you had to become an assassin as well?” He swallowed. He really shouldn’t have threatened her. If she didn’t need him—and that was potentially in doubt—he’d likely be dead.

				“It’s a family tradition. Mother to daughter.” She turned down another alley. “The Master runs the Guild. And that’s who Solartti’s talking to right now.”

				“Again, you said we could trust him.”

				“As much as you can trust anyone in the Guild, or the Gentilica.”

				That seemed like a strange concept, although not so far-fetched as he’d once thought. Really, how much could a person trust someone who killed for a living? Or extorted money, bribed officials, ran prostitution rings, and whatever else the Gentilica was involved in? He supposed he couldn’t trust anyone in the Physician’s Union, either. If they ever discovered he continued to practice illegal surgeries, they would turn him over to the Quayestri in a heartbeat.

				He snorted, and the goddess-eye brand on the back of his neck began to itch. He’d been turned over to the Quayestri once before, several years ago. Thank the Goddess all he’d gotten was the brand.

				They left the alley in silence, stepping into the street in front of the wall of the fifth ring, the west gate twenty feet away. Four thick columns of obsidian carved from the frozen lava flow at the Bay of Veknormai rose on either side of the wall, a symbol of the defeat of Prince Meir the Third by the Susadian army.

				Ward shied away from the pillars as they passed through the gate. The curse on the obsidian had supposedly been broken but he wasn’t going to tempt his fate any further. He couldn’t imagine how his current situation could get worse, but he was sure it could.

				Past the pillars, the road took a sharp turn and narrowed, with second-, third-, and fourth-story balconies of the buildings on either side stretching above his head and sheltering most of the road. The short, stout houses and even the few thin wood ones were gone, replaced by a maze of buildings built so close he couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. He caught glimpses of garden courtyards and public fountains beyond narrow archways, either built into a wall or created by neighboring balconies that butted against each other. Then they were in the shadows of another alley, this one twice as wide as any of the others Ward had traversed.

				Celia stopped halfway down, beside a door wide enough to admit two men walking abreast. She unsheathed the dagger at her hip and offered him the hilt. “Do you know how to use this?”

				“Of course.” It wasn’t a complete lie. He knew what would kill a man, where to strike, what to sever. He’d just never done it before, and his Oath as a physician prevented him from killing.

				“We don’t have a lot of time. I want you to stay where I put you. Don’t make a sound unless you see someone coming. And then you should do that quietly.”

				He nodded.

				“Very quietly.”

				He bit his lip and nodded again.

				She eased the door open, glanced around, and stepped inside.

				Following her, Ward tried to mimic her careful cat-like movements, but his footsteps still crunched with every step.

				Celia didn’t seem to notice. Thank the Goddess.

				He eased the door closed, pressed his back against it, and peered into the gloom. It was dim, but periodic puddles of moonlight from windows just under the rafters at least two stories up provided enough light for Ward to make out basic forms. To his right and across from him was a stable. The beams, with hooks containing tack, looked like malformed soldiers standing guard. From the infrequent shuffles and snorts, the stalls were occupied.

				So this was the Assassins’ Guild’s records room. A stable.

				Beside him sat a low partition and beyond were various sizes of carriages, from hand-drawn, to single-horse, to pair, and even one for a team of six.

				No. Not a stable, a taxi service.

				He supposed the best illegal business was fronted by a mundane legal one, even if an import and export venture might serve the business better. Less livestock to care for.

				Celia stepped around a barrel and headed to the left. Ward followed. This half of the building seemed more like a warehouse, filled with towering rows of barrels, piles of sacks, and bales of hay. She crouched at a door in the back wall and the soft scritch of a bolt sliding out of place followed. The door swung open with a creak.

				He was becoming far too familiar with the sounds of breaking and entering.

				He knelt beside her, and she grabbed his shoulder, pressing her lips to his ear. “This is the only door to the records room.”

				Her breath sent waves of heat washing over him. Logically, he knew an attraction between them was impossible, but his body insisted otherwise. Why did she have to be so alluring? And so... dead?

				“There’s a stable boy. His cot is by the front door. Stand here, out of the light.” She didn’t wait for him to acknowledge the instruction, which was good since he probably couldn’t speak without making a complete fool of himself. Instead, he sucked in a slow, silent breath, trying to get his blood to flow through all parts of his body and not just the one pressing uncomfortably against the front of his pants. Now was not the time to let his body control him. He needed to concentrate. Besides, beautiful as she was, she wouldn’t have any reservations about killing him.

				Behind him came the sigh of papers being turned, the only indication Celia was doing anything. How long would she take? She had said they didn’t have a lot of time, that Solartti would go to the Master. It didn’t look like anyone was coming.

				He strained to hear anything outside on the street. There were no sounds beyond the walls or within, save for a few whickers. The noise in the records room had stopped. Please let her have found what she was looking for so they could leave. He squeezed the dagger’s hilt between his fingers. The quiet was unnerving. No sound outside. No sound before him, save for the horses. And now nothing behind him.

				Should he check to see if she was all right? If she was fine, however, she would scold him for not keeping watch. But what if something had happened to his spell and she was dead again? Would he hear her fall to the floor? Not if she was sitting in a chair, or leaning over a table.

				He glanced about the warehouse. Nothing.

				Maybe he should peek in. Just to see.

				He leaned into the doorway. She stood with her back to him, holding up a large book in the moonlight.

				“Are they here?” she asked without glancing at him.

				“I don’t know.”

				“What do you mean, you don’t know?”

				Something whizzed by his ear and embedded into the wood beside him with a thunk. He jerked backward. A thick crossbow bolt vibrated an inch from his head.

				“I’d say they’re here.”
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				Another crossbow bolt slammed in the wood by Ward’s head. He dropped to his knees and scrambled into the records room, pressing his back to the wall, his sharp gasps forced past the lump in his throat.

				Celia closed the book, slipped it on the shelf beside a row of other, identical books, and shut the false front, revealing a plain paneled wall. She eased to the door and knelt beside him. “Did you see how many there are?”

				He shook his head, not trusting his voice. He’d been in trouble before, but the held-at-sword-point-and-arrested kind. Never the kind where people shot arrows at him.

				She poked her head around the edge of the doorframe. Two more bolts hit the wall. All the muscles in Ward’s body contracted.

				“They seem serious,” he said, hoping bravado would counterbalance his shaking.

				She sat back on her heels. “If they are, they’re not very good shots.”

				He swallowed. They seemed fine to him, but he supposed now wasn’t the time to start a debate. It would be better if he asked Celia about her escape plan, although he wasn’t sure he wanted to hear that, either.

				She glanced out the door again. This time there was no answering crossbow fire.

				“They’ve taken cover. Which means they’re waiting for us to make a run for it.” She flashed him a huge grin. “I think we should oblige them.”

				“Excuse me?” Had he heard wrong? Had she just said they should make a run for it?

				“Just outside this door, to the left, is a pile of sacks.”

				He didn’t recall any sacks. Of course, if asked at that moment what he wore, he wasn’t sure he could say.

				“I’ll bet they’ve placed a man there. I’m sure they’ll count on me betting on that, so they’re hoping I’ll risk the open area to the right. The barrels over there are bigger, but farther away.”

				“Bigger is good.”

				“Sure, and the run to them will make us bigger targets.”

				“But there’s a man over the other way.”

				“Yes.” She lunged out the door and to the left.

				Two more bolts slammed into the wall behind her.

				How did he get into this again?

				Another bolt hit the wall. Someone screamed. Was it Celia? Ward jumped to his feet and followed, bent over, arms covering his head. He could feel the archers sizing him up along the length of their crossbows.

				A bolt whizzed past him, and he dove for the space between the wall and the sacks, sliding to the edge of a pool of blood. A man, his neck a gaping wound, stared at him. Ward scrambled back, hands sticky.

				Somehow, she’d stolen the man’s dagger and slit his throat in a matter of seconds. This was the art passed down from mother to daughter in her family? If it had been something like needlepoint, they wouldn’t be in this situation at all.

				Celia grabbed the back of his shirt and hauled him into a crouch. “There’s a side door that way.” She pointed along the path between the wall and a long row of barrels. “It’ll be guarded. Do you still have that dagger?”

				Ward held it up, his hand trembling. He didn’t know who was more surprised—Celia or himself.

				“Are you having fun yet, necromancer?”

				“Fun?” His voice cracked. “You’re mad.”

				“Yes. I’m told it runs in the family.” She squeezed his shoulder, her eyes bright with either excitement or insanity—Ward couldn’t decide which. She crawled toward the door beneath the cover of the barrels. Forearm over forearm and legs spread, lying low to the floor, she skimmed the tiles with her belly. She reached the edge of the barrels in four quick pounds of Ward’s heart, and peeked around the corner. Then she dashed the last two feet to the door, threw it open, and flew out, her bloody dagger held tight against the length of her forearm.

				Ward gulped, trying to make himself stand and run.

				Someone shouted.

				What awaited him beyond that door? His death? Celia’s death—again? It was so much easier when he didn’t see how a person died, when the individual was a lifeless body on a table, his soul across the veil within the bosom of the Goddess.

				He ground his teeth, and glanced over his shoulder at the body behind him. Some necromancer he was. He wasn’t even able to control his own zombie, or whatever she was. Maybe he should have paid closer attention to the necromancer’s obligation to maintain the balance between life and death. The false life he’d given her was claiming real lives in an attempt to correct the imbalance.

				But her death was false, too. Someone had murdered her, and she had a right to find justice before she crossed over. It was more than most murder victims received.

				It also didn’t matter if she was crazy or not. She was still defending herself—and him, for that matter. He had it within his power to help her and prevent more people from dying. He was Edward de’Ath the Fourth, eighth-generation necromancer. His family could raise the Prophets of Aawabaen—or at least Grandfather could. What untapped powers did he possess? He’d successfully performed the Jam de’U with improvised components, a fraction of the time in meditation, and thugs banging on the door. If he called on the spirits of the Ancients, would that be enough to scare off whoever was on the other side of that door? Another shout made him jump. This one sounded more like a guttural command.

				No, calling the Ancients would be too difficult. He didn’t even know if they were on the other side of the veil. Better to stick with something easier, like a reverse wake. Well, he wasn’t entirely sure how easy it was, but he’d performed so many regular wakes before, how much harder could it be to push out someone’s soul instead of calling it back?

				He looked at his bloody hands. He didn’t even have to go out of his way to find blood—Celia had seen to that.

				He swallowed hard and ran for the door, skidding to a halt before he reached it and ducking behind the barrels. It would be better if he could support his plan with a means of escape as well. He turned his gaze to the stalls across from him. The horses snorted and pranced, their eyes wide at the fighting and scent of blood.

				It wasn’t the first time he’d shoved a bridle on a nervous horse—just the first time he’d done it to save a noblewoman who happened to be the daughter of the Dominus, and who also happened to be an assassin. There wasn’t a person alive—or dead—who’d believe it if Ward told them this story.

				Another shout and a scream made Ward jump. He ran to the nearest stall, grabbed the bridle from the hook by the door, and opened the gate.

				The horse whinnied and shied away, the whites of its eyes bright in the dim light.

				Ward sucked in a quick breath, held it, and reminded himself he needed to appear calm.

				It whickered and shook its head.

				“Yeah, I know,” Ward said. “Let’s get out of here.”

				The horse shook its head again.

				Ward stepped closer, trying not to add to the horse’s fear, but still move as fast a possible. He eased his left thumb into the corner of the horse’s mouth, slipped the bit in, and fastened the bridle at the top and nose. With one fluid motion, he swung onto the horse’s back.

				A crossbow bolt glanced Ward’s hip, ripping his shirt. The horse bucked and leapt from the stall. Celia was right. They were either bad shots or they didn’t want him dead. He tried to form a coherent thought, figure out why he was still alive, but he couldn’t settle on anything. His mind was a whirl of ideas, images, and memories, all racing with his wild pulse, screaming for him to flee.

				He spurred the horse through the side door into the courtyard beyond. Men held Celia, one at each arm, while a third, a massive man with swarthy skin and wild braided hair, faced her. To their right, three men lay in a pool of blood.

				Ward closed his eyes and raised a bloody hand, drawing on his family’s ancient power. He imagined it shooting through the men before him, forcing their souls from their bodies.

				For a heartbeat, there was silence.

				He did it! He couldn’t believe it. He’d actually cast a reverse wake.

				But then he opened his eyes. Nothing had changed. Everyone remained standing, and everyone stared at him. Soulless bodies didn’t litter the ground. No one looked affected in any way. Not even sleepy.

				Crap.

				Celia slipped free and jerked the man on her right over her hip, tossing him to the ground. She turned to the other man, twisted her arm under his, broke his elbow, and rammed her fist into his temple. Yanking him around, she tossed him toward the swarthy man. With a pivot, she grabbed Ward’s arm and swung up behind him.

				“You are full of surprises,” she said.

				She almost sounded impressed, but probably wouldn’t remain so if they stayed. He squeezed the horse’s ribs with his knees. That was all it needed, and it raced through the crowd and out the arch into the street.

				They galloped, zigzagging through the maze of streets. The wind caressed his face, and heat from Celia’s arms around his chest and her breath in his ear simmered through him. The heat pooled low in his gut again—

				“Stop.”

				—and he could almost pretend they weren’t running for their lives.

				“Stop here.”

				“What?”

				She grabbed his hands and pulled the reins. The horse slowed and stopped.

				“This is our stop.” She hopped down.

				“But...?”

				She seized his arm and pulled him close, making him struggle to keep his seat.

				“They’ll be following the horse.”

				“How can they follow? We’ve lost them.”

				“You forget you’re dealing with the Gentilica.”

				“But I thought... Isn’t this the Guild?”

				She narrowed her eyes and he dismounted. Word traveled so fast in the Gentilica, most believed it was some kind of magic. Why not the Assassins’ Guild as well? With his luck, all eyes were now watching for two people riding bareback through the city.

				Celia slapped the horse’s rump, and it took off down the street.

				As soon as it was out of sight, she headed along a narrow lane lined with three-story structures pressed against one another. They were in a poor section of the fifth ring, likely near the wall of the sixth and by the docks. At the end of the row sat a larger corner house with a recessed front door painted dark red. The shutters were closed, even in the pressing summer heat, but curls of smoke and the roar of a crowd seeped from between the cracks. Celia opened the door and entered. Ward glanced up and down the street and followed.

				A gray haze filled the room, stinging his eyes. Before him sat a stout wood railing that ringed a large hole in the center of the floor. Below, two dozen people danced to the music of a four-piece band. On his level were tables and chairs, and people standing, sitting, dancing, talking, yelling, drinking, eating—

				“Ward.”

				He spun around, looking for Celia, who stood halfway up a flight of stairs, tapping her foot again.

				“Come on.”

				He sucked in a breath, choked, coughed, and climbed with her to the third balcony. Celia chuckled, and he glanced up.

				Just in time to see Solartti grab Celia’s arm and spin her into his lap.

				Ward stumbled to a halt, bumped into a serving girl, and was doused in ale. The lukewarm liquid soaked the front of his shirt.

				Both Celia and Solartti laughed.

				So, it was all a game. Everyone was playing with poor Ward.

				Then he noticed Celia’s dagger pressed against Solartti’s ribs.

				The assassin tipped his head up. “It’s open.”

				Ward followed his gaze. Above the table was a trap door, a thick dowel set along one side for a ladder with hooks to allow the owner access.

				“You’re too kind,” Celia said.

				Solartti shrugged. “It’s the least I could do.”

				“No, the least you could have done was not tell the Master where I was.”

				“The Master was nowhere to be found.”

				Celia glared at him, and he laughed.

				“Well, I know how much you love a challenge.”

				She stood, her dagger pointed at Solartti’s eyes. “I doubt this had anything to do with me.”

				Solartti placed his hands on either side of the blade. “No. I wanted to see how fast your new boy could run.” Then, faster than Ward thought possible for a man his size, Solartti pushed aside Celia’s dagger and planted a heavy kiss on her lips. “Happy hunting.”

				Celia flashed him a sultry smile that made Ward’s stomach churn, leapt onto the table, and grabbed the dowel. She swung up, kicked open the door, and disappeared into the darkness beyond.

				Ward climbed onto the table, eyeing Solartti. If the assassin was going to do something, this was the perfect time, but Solartti sat back in his chair and crossed his arms, grinning like a maniac.

				Ward grabbed the edge of the opening and, with his face pressed against the dusty attic floorboards and his legs thrashing with the effort, hauled himself up. Still panting, he reached for the trapdoor.

				“Don’t bother. If they followed us here, Solartti will tell them where we went.”

				“So much for trust.”

				“That all depends on your definition of the word.” She led him in the near darkness between uneven mounds covered in gray sheets and thick layers of pale dust to a round window, the shutters open to the elements.

				“I trust Solartti will do his best to maintain his position in the Guild. I also trust his curiosity will get the better of him and he will want to solve the mystery of my murder as well.”

				Ward shook his head. “You have an odd definition of trust.”

				She sat on the window ledge, her feet hanging over the side. Below, a few feet down and a few away, stood the wall of the sixth ring. Beyond lay three more of the city’s rings. Moonlight reflected on the slopes and peaks of ceramic tiles, copper and silver weathervanes and flagpoles, and, farther beyond, like liquid silver at the edge of the city, the Bay of Tranaquai.

				“That’s the only definition you can count on,” she said, her voice soft. “Either that, or you’ll be dead.”
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				Celia couldn’t decide if she wanted to hug Ward for surviving the night’s antics, or throttle him for not really doing anything. Since she wasn’t sure if they had lost Bakmeire and his men—which meant she shouldn’t make any unnecessary noise, like the shriek of surprise or pain either action would elicit—she chose to do neither. The thrill of breaking into the records room, getting caught, and racing away still pounded in her veins, painting everything in crisp details. She could even see the veins in the witch-stone.

				Easing the door to the cavern shut, she made sure she the latch clicked before sitting on the smooth floor and tugging off her boots. It wasn’t that Ward didn’t do anything, but she should have known better than to give him a dagger and expect he’d know how to use it. He hadn’t even raised it to fight. All he’d done was sit there, one hand up with his eyes closed.

				Which wasn’t true, either. He had done something, she just couldn’t figure out what, exactly. Perhaps everyone had just been shocked to see him.

				Probably... maybe... but that didn’t explain the strange sensation that had pulsed over her the moment Bakmeire and his men no longer seemed to be there. Sure, their bodies had been there, but it was like they’d all started daydreaming. Just for a heartbeat. Long enough for her to break free.

				It still didn’t excuse the fact that Ward hadn’t tried to defend himself when the strange moment passed—it didn’t even seem as if he realized he’d done something. Regardless, he should have at least waved the dagger in the direction of the most immediate danger. Even an apprentice assassin could do that much.

				And really, why did it upset her so much? So what if he got himself killed? The strong survive and the stupid get killed. But that didn’t make sense anymore. She hadn’t been killed because she was stupid. She wasn’t stupid and neither, really, was Ward. He had thought of grabbing a horse to aid their escape. That was pretty smart.

				She glanced at him. He leaned against the wall and gazed up at the multi-hued ceiling, dark shadows visible under his eyes, his nose and jaw perfect, delicate lines. He looked like a sculpture. A tired, handsome sculpture.

				“Tell me we at least got something out of that fiasco.”

				Celia chewed on her bottom lip. This was not the conversation she’d hoped he’d start. She didn’t know which conversation she wanted, but this wasn’t it. She’d gone through all of the latest entries in the ledgers and there was nothing. No indication as to who had been assigned her murder. It was foolish of her to think the Master would dare keep proof of an assignment on the Dominus’ daughter, just like Solartti said.

				“It was worth a try,” she said.

				“Worth a try?” Ward’s voice cracked, and he returned to looking like the scarecrow she’d first met, with arms and legs a little too long and his brown hair sticking up in all directions. “We were almost killed!”

				“You were almost killed.” She pushed up to her feet. “I’m already dead, remember?”

				She headed down the hall, not sure where she was going. She just needed to move, take action, not sit and listen to Ward. Especially since he was right. She supposed she could use that to help manipulate him, but she didn’t have the heart for it at the moment.

				His boots thudded to the floor behind her and his bare feet slapped against the stone as he raced to catch up to her. His hand brushed her shoulder.

				“I just thought the night would be more helpful.”

				“So did I.”

				Thankfully, he didn’t reply.

				They took the stairs to the third level and wound their way through the maze of halls to Celia’s study. Without a word, Ward sat on the cleaned chair and leaned back. She supposed it was her move. This was her problem, in her world and not his.

				The question was, what next?

				She sat on the stool behind the desk and wished the Ancients had used fireplaces instead of vents from the volcano for warmth and witch-stone panels for light. It was warm enough for her, almost too warm, but she missed the comforting glow of a fire, the flickering flames in the hearth, and the dancing shadows on the walls.

				“There is no assignment.” She said it more to herself than Ward.

				“Well, you didn’t find evidence of an assignment. That doesn’t mean there isn’t one.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“Things are not always as they appear.”

				She closed her eyes, imagining the roar of a fire before her. Would she still feel it, even though she was dead? Strange, those shivers hadn’t appeared since Ward had done the Jam de’U. She didn’t feel stiff or sore any more. Was this how the spell worked? Wouldn’t she have at least felt... different? With her luck, the shivers wouldn’t come when the spell was over this time. She’d just fall over, dead. She pushed that thought away. “I don’t have the patience for cryptic necromancer sayings.”

				“I didn’t mean—” He cleared his throat. “What I mean is, assignments or contracts come in a variety of ways. I didn’t have a written contract with your father to wake you. Actually, I’ve never had a written contract for a wake, but I did have an implied verbal contract.”

				“The Guild always keeps a record of who’s given which assignments. I’ve never known it not to. It’s how assassins are rewarded in the Guild.”

				“And they’re always kept in the records room?”

				She cracked open one eye to look at him. He sat perched like a strange bird in the chair, his feet on the edge of the seat, his arms across his knees, and his chin pressed against them. “Yes.”

				“Even if it’s an assignment for the Dominus’ daughter?”

				“Ye—” She bit her lip. She didn’t know if the Master would take an assignment for the Dominus’ daughter, or if it would even be written up. The Guild and the Gentilica did a lot of things together, but they were like siblings: members of the same family while still separate entities. It wasn’t as if the Master didn’t know her real identity. Guild law stated she could keep her identity hidden from all but the Master. She also didn’t know if the Master had some special, secret hiding place for his most sensitive information. And since she’d never seen the Master, nor been able to discover his true identity, she couldn’t search his house.

				What she did know was that her father kept his secrets on paper, in a rare magic book, handed down from Dominus to Dominus. Or, more aptly, from Keeper to Keeper. Only the memory sphere was handed to the Dominus. Every week, or month—or however often time could be spared—the Dominus touched the sphere, brought it to life, and wrote, or rather thought, of recent events. Without a doubt selective thoughts, since some of the Dominus’ secrets were too dangerous to share even after his death.

				She’d only seen the memory sphere in use once, when her father first became the Dominus. Everyone had thought her asleep in bed, but she’d been thirsty and had crept to the well for a drink. She couldn’t have been past her tenth summer, but she remembered it as if it’d been yesterday—of course she’d been dead yesterday and didn’t remember much of it. 

				Her father’s study door had stood ajar, the firelight inside bright. Within, her father and another man spoke in low voices, discussing how the journal worked. She’d crept closer, pressed her cheek against the doorframe, and peered in. The stranger, who her father called Lord Keeper, was a small man with dark hair and beady eyes. It wasn’t until her fourteenth summer when faced with her Guild apprenticeship that she started a discreet research project into the sphere, the journal, and the Keeper.

				“Celia?” Ward asked, pulling her from her thoughts.

				She didn’t want to admit she couldn’t prove her assassination assignment existed, or that she wanted to steal her father’s journal to find out if he knew about her murder. If that was the case, she had no idea why he’d hired Ward to wake her.

				But the plans of the Dominus were always convoluted, and the evidence did not look good for his paternal affection. Everywhere she turned, Bakmeire blocked her way. Solartti had even said the Master couldn’t be found, which she had thought was a play on words. Perhaps it was truth and not some flippant response.

				She opened both eyes and glared at Ward. “How did you know the assignment might be in another location?”

				“I had a secret place in... where I used to live, where I kept”—he cleared his throat—“medical notes. And since my career doesn’t often put me on the wrong side of the law, I would guess this Master has many more dangerous and powerful secrets than me.”

				She smiled. “For this, I might be able to forgive you for being clumsy.” 

				“Might? Didn’t I guarantee our escape by thinking of the horse?”

				Among other things. He’d obviously missed her smile. Seducing him was going to be a lot of work. But she already knew that.

				“The Guild has a safe in the study of a man referred to as the Keeper.” The whole trick to a good lie was to stick as close to the truth as possible. “I have an idea. How do you feel about going outside in the daylight?”

				He frowned. “For what?”

				“This safe requires a magic key, one the Keeper has with him at all times.” Also not a lie. When she’d learned the Lord Keeper’s identity, she’d discovered the secret of the safe and key.

				“Which means you can’t pick the lock.”

				“No. We have to get the key.” Celia forced herself to breathe. Stay calm, wait for him to bite. Don’t force it.

				“And I suppose you know how to do this.”

				“Yes.”

				“And I suppose you also know who this Keeper is.”

				She let a hint of her excitement color her expression. The Keeper was a minor lord in the prince’s court, but more important, she knew his habits. And, oh, was he a creature of habit. He always had lunch on the patio of the Three Ships Café, and he took his satchel, which held the magic key, everywhere. His reserved table was at the front of the patio by the wrought-iron railing separating the patrons from the two-foot drop to the street. He always sat facing east—which didn’t really matter—and always tucked the satchel in front of his feet against the table’s pedestal leg.

				“And you have a plan?”

				Yes she did. “How much do you know about herbs?”

				Ward’s eyes shimmered.

				She had him.

				He leaned back in a bad attempt at feigned disinterest. “I suppose a better question is, how much do you know about herbs?”

				“Not enough, offhand.”

				“What do you need?”

				“I need a concoction that will make someone ill, like they’ve eaten rotten food, for about twelve or so hours.”

				“There are a few options.”

				Celia smiled in full. This just might work.

				§

				Karysa crumpled the parchment in her bloody hands and tossed it at the underfed farmhand cowering in the corner. He whimpered and pressed his naked, lacerated body against the fieldstone wall. That damn Dominus in Brawenal City was useless. He couldn’t even control his daughter when she was dead. Brew the potion, have her woken, and make her drink it. How hard could that be? Apparently, it was too much for Carlyle. She would have thought controlling the Brawenal underworld would have proven he was at least competent. Apparently not.

				The farmhand inched closer to the door of her workroom, a plain chamber that cleaned up easily. She grabbed his chin, smearing blood on his face, and forced just enough of his soul from his body to make him compliant.

				“It’s a good thing there’s a lot to you.” He stared at her with empty eyes and she caressed his cheek. “A shadow walker isn’t an easy thing to make, you know.”

				She shoved him into the bloody octagon painted on the floor, grabbed a glass jar from her satchel, and placed it beside him. He blinked, his gaze starting to focus. She clamped her hands to his head and hissed the words of power. He trembled in her grasp. Heat swirled through her. Glorious. Erotic. The power of the blood magic swept along her veins, infusing every muscle with intoxicating fire.

				The man screamed, his voice hoarse from their earlier play. Pressure grew in her head and she squeezed her eyes shut. She had to concentrate, focus on the spell, and not get caught up in the ecstasy.

				A moan escaped and she bit her lip, drawing blood. The salty tang tickled her tongue. More energy blossomed within her, threatening to rupture her very essence. It seeped out of her eyes and nose. She smashed her lips against the man’s and sucked. His soul poured into her and she swallowed again and again, devouring his essence. He gasped and choked, but couldn’t stop her. Her skin burned with the strength of his soul. He was as powerful as she’d first thought, which meant she’d only need one more soul to power the spell and change the Union forever. It was finally going to happen—generations of Innecroestri had prepared for this moment, and she was not going to fail.

				The man sagged, and she dropped his husk to the floor. She brought the jar to her lips and vomited the soul into it, coughing and heaving until every last drop was saved. As much as she wanted to keep a little of him within her, her plans for his energy were more important than immediate gratification. Besides, there was nothing a dead body and her hand couldn’t solve, and how convenient—she had both right here.

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				ELEVEN 

				

				

				Celia’s plan was awful, Ward was sure of it. Well, it wasn’t that her plan was bad. It was that the participant, namely him, doubted he could do it.

				He shifted in his seat and glanced down the street. The view from the Three Ships Café was extraordinary. The wide, cobblestone street parted the tall residential and commercial buildings to offer a spectacular view of the prince’s palace and its thousand copper peaks, topped with a thousand red pennants. It sat on top of the plateau that was once, hundreds upon hundreds of years ago, the mouth of a live volcano.

				To the east lay the Bay of Tranaquai, filled with ships that from this distance looked like toys. In the immediate area, the houses and businesses of the wealthiest merchants surrounded the patio. Unshuttered windows, a patchwork of tiny diamonds of clear glass held together by thick strips of lead, revealed everything to tempt the lord or lady: fine clothing, weapons, armor, silver and gold jewelry, china figurines, pastries, teas and jahalva, and books.

				Across the street was even an upscale astrologist. The practice had been out of favor in most courts for a few generations, but this business still appeared to be doing well. A brightly painted plaque hung on the door, announcing five days to the Contraluxis, a rare celestial event where the Goddess star and the Light Son’s two hunting-dog stars were in alignment during a lunar eclipse. This Contraluxis was just after sunset, which made it one of the best omens possible. Men who wished to gain greater power and prosperity could attend a ritual led by a Brother of Light.

				Ward snorted. As if a true Brother of Light would lead laymen in one of their most sacred rituals. Desperate people would believe anything. Just like he believed Celia needed his help. He supposed in this case she actually did. It just wasn’t the type of help he’d thought.

				He fingered the small paper envelope of Baarasena in the pouch at his hip. Cousin to the Mandrake, it was a smaller, stronger root, preferred by the nobles as the fertility drug of choice for its potent one-grain dosage and absence of odor or bitterness. Baarasena, however, was also a powerful emetic. Ten grains could induce severe vomiting, sending the person to bed for most of a day. Twenty or more grains, and the recipient would be bedridden more than two days. Once the vomiting passed, the wild hallucinations would begin.

				He eased the envelope aside and moved to the three quintaros beneath. After he had told Celia what he needed for her plan, he had cleaned the blood from his hands and they had gone to bed. Or at least, he had gone to bed. Celia obviously hadn’t. When Ward joined her for a breakfast of dried fruit and meat, she’d presented him with the tiny envelope, a pouch of money, and a simple blue doublet of tightly woven cotton, suitable for a young lord of a minor house. She also had acquired a change of clothes for herself: a plain beige dress and a wide-brimmed straw hat.

				She had assured him the plan was simple. She would hide inside the café. The Keeper would take his seat. The next drink onto the patio would be his, and she would put the herb in it, then leave. Apparently the man always savored the same aperitif, an aged Worben sherry, and didn’t need to order it anymore. If for some unforeseen reason Celia couldn’t lace his drink, Ward was to find a way to use his Baarasena, somehow. Celia had insisted that wouldn’t be the case but had told him to take the package anyway.

				Once the herb was in the Keeper’s drink all they had to do was wait for him to become sick and—

				A fat man dressed in black, carrying a black satchel under his arm, strolled out of the café’s open double doors onto the patio.

				Ward sat up, realized he might appear conspicuous, and leaned forward, trying to look bored.

				The fat man glanced around and headed to the table at the edge of the patio. This was the Keeper. He didn’t look at all how Ward had imagined, although Celia hadn’t given him a good description. Or maybe she had and he’d been too worried about the plan to remember. Which made Ward even more nervous about the whole thing.

				He clenched his jaw and glanced into the café. It was dark compared to the sunlit patio, and he could only discern shadowy figures seated at, or moving between, tables. There was no sign of Celia, and a serving girl walked his way.

				Where was she? Shouldn’t there be some kind of distraction? She needed to get close enough to the serving girl to lace the man’s drink, but she couldn’t have possibly done it already.

				He jumped from his seat. If Celia hadn’t done her part of the plan, he needed to get to the girl and use his Baarasena.

				He moved to meet her and—what? He didn’t know how to distract someone so he could poison the drink she carried. But there was nothing in her hands. She wasn’t carrying a drink, or a tray, or anything. In fact, she looked distressed.

				She brushed by him, heading straight for the Keeper’s table.

				“I’m sorry, my lord,” she said to the fat man, “but this table is reserved. There are—”

				Ward stopped listening, unsure of what to do. He was standing, and needed to do something. Going back to his table might look obvious. Although if the Keeper hadn’t arrived, did it matter if he looked obvious? What would Celia say? She’d say obvious was never good, and he was being obvious right now by standing there.

				A short, thin man stepped onto the patio, walked past Ward, and headed for the Keeper’s table.

				Was this the Keeper? Ward had no way of knowing. From the corner of his eye he saw another serving girl carrying a tray with a single, slim glass. Celia, who didn’t look at all like herself in the beige dress and straw hat, approached her.

				Fine. At least that was under control. Celia reached into her money pouch and leaned toward the girl to say something, forcing the girl to lower the tray and hold it to her side.

				Everything seemed to slow down. Celia, the serving girl, the few people on the patio, and those on the street.

				Celia reached to drop the Baarasena into the drink, and Ward realized the first serving girl was turning to head back into the café. She would see Celia lacing the Keeper’s drink.

				He grabbed the first girl’s arm. “What kind of service do you call this?”

				Over the girl’s shoulder he saw Celia nod at something and step back.

				“I’ve been sitting here for a good ten minutes and you haven’t even asked me what wine I’d like to drink.”

				The serving girl curtsied. “I’m sorry, my lord.”

				“A glass of the Karth House’s chardonnay.”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				He tugged on his doublet and took his seat. It was a modest wine from a prestigious Brawenal house. If he had more money he would have tried for a vintage, but as it was, he would enjoy the wine. No one said he couldn’t have something decent to drink while suffering through this scheme, and the opportunity might not present itself again for a while.

				He forced himself to look at the activity on the street instead of watching the Keeper. Celia wandered out of the café’s front doors and gazed into the window of the astrologer’s shop across the street. He couldn’t wrap his mind around how different she looked. It was as if she were someone else entirely.

				The wine arrived, and he ignored the girl, letting his gaze brush over her, taking in the patio and the Keeper. The patio was filling fast with customers and serving girls.

				The few contents in Ward’s stomach flip-flopped as he realized everything depended on him now.

				Once the Keeper fell ill, he would need to create a distraction to allow Celia to rummage through the man’s satchel. There were just so many people around. So many eyes he had to draw his way.

				He tried to swallow but his mouth was dry, so he turned to his wine, raising the glass so the afternoon sun shone through the yellow liquid. It was the color of early morning sunshine, light, pale, what he’d expect from a young chardonnay from the House of Karth. He hazarded a smell, bringing the edge of the glass to his nose.

				His mouth watered. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a good meal with a decent wine. When this was over he was going to the Grey Falcon in Maylor—

				No. There was still a warrant for his arrest in Bantianta. He also couldn’t see what Trevor in Worben or Lord Anistel in Talorento were cooking, either. At this rate, he’d have to leave Brawenal City before he found a decent meal.

				Although if he didn’t succeed in helping Celia, he wouldn’t be alive long enough to care what he ate.

				He dragged his thoughts to the present and sneaked a glance at the Keeper from over the rim of the glass. The man was sipping his sherry and watching the people on the street. He didn’t appear to show any sign of ingesting the Baarasena.

				Ward took a mouthful of wine. It tasted better than it should have. Maybe after this, he could convince Celia they should go out again and fetch a decent jug from his small collection to celebrate.

				Movement at the back of the patio caught Ward’s eye. He leaned back and scanned that corner. The tables were packed with people talking and laughing, drinking and eating, everything normal people do during lunch at a café. He must have been mistaken. Then he realized it wasn’t movement that had drawn his attention, but the lack of movement.

				In the far corner, shadowed by the café wall, sat a lone man, drinking a glass of red wine and watching the patio.

				Ward shivered. Uncanny that someone else would be doing the same thing he was. Of course, the strange man couldn’t be doing the same thing as Ward. After all, Ward was there to steal from the Keeper of the Assassins’ Guild, not the type of thing most people did on a fine, late summer afternoon.

				He shifted in his seat. Should he look at the man again? Maybe he should order food so he wouldn’t appear so odd. He stole another glance at the man in the corner. The man was broad-chested, reminding Ward a little of Solartti, and probably just as tall. He wore a two-toned blue doublet with a white shirt underneath. His hair was brown and cut short, much like Ward’s. The man either wore a wig or a helm—and neither sat well with Ward.

				The man smiled and raised his glass in salute.

				Ward had been caught. He forced his lips into a smile and nodded in a reply. The man shifted out of the shadows, and sunlight flashed off an open goddess-eye pin on his collar.

				Cold recognition washed through Ward, and he squeezed the muscles in his cheeks to make his smile bigger. The man was a Tracker. Which in itself shouldn’t surprise him, since he was in Brawenal, home of the Collegiate of the Quayestri. It was the salute that scared him. As if the man recognized him. And being recognized by someone who, on a whim, could sentence him to death without formality and carry out the sentence right away, was never a good thing.

				Ward turned back to the street, trying to calm his racing heart. Surely the Physician’s Union had stopped worrying about him by now. They’d only caught him performing necropsies in Wildenmere and, thank the Goddess, the Wildenmerians believed it was ill luck to kill or mutilate a necromancer. After the brand had been seared into his neck and he’d served his two-month sentence of court service he’d sworn to never do it again. Well, never get caught, anyway.

				There were also those few times in Bantianta, Olotheal, Talorento, and Worben where he’d been seen, but not apprehended, for stealing bodies from cemeteries, but those offenses weren’t serious enough to demand the involvement of the Quayestri. They only apprehended the most dangerous criminals in the Union of Principalities—usually by the most aggressive means. At least the man wasn’t an Inquisitor and couldn’t show his memories to everyone on the patio, providing evidence of his guilt.

				Ward resisted the urge to rub his goddess-eye brand. The man was just being nice. Really. He’d caught Ward looking at him and smiled. Trackers must get a lot of attention. People must stare at them all the time... in a ‘please, Goddess, don’t arrest me’ kind of way.

				The Keeper’s meal arrived, a dark consommé in a white porcelain bowl. Still, he showed no sign of illness.

				Ward drank more wine. His glass was three-quarters empty. How much longer was this going to take?

				It occurred to him the Keeper, a member of the Assassins’ Guild in his own right, might have built up a tolerance to the drug. He’d heard some criminals did such things. They took tiny amounts of poison until it no longer affected them. He reminded himself to ask Celia about that, once they were done here.

				The Keeper coughed, and his spoon clattered against the bowl. His wooden chair screeched against the stone patio, and he gripped the sides of the table. He looked green. Good.

				A serving girl rushed to his side. “My lord, is something wrong with your meal?”

				He coughed again, his shoulders heaving, but he managed to keep down whatever was in his stomach.

				This man had the constitution of a horse. Ward would have thrown up before the sherry was gone.

				The Keeper swayed and sat again. This was close enough to Ward’s cue for him to approach, announce himself a physician, and ask if he felt all right. As loudly as he could. But the Tracker remained in the corner, watching.

				On the street, Celia and her straw hat neared the edge of the patio. He had to do something soon or they would lose their chance.

				The Keeper stood again. His body shook, and he collapsed to his hands and knees.

				The serving girl squeaked in surprise, but didn’t move, likely too stunned to react.

				Ward finished his wine in one swift gulp. It was now or never. He leapt from his seat and rushed to the Keeper’s side, purposely knocking the man’s bag aside. “My lord, are you all right?”

				If Celia was holding up her end of the plan, she should be rummaging through the satchel for that key. But he couldn’t look at her to check without drawing attention.

				Instead, he helped the Keeper sit up.

				The man mumbled something about disagreeable food as a flurry of thoughts raced through Ward’s head. Had the Tracker recognized him? Was Celia doing her job? Were enough people looking at him and the Keeper?

				“Let me help you to a carriage.” He supported the Keeper’s arm as he helped the man to his feet.

				“I’ll wave one down,” the serving girl said, rushing off the patio.

				The Keeper lurched to the next table to steady himself. “My satchel, on the floor, if you would be so kind.”

				“Of course.”

				Ward turned back to get the satchel. Celia was nowhere in sight and it appeared untouched. He couldn’t go through it now. Not with everyone on the patio watching. He could only hope she’d completed her part of the plan.

				He picked up the bag and turned back to the Keeper, who was making a valiant attempt to contain what Ward knew were violent stomach cramps. They staggered to the street, where the serving girl had waved down a hand-buggy. The driver’s arms rested on the padded guides, his biceps bulging as he gripped the push-bar to keep the two-wheeled cart steady. Ward helped the Keeper in, placed the satchel on his lap, and sent him on his way.

				Job complete, without a hitch. Hopefully.

				“It’s not every day you meet such a concerned citizen,” a rough baritone said from behind.

				Ward bit his lip, praying it wasn’t the Tracker. He brushed his hands down the front of his doublet and shrugged. “Merely preservation of my own settled stomach.”

				He turned.

				It was the Tracker.

				“Yes, wine isn’t so pleasant the second time round.”

				Ward swallowed. So the Tracker had noticed Ward hadn’t ordered food.

				“But after that...” Ward sighed, hoping it would make him sound young and impetuous. “I believe I’ve lost my appetite.” He reached into his money pouch and pulled out two of the three quintaros. It was too much for a single glass of wine, but he wasn’t going back into the café for his change. He turned to the Tracker and held out the coins. “If you’d be so kind as to cover my bill. I think my remedy is a brisk walk.”

				The Tracker met Ward’s gaze. He smiled, but his eyes were dark and a crease formed between his brows. “I’d be happy to oblige.”

				“Thank you.” Ward dropped the money into the man’s hand and walked away, pausing at the first shop window as if browsing. He stared within for a moment before continuing down the street. If asked, he wouldn’t be able to say what the shop sold, but he could say that reflected in each tiny diamond of the shop’s expensive glass window was the Tracker staring after him.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWELVE

				

				

				Celia grabbed Ward and dragged him into the shadows of an alley. He’d looked so distracted she was sure he’d walk right past it, even though she’d told him numerous times to take the second alley on the right when he was done.

				“What took you so long?” She forced her expression to remain pleasant and not reveal her exasperation.

				“I didn’t want to look like I was running off.”

				“I doubt—” She softened her voice, trying to keep the balance between what Ward expected and where she needed to direct his emotions. “You did a good job, drawing everyone’s attention on the patio. I doubt anyone was watching after you left.”

				He shrugged, looking uncertain.

				“Ward.” She stepped near, running a hand across his shoulder and along his arm. “I would know if someone had been watching you. And I tell you, you have nothing to worry about.” She trailed her hand down to his, and squeezed his fingers.

				He jerked back, crossing his arms against his chest. “Did you get the key?”

				“Ward.” She didn’t want him thinking about the key. He was supposed to be thinking of her.

				“Did you?”

				“I’m not some slap-dash thief.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				Perhaps gentle flirtation wasn’t the way to Ward’s heart. She hoped it was, otherwise, she’d be forced to take the game of his manipulation to a dark, more complicated level. One she was less familiar with.

				“Of course I got the key.” She headed deeper down the alley. What she needed was a better plan. “Was that stuff supposed to take that long?”

				“It depends on who you feed it to. One pinch, even a generous one, isn’t a measured dose.”

				“And speaking of that...” She heaved open the sewer grate and motioned for Ward to enter. He climbed down the ladder and landed astride the thin stream of sewage running down the center of the pipe. Looked like he was learning a thing or two. She thought back on the whole key heist. He was still improvising, and that was still dangerous.

				“Why did you jump up and start yelling at the serving girl?”

				“Rebuttal,” Ward said. “Why didn’t you give me a better description of the Keeper?”

				She had: a small man with dark hair and beady eyes. But she knew she wouldn’t win his trust by berating him, or at least berating him too much. She had to keep in mind it was his first heist and he had a lot to remember.

				“I see. All right, next question. Why didn’t you use the ‘I’m a physician’ speech like we’d practiced?”

				He was quiet for so long, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. Finally, in a tiny voice, he said, “I forgot.”

				“You forgot?” A laugh escaped before she could control it. That was the most ridiculous thing she’d ever heard. “You say pompous things like that all the time.”

				“I do not.”

				“You do, too.”

				“I do not.”

				§

				Thin clouds obscured the bloated summer moon, and a humid heat had settled over the city. A storm was brewing. Celia could feel it in the heavy air. It made her sweat, beading droplets of perspiration at the nape of her neck and between her breasts. The day’s adventure had been surprisingly easy. Ward had drawn all eyes to him, she’d opened the Keeper’s satchel, and found the key in a side pocket where she’d heard it would be. The Dominuses should really make sure the Keepers were better trained and stop relying on their anonymity to protect them.

				She hoisted herself to the top of the wall surrounding the Keeper’s residence and straddled it so she could offer Ward a hand. Stealing the key shouldn’t have been Ward’s forté, but the more she considered the day’s events, the more she became confused. Ward had acted like a true pompous lord. He’d practically excelled at the part.

				There was certainly more to Ward than she’d first thought. His last name, de’Ath, wasn’t a noble name and no noble family that she’d heard of had a gift for necromancy, but that didn’t mean anything. Necromancy wasn’t popular. If a wayward son developed the gift, the noble family wouldn’t make it public. And Ward had the gift. 

				The more she thought about her current state of unlife and what had happened back at the Guild’s records room, the more certain she was of his ability. Except he didn’t seem to have a clue about it, and she wasn’t going to point it out. Not yet. At the moment, she was in control, but confessing to Ward her belief about his magic might tip the balance of power between them.

				He grabbed her hand and scrambled up, his feet skittering against the stone.

				She bit back a rueful smile. He had all the grace of a beached porpoise.

				Yes, theft was definitely not his forté. But a second set of eyes would be useful and, if she happened to drop dead in the middle of the Keeper’s study, it’d be nice if someone was there to revive her.

				Ward started to jump to the other side, but she tugged him back. She hadn’t been to the Keeper’s house for a few years, not since her initial reconnaissance to learn the layout of the grounds and the building. His security was low, as could be expected of a man of his station, but things might have changed.

				“It’s always wise to make certain there’s nothing unpleasant waiting for you. Like vicious dogs.”

				Ward nodded, and she scanned the grounds. It was difficult to discern anything but shadowy mounds of varying sizes. The only lights, a street lantern on the road by the drive and two lanterns at the front door, offered little help. She could only guess the wide, short mound about thirty feet from her was a reflection pool and the four tall things around it were statues or topiaries. She wished there were more stories about this man, Lord Holbreck, but the Lord Keeper had to keep a low profile in all aspects of his life, particularly with the Gentilica. Most members didn’t know he existed.

				Beyond the expanse of grass and shadows sat a modest house, a squat two-story manor boasting ten rooms with fireplaces in every one. An extravagant gift from Prince Kalodin the Third to Holbreck’s great-grandfather for extraordinary family service to the crown, but the man could hardly turn down the prince without attracting more attention to himself.

				From her position, she could see the study in the corner of the southeast wall. The round windows high on either side of a corner hearth had captured her attention when she first visited the property, and they were an easy feature to distinguish even without the moonlight.

				Movement on the other side of the house drew her gaze. A carriage rattled up the drive to the front door. Gold enamel around the windows, doors, and at both perches shimmered in the light of the small lanterns hanging from either end. Not a Guild vehicle.

				She nudged Ward to jump off and dropped, silent, into a crouch in the short-bladed grass. It wouldn’t do for the occupant to see them sitting like birds on the Keeper’s wall. Ward landed with a thud. She rolled her eyes and pulled him down beside her. The next thing she needed to teach him was how to move without making a sound. Well, in Ward’s case, not as loud of a sound.

				The footman hopped off and opened the door. A figure, wrapped in a plain dark cloak, stepped out. Lantern light illuminated a halo of blond hair and glinted from something at the side of the person’s face as he entered.

				“What do you think that was about?” Ward asked.

				Celia stood. “I don’t know. Probably a physician.” But even as she said it, the words sounded false.

				Ward snorted.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“That was no physician.”

				“How do you know?” Celia asked.

				“I...” Ward tugged at his shirt. “He wasn’t wearing the right clothes.”

				“Just because you like to wear fancy clothes doesn’t mean every physician does.”

				“It’s a matter of pride. The importance of appearance is stressed upon everyone who studies at any of the Physician’s Academies.”

				“I suppose.”

				“Take my word for it.”

				Did he sound upset? She couldn’t imagine why, although she probably wasn’t taking his chosen occupation seriously enough for him. Not that it was really his occupation. If she recalled correctly, the Physician’s Union frowned upon the use of any magics beyond those possessed by the Brothers of Light.

				It didn’t matter, though. Even if the Keeper was well enough to see someone, he was still preoccupied. All they needed was to creep through the garden doors leading to the parlor and make their way to the study.

				Candlelight flared in the study windows, creating small, bright eyes in the otherwise dark house. Ward had been right. That man couldn’t be a physician. If the Keeper was sick enough to call for one, the appointment wouldn’t take place in the study. They would have to wait.

				She reached for the magic key in the pouch at her hip. Did the Keeper know it was missing? It looked like a normal key for a simple lock, made from bronze, cut for two wards, and engraved with a closed goddess-eye surrounded by roses on the bow. Perhaps the rumor it was enchanted was just that, a rumor, and they needn’t have gone through their elaborate ruse to obtain it.

				There was only one thing she could do now. If the Keeper was entertaining his houseguest in the study—and she needed to wait for them to finish—she might as well take a look. She smiled, imagining Ward’s reaction.

				“I’m going to go take a look,” she said.

				“What?” His voice cracked.

				She swallowed her laugh. “I want to see who’s in the study.”

				“What if he notices us?”

				She raised her eyebrows. Us? “He won’t.”

				Ward grabbed her arm. “He’s a member of the Assassins’ Guild. He’s supposed to be observant. He’ll at least notice his key is missing.”

				She pried her arm free. This, she supposed, was the price for not revealing the Keeper was just some lord who merely kept watch over a safe he never opened. “Regardless of whether he notices the key is missing, tonight is the only night we’ll be able to get into that safe. Sit here and wait until I call you.”

				“Absolutely not.”

				She bit back a retort. If she were in her right mind, she would’ve never brought a partner with her, particularly not someone as uncoordinated as Ward. Not even Solartti. But she wasn’t in her right mind, or rather, she wasn’t in her right body. She was dead, and needed her necromancer where she could see him. “Fine. Don’t get in the way.”

				She crept through the garden, wincing every time Ward stumbled over something, broke a twig, or kicked a stone. This was not going to work. She should send him back, but they were closer to the study, and he was less likely to make as much noise moving forward twenty feet than thirty back.

				They reached the house, and she pressed her back to the rough granite wall, yanking Ward to her side. Eight feet above them sat one of the two windows, still aglow with light. If she were alone, she would grip the edge of the windowsill and pull herself up, but since she had Ward there, she might as well put him to use.

				She leaned toward him. “Lift me up so I can get a look.”

				He mumbled something about being a physician, not a slave, but knelt so she could climb onto his shoulders.

				Inside, lounging in a high-backed chair facing the window, sat the man. No. A woman. With hair cut as short as Ward’s. Her cloak lay on the back of her chair, and she wore a red dress, so dark it looked like blood. What struck Celia as strange, above and beyond the short hair, was the row of tiny hoops in her right ear. That many earrings didn’t fit any fashion trend Celia had ever heard of.

				The woman motioned and spoke, and Celia wished she’d learned lip-reading. She gave up on trying to decipher what the woman was saying and scanned the room for the Keeper. All she could see was a leg clothed in dark green, stretched out from the other high-backed chair facing away from her.

				This could be bad for her plans. If the Keeper was in good health, the meeting could last all night, which meant a long wait. She tapped Ward’s shoulder, indicating she wanted down, just as the man with the green breeches stood. It wasn’t the Keeper—this man was too tall—but she hadn’t looked close enough before Ward dipped her below the window.

				“Up. Back up,” she said.

				“What?”

				“Back up.”

				“But I thought—”

				She dug her fingers in his scalp. He squeaked and stood.

				It was Bakmeire, wearing green and gold and standing, plain as day, in the Keeper’s study. He poured himself a drink from the Keeper’s brandy, and said something to the strange woman. What could they possibly be talking about?

				She tapped Ward’s shoulder.

				“Really?” he asked.

				“What do you think?”

				“I think I’m going to be doing deep knee bends all night.” But he knelt and let her climb off his shoulders. He was stronger than he looked.

				She leaned against the wall. There was no reason for Bakmeire to be in the Keeper’s house. Lord Holbreck wasn’t supposed to have an overt connection with anyone in the Gentilica. Unless someone had decided to break the rules. But to what end? She couldn’t fathom why. And who was that woman?

				The clouds sluggishly shifted and broke apart, bathing the garden in soft moonlight. Ward had to know something about that woman he wasn’t saying. Why else would he be so adamant about her not being a physician? He wasn’t that good a judge of character.

				“What now?” Ward asked.

				“We wait.”

				“Until?”

				Did he really need her to explain the obvious? “Until they leave the study, or the sun comes up.”

				After a few minutes the light in the study went out. It was over faster than Celia had thought, although Bakmeire wasn’t known for being long-winded.

				She roused Ward who appeared to be dozing. Together, they crept along the southern wall to a pair of carved wooden doors leading into a large parlor. It was rumored Lord Holbreck’s wife liked to entertain in her garden, and had widened the parlor doors opening onto the manor’s grounds.

				She chose a pick from her case and slipped it into the lock, found the barrel, and moved the bolt. Again, another basic lock with no traps, although she supposed the Keeper really had no need for complicated locks. As a minor noble, he didn’t have enough wealth to be overly tempting, and to anyone but the Dominus—and a nosy Dominus’ daughter—he was a boring, mild-mannered man who lived by a strict routine.

				The parlor lay in darkness. Just enough moonlight shone through the large bay windows on either side of the double doors for Celia to distinguish pieces of furniture: chairs, divans, tables, even a harpsichord. Everything appeared bigger than life, plumper, more ornamented, so much more lavish than anything she would find in her father’s house, and her father favored the finer things in life. Where had the Keeper acquired his money?

				Ward stumbled into the edge of a squat table. He managed to stifle most of his cry, strangling it into a gasp. Grabbing his hand, she realized the motion was becoming a habit and not a purposeful act in her game to seduce him. She pushed that thought away and led him into the hall toward the study. She froze at the sound of muffled voices. A deep bass and a raspy alto came from down the hall by the front door. Bakmeire. She’d recognize that bass anywhere. The other, she could only assume, was the woman. She strained to listen to their conversation, but couldn’t make out the words.

				Celia stepped to sneak closer but caught herself. She wasn’t there to eavesdrop, no matter how much she wanted to know what they were discussing—she was there to find the Keeper’s secret safe and get her father’s journal. She also couldn’t forget about Ward. If she didn’t do as planned he’d get all nervous and likely make a lot of noise.

				The front door clicked closed and the house grew quiet. She waited, listening for footsteps. Nothing. Both must have left. Good.

				She motioned Ward into action and they continued down the hall to the last door on the left. The study was a small room with a modest hearth and the two round windows on either side of its chimney. Bright circles of moonlight fell on the floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, which were crammed with books, scrolls, loose parchments, tiny boxes, and statuettes. To Celia’s right sat a massive oak desk littered with papers, and to her left, a sideboard with an assortment of crystal glasses and decanters filled with liquids ranging from dark to pale. 

				She turned to Ward. “I want you to look and listen for anyone coming.” She placed him against the edge of the bookshelf beside the door, and captured his gaze with hers. “Don’t lose focus.”

				He opened his mouth as if to reply, but didn’t say anything.

				She stepped into the center of the study. If she were the Keeper, where would she hide her safe? It could be behind any of the bookshelves, and there were at least a thousand books she’d have to pull out to see if it was there. The shelves would be convenient, if a little obvious.

				She crossed to the shelf behind the desk and peered at the books in the dim light to see if any of the spines looked particularly worn. There were a few, and she pulled them out to see if they revealed anything, but they were ordinary books. She flipped open one of the covers and bit her lip. The Romance of Isealamon and Greymor. Lord Holbreck didn’t seem the type to enjoy Talorentian romances. Perhaps the book was his wife’s.

				This, however, only revealed the Keeper had unusual reading tastes; it didn’t tell her anything about where his safe might be. If it was her safe...

				She looked across the desk to the sideboard. She would put it there, behind the table with all that crystal. If anyone was stupid enough to break in—present company excluded—when they tried to move the table, the crystal would sing, announcing their presence.

				But she was no common thief. She was the Dominus’ daughter. She had high expectations to live up to. Daddy didn’t buy her way into anything, and that counted for the Assassins’ Guild as well. She’d earned her membership like every other daughter before her, and had ensured her reputation of being the best. Plain and simple.

				She strode across the room to the sideboard and knelt, running her hands along the floorboards. Her fingers brushed against a slight difference in the polish and the hint of long curving tracks where the wooden legs had been dragged across the floor a few times every generation.

				Success! Now, how was she going to move the sideboard? It looked too heavy to move without making noise, and that still didn’t solve the problem of the crystal. She supposed she could remove everything on top.

				A quick count came up with thirty glasses and fifteen decanters. It was worth a try. It just meant this wouldn’t be a quick grab and dash.

				She should probably let Ward know what she was doing, but he stood holding the door to the study open just enough to peer into the dark hall, intent on his job. It would be a waste of time to go over there. Plus, he’d probably yelp when she touched him, waking the entire house.

				With quick, precise movements, she picked up each piece of crystal, careful not to let it touch any of the others, and placed them in the center of the study’s floor, allowing herself enough room to pull the sideboard away from the wall without fear of knocking anything over.

				Once clear, the edge of the sideboard lifted easily and swung away from the bookshelf. Behind it sat a carved wooden box roughly the height of a book and the width of five or six. 

				She removed the key from her money pouch and reached to put it in the lock. The key glowed an ever-so-slight yellow. It was true. Proof the Gentilica of Brawenal was ancient, since the Brothers of Light made very few magic locks and keys. It spoke of the time of the Great Magi and the Age of Enlightenment, even before the Union of Principalities. Excluding the possibility the book and safe were stolen.

				She glanced back at Ward. He was still on guard like a good boy. It didn’t matter where the Keeper had gotten the box or when; all that mattered was she had the key, and the secret of all her father’s thoughts—and hopefully her assassination—lay within. She inserted the key into the keyhole and turned. The light intensified, flaring brightly. Something clicked, the light vanished, and the door to the safe swung open.

				It was dark inside.

				She’d have to risk a trap and reach in blind.

				“Celia,” Ward hissed.

				She ignored him and ran her hand along the bottom of the safe, trying to find something, anything. The box was deeper than she expected. Her fingers brushed the edge of a parchment, just out of reach.

				“There’s someone coming, Celia. I see a lamp.”

				“I’m almost done.” If he could just give her a minute. But it wasn’t up to Ward how long she had. She stretched, pressing her face and shoulder against the bookshelf. Her index finger brushed the parchment again, along with the spine of a soft leather book.

				“Celia.” His voice rose an octave.

				Just one more moment.

				“He’s headed right here.”
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				She dug her fingernail into the edge of the journal and slid both it and the scroll from the safe.

				Ward grabbed her shoulder and yanked her to her feet. “We’ve got to go.”

				The study door opened and light from a single lamp flooded the room.

				Celia squinted against the brightness, trying to determine who held it. It looked like...

				Bakmeire.

				“It’s time to come home.” He set the lamp on the floor and unsheathed his wide, curved sword.

				She stuffed the parchment and journal into the back of her pants and pulled her shirt over it. “I don’t have a home. I’m dead, remember?”

				He snorted and raised his sword. If Bakmeire was here then it had to be her father who wanted her off the streets. Part of her didn’t want to believe it. He was her father. Even if the Dominus’ love was a little different than a normal father’s, he still loved her. Didn’t he?

				Well, she was about to find out, and she wouldn’t need the journal to shed some light on the matter. If Bakmeire’s intention was to take her alive, brandishing his blade wasn’t the wisest of choices. She lunged past his guard and lashed out with her dagger. He swerved out of the way, bringing the pommel of his sword toward her head.

				She side-stepped but wasn’t fast enough. The pommel slammed against her shoulder, sending icy tingles down to her fingers and up to her ear.

				She stumbled back. Bakmeire grabbed the front of her shirt and threw her across the room. She crashed into the Keeper’s collection of crystal glasses and decanters, and slid across the wooden floor, leaving a trail of blood.

				Ward jumped at Bakmeire, but her father’s man swatted the necromancer into the sideboard with a teeth-grinding crack.

				Celia staggered to her feet, slipped in her own blood, but caught her balance before she fell. Thousands of miniscule cuts ignited her palms, arms, back, and rear.

				“Stop and come with me,” Bakmeire said.

				But she couldn’t stop. That would mean whoever killed her had won. Death hadn’t stopped her yet; why should Bakmeire think he could? Maybe she couldn’t be killed anymore.

				She raced across the floor, sliding under his grasp and slashing his hamstring.

				He roared and grabbed his leg. Celia didn’t wait. She forced herself to her feet and ran to the door, praying Ward had enough sense to follow. To her relief he did, catching her as she stumbled down the hall toward the parlor.

				She shoved his hands away. “We need to get out of here.”

				“I agree. Are you going to be able to climb that wall?”

				She ground her teeth, a painful fire growing all over her, and glared at him. “Do you think you can?”

				“Of course I—”

				She turned away. She didn’t want an answer, and she didn’t want his help. And she knew he thought she needed it from the look in his eyes. She could climb the wall and run a full-day foot race as well.

				The hall dimmed, and she blinked it back into clarity.

				All right, so maybe not a full day.

				§

				Ward chased Celia across the garden and over the wall, ignoring his aches from the fight. Just bruises. Thank the Goddess nothing was broken. It was Celia he was concerned about. He couldn’t figure out what kept her going since her shirt was a ragged patchwork of bloody rents. Was it pure willpower or something else? The Jam de’U? Although her movements weren’t as silent or as precise as earlier that night, which would indicate some kind of a change in her physically.

				What a disaster the night had become. And there was a promise it could get worse if the man from the carriage was what Ward thought: an Innecroestri. The glint of lamplight from only one ear was a sure indication of Rings of Habil, a sign the Innecroestri—or dark necromancer—was powerful enough to have successfully cast a false resurrection. Maybe Ward was wrong. Innecroestri were rare, since the Necromancer Council of Elders usually hunted them down. Besides, he’d only heard of one who was still alive, and that was a woman.

				They backtracked their original path, following the high walls of the estates on the east side of the ring until they reached a servants’ lane.

				Celia tripped and grabbed the wall for support. Ward reached out to help her.

				“Are you—?”

				“I’m fine,” she said, her voice husky. She pushed away from the wall and glared at him, her pale eyes bright with determination... madness... Ward couldn’t tell, but with the back of her shirt dark and sticky, she wasn’t fine.

				She stepped to the sewer grate, hauled it open, and disappeared into the access pipe.

				He sucked in one last breath of clean air and followed, finding her with her hands pressed against the wall, her head lowered.

				“You’re bleeding.”

				She didn’t respond.

				“I should probably look at it.”

				“In this light? Then you did lie to me. Necromancers really can see in the dark.” 

				“I never lied to you.” Ward moved to her side and wrapped an arm around her waist. “You never asked either way.”

				She tried to push his arm away, but he tightened his grip, digging his fingers into her waistband.

				“I’m fine.”

				“And I’m a Worben dance girl.”

				Her rigid posture held for a heartbeat then melted with a sigh as she leaned against him, snaking one arm over his shoulders.

				The sewer suddenly became very warm. His shirt and pants felt too heavy, too coarse, and Celia was so very close. A part of him he didn’t want to acknowledge at the moment fit uncomfortably in his pants. Her hair brushed his cheek. Her hip, ribs, and shoulder fit to his like pieces of a puzzle.

				He swallowed and headed down the pipe. Now was not the time for fantasies. With Celia there would never be a good time. She was dead, dead, dead.

				If he thought it enough times he’d remember. Besides, he couldn’t let a pretty, beautiful, stunning, sexy, bod—face distract him.

				She. Was. Dead.

				There was a law against what his body wanted.

				He increased their pace, taking on more of Celia’s weight so she could keep up. She seemed oblivious to the arousal racing through him. From the corner of his eye, he could see her head against his shoulder, and a thin tendril of hair brushing the side of her face. It looked as if she’d passed out, but with only the dim glow from the witch-stone, he couldn’t be sure.

				The sewer pipe ended. He turned left, lugged her unresponsive body twenty paces, stopped, and ran his hand over the slimy wall until he found the catch and opened the door to the cavern. Squeezing his eyes against the light, he swung Celia into his arms and stepped through.

				With a creak and a click, he pushed the cavern door shut and carried her to her sleeping chamber, trailing sewer water behind him. It was a tiny room, just like his, with a stone slab and her thin blanket on one side and a basin on the other. He placed Celia on her bed and pressed his palm against the back wall, coaxing the witch-stone to life with his body heat.

				Her eyelids fluttered opened. “I’m fine.”

				He crossed his arms and raised an eyebrow.

				She sat up, winced, and slumped back down. “Really.”

				“I’m sure you are.” He sat on the edge of the bed. “But you still need to roll over so I can take a look at those cuts.”

				She glared at him, but rolled over without complaint.

				Ward eased her shirt up and discovered a piece of parchment and a leather-bound journal stuffed down her pants. With great care, he pinched the edges and pulled them free. “So this was what it was all about?”

				She nodded.

				“Do you know what it says?”

				“I didn’t get a chance to read it. Pass it here.”

				He put the items out of reach on the edge of the basin. “Why don’t we wait until we’ve taken care of this?” He leaned in to get a better look. She had shallow lacerations marking the edges where the journal and scroll had protected her back and from the looks of it onto her buttocks as well. All of them shimmered, imbedded with bits of glass. He’d need a good pair of tweezers, some thread to stitch up the deeper cuts, and a lot of patience.

				“Let me see your arms.”

				She placed them at her sides, and he cradled her left hand in his. It was already starting to scab, a sign the cuts weren’t that deep, but he could see more glass. If he didn’t do something soon the wounds would heal around the glass, making them more difficult to remove.

				“So, what’s the verdict?” She said it with a laugh, but he could tell by her expression she thought the situation anything but funny.

				“Have you any medical supplies?” he asked.

				“Only the bandages, and that should do the trick.”

				“Not unless you want your backside to reflect light for the rest of your life.”

				She tried to roll over, but Ward held her down.

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“You have crystal imbedded in your skin.”

				Her expression darkened. “How much?”

				“I don’t know. We can count the pieces when I pull them out.”

				“With your fingers?”

				“Of course not. I...” He sat back. How was he going to tell her he needed to leave so he could go get medical supplies? Just like that, he supposed. “We don’t have the supplies I need.”

				“You are not leaving this cavern without me.”

				“And you’re in perfect condition—Listen, I’m going to my apartment and getting my supplies. In and out. As fast as can be. I found my way back here without a problem.”

				“You’ll be followed.”

				“I will not be followed.”

				She buried her face in her blanket. “What if my father has someone watching your apartment?”

				“I’m not the one who was murdered.”

				She turned her head and looked at him with one icy blue eye.

				“You and I both know I’m not that important.”

				She blinked.

				“I will keep a low profile.”

				She blinked again.

				He stood, taking her silence as permission. “It’s just after midnight. That should be more than enough time.”

				She buried her face in her blanket.

				“I’ll be careful. I promise.”
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				It took more time than Ward anticipated to cross Brawenal and reach his tiny apartment by the docks. The moon, when peeking out between the dark clouds racing across the sky, sat only a few hours from dawn. He hadn’t wanted to get lost in the sewers, but he also didn’t want to leave by a grate near the entrance to their hideout, so he’d walked three grates down the sewer, took a pipe that went to the right, and passed two more grates before climbing to the street. Now he could no longer move with leisure. He had to get what he needed and leave—no dawdling or relaxing.

				He peered around the edge of a neighboring house and scanned the street in front of his building.

				No one.

				Maybe he’d been right; he wasn’t important enough to be considered any trouble. It didn’t appear as if Celia’s father was looking for him. Every time they ran into that man who worked for Lord Carlyle, he’d spoken only to her.

				Ward pushed that thought from his mind, not wanting to fail at his first solo mission, and brushed the front of his shirt.

				He glanced down the street again and sucked in a slow breath. The air, thick with humidity, stank with the pungent reek of dead fish and salt water. He brushed the front of his shirt two more times, and still couldn’t bring himself to go.

				He pursed his lips.

				This was ridiculous.

				Just cross the street.

				Before he could take another breath, look, fidget, or do anything else, he forced one foot in front of the other and crept to his building. At the door he paused, glanced around one last time, and opened it.

				It groaned, loud in the quiet street.

				Ward cringed, certain he’d woken the entire neighborhood. But no one came running or called out, so he entered and climbed the three flights to his apartment—which was actually only a room, but he felt more important calling it an apartment.

				He eased open his door and peered inside. It looked as it always did. Books piled on the small shelf by the bed, a tin goblet on the bed table, and his clothes, in the open wardrobe, hanging in color-coordination. He obviously wasn’t of any interest to Celia’s father.

				That was a relief. Maybe after all of this he could disappear, go to another principality, and live a quiet life.

				First things first, however. His medical supplies. He headed to the wardrobe, pulled out his rucksack, then crossed to the bed in two steps. He knelt to take a quick peek to ensure there were no surprises waiting for him.

				Nothing. He reached under, removed a tiny black leather case, and undid the hook. Inside, gleaming as if they were new and not just clean, were his illegal tools of surgery, an assortment of thin, long-handled knives, tweezers, scissors, and needles.

				He hooked the case closed and stuffed it into the rucksack, then reached again and took out his book of surgery. When given to him in secret by Professor Schlier its pages were crisp, but now they were dog-eared and wrinkled, worn from the hundreds of times he’d read each page, absorbing and memorizing every word. That, too, went into the bag.

				One more time under the bed, and he grabbed another black leather case, this one three times the size of the first, fortified by a wooden frame. He didn’t check the contents. It was just his collection of herbs, gauzes, and threads, and they were easier to replace than his knives.

				After that, he contemplated the books on his shelf but decided there were too many. A clean shirt and his two favorite jugs of wine were a much better choice.

				He set his rucksack on the bed. The shirts hung in the wardrobe, and the narrow jugs of wine sat in a perfect, organized row along the back. He rolled the wine in a tan shirt and stuffed those in the sack. It was full, but not unmanageable. Time to get back to Celia. He headed to the door and swung it open.

				A looming shadow made him jump and stumble back. His heart beat with furious thumps. It had to be that man from the Keeper’s house.

				He swallowed and looked up.

				It wasn’t.

				It was the Tracker.

				Ice blossomed in Ward’s stomach. He squeezed the rucksack’s leather strap.

				“Going somewhere?” the Tracker asked.

				“I thought I’d go for an early-morning hike. I hear the Holy City of Veknormai is beautiful during the summer.”

				“If you like dead people.”

				Ward licked his lips. He’d never had any trouble with the dead; it was the living who bothered him. He amended that thought. Celia was dead, even if she didn’t act it, and she gave him more trouble than he deserved.

				“I’m just doing my tourist’s duty and taking in all the sights.”

				The man leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms. “I’m too tired to play games. Why don’t I cut to the chase, de’Ath?”

				Ward’s stomach did more acrobatics. “I’m afraid you have me confused with someone else.”

				“Hardly.” The man’s expression darkened.

				Ward forced himself to meet his gaze, all the while thinking about possible escape routes. There were none. He had a tiny window, which he supposed he could climb out, but then where? He was on the third floor, and there was no pile of animal parts below to break his fall.

				“My brother needs a doctor.”

				“There are plenty in town.”

				“So I hear.”

				The ice in his gut turn hard and heavy. Please don’t let this conversation be about surgery. But that was the only direction it could go, and it would lead to his incarceration or death. “I could recommend a few, if that’s what you’re looking for.”

				“You know I’m not.”

				“Well, since I’m not who you think I am, I can’t help.” Ward adjusted the rucksack on his shoulder.

				The Tracker barred his way with a thick arm. “I know I’m putting you in a situation. I also know if I ask you can’t refuse. My brother needs a surgeon.”

				“If you know who I am then you know I don’t do that anymore. I’ve been branded. I’ve served my sentence.” The brand on the back of his neck began to itch. Could he really refuse a plea for help? He’d taken the Oath: no request unanswered, any soul in need, with all of his skill. “How do I know you won’t arrest me afterward?”

				The Tracker glanced down the hall and leaned toward Ward. “My brother needs a surgeon or a necromancer.”

				A surgeon or a necromancer? “You’re a Thalonist?”

				Thalonism was a banned religion often mistaken for Habilism and its worship of Innecroestri and their black necromantic practices: false resurrections, animations, possessions—practices every political, religious, and magical council had banned, including the elders of the necromancer communities.

				The Tracker nodded, the movement almost imperceptible in the dim light.

				Thalonists, on the other hand, believed in a ritual guiding to the veil upon death and revered necromancers for their ability to maintain the balance between life and death. Most necromancers, unlike ordinary citizens, knew the only similarity between Thalonists and Habilists was the principality from which they originated.

				So he and the Tracker were both on the wrong side of the law.

				“You can see why I’ve decided to approach you.”

				“And you can see the position I’m in.”

				The Tracker grabbed the front of Ward’s shirt and pulled him to his tiptoes. “My brother needs you.”

				Ward’s collar dug into the back of his neck, and he clawed at the man’s hand.

				“I will kill you and tell the Council I caught you stealing bodies.” The Tracker shoved Ward against the doorframe. “I don’t think I’ve sharpened my blade lately. I can’t guarantee a clean beheading.”

				Ward coughed, struggling for air. The Council was sure to believe the word of a Tracker over a known criminal. Of course, if Ward was dead, it wouldn’t matter what the Grewdian Council believed. “Are threats really necessary?”

				“My brother’s life is more important than yours.”

				“I’m sure it is.”

				The Tracker released his grip, and Ward slid down the wall, gasping for air. Before he could catch his breath the Tracker knelt beside him. “You will come with me.”

				Ward nodded. “Where are you staying? I’ll meet you there tomorrow night.”

				“Now.” The hiss of a blade sliding from its sheath punctuated the Tracker’s words.

				“Now is also good,” Ward said, the irony not lost on him that if he was away too long, Celia would also greet him with a drawn blade.
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				To Ward’s relief the Tracker didn’t take him to the Collegiate of the Quayestri but an inn near the docks. It was a large, three-story building with the shutters open to allow the breeze from the bay to alleviate the heat in the common room.

				They stepped through the front door, the aroma of stew and fresh bread making Ward’s stomach growl, and the hint of ale making it churn. The Tracker marched him to the stairs at the back. They climbed to the second floor, navigated a maze of hallways, indicating the inn used the upper floors of the buildings that butted against it, until they reached a worn door at the end of a hall.

				The Tracker reached for the latch but didn’t open it. Instead, he leaned toward Ward.

				“If I don’t like your diagnosis, I’ll kill you.”

				Ward swallowed. So it wasn’t really a necromancer he was looking for. Fine. He pushed the Tracker’s hand aside and stepped into the room.

				Darkness engulfed him. The shutters were closed and the damp, acrid scent of vomit permeated the room. Ward sucked in a slow breath from the sides of his mouth. Celia was right. It did work. “I’ll need light.”

				The Tracker shoved past him and after a few bright sparks a tiny flame danced on the end of the wick of a stubby candle. Beside him, in the room’s only bed, lay a gaunt man, his skin gray and taut over his forehead and cheeks. His bone structure was delicate, chiseled like most of the nobility in the Union of Principalities, and his skin clung to it with little fat or muscle in between. A thin film of sweat glistened in the flickering light and pasted his shoulder-length blond hair to his skull.

				The Tracker crossed his arms, his chin raised as if daring Ward to make a wrong move.

				A calm settled over Ward, and his heart slowed. This was what he’d spent his life preparing for. From the time he learned to read, he’d sneaked the few books on medicine in Grandfather’s library to his room, reading those instead of fairy tales or prescribed readings on necromancy. In the summer, when traveling across the principalities with his family, he’d practiced herbalism under the watchful eye of his great-aunt Edeena. He’d begged his parents every day, and as soon as he was old enough, they registered him in The Olmech School of Health and Philosophy. With all of his being he believed he was born to break the Goddess’s call across the veil, not afterward as a necromancer but before, as a physician.

				He straightened his back and stepped to the edge of the bed. “Open the shutters.”

				“But...”

				“It’s high summer in Brawenal. I’m sure he, like me, would appreciate a little fresh air. If he’s so weak that he catches a chill, the Goddess has already made her decision and there’s nothing I can do.”

				The Tracker opened the shutters a crack, allowing a weak band of moonlight to fall across the sick man’s face. He groaned but did not wake.

				Ward laid the back of his hand on the man’s forehead and on either cheek. Hot, covered with sweat.

				“How long has he had the fever?”

				“It started last night.”

				“That’s rather soon to assume he needs a surgeon or a necromancer.” Ward looked for the chamber pot. It sat on the floor between the headboard and the bedside table. He took a quick sniff: vomit, not urine or feces.

				“It was a surprise seeing you at the café. Pietro’s been sick for months, and no physician’s been able to help. It’s a colicky bowel, change your diet. Drink this potion. Spice every meal with that. Once a day. Twice a day. Three different principalities.” The Tracker punched the wall, cracking a panel. “Then a few days ago he throws up. Once. The next day it’s worse.”

				 Ward set his rucksack at his feet. If the other physicians said it was a colicky bowel, that was where he should start. From school he knew a colicky bowel was an imbalance in the humors, remedied by a change in diet, increased fluids, and sometimes a change of location.

				He eased the blanket and nightshirt away from the unconscious man and ran his fingers along his abdomen, finding only an old scar along his side. He couldn’t tell if the man’s gut was distended or not, and with the patient unconscious, he couldn’t tell where the pain originated. He leaned in, placing his ear on the man’s stomach, trying to determine if the borborygmus sounded normal. The rumbles seemed like every other he’d heard.

				Sweat pooled under his arms and across his back. Things were more difficult in practice than in theory. He couldn’t tell what was right and what wasn’t. He stilled the wave of panic. What were his options? He recalled a section in his surgery book where a patient complained of sudden and sharp pain on the lower right side of the abdomen and within two days took fever and died. When necropsied, it was discovered the appendix had become infected and burst, spreading poison through the patient’s body.

				But Ward’s patient had complained of pain for months.

				“What were his symptoms at the beginning?”

				“Pain that comes and goes. Constipation, which also comes and goes.” The Tracker sounded as if he’d said it too many times.

				Ward waited for more but he remained silent.

				“It does sound like a colicky bowel.”

				The Tracker placed his hand on the hilt of his dagger. “Remember what I said about a diagnosis I didn’t like?”

				“And obviously it’s something more serious.” Ward yanked open his rucksack and pulled out his book on surgery.

				“What are you doing?”

				“I’m looking for an answer.”

				“You’ve barely looked at Pietro.”

				“He’s feverish, and has what I’m guessing is excessive weight loss. From the chamber pot by the bed, I’d say he’s vomiting on a regular basis, which means he doesn’t have the proper balance of fluids. His abdomen is without mark, as I suspect is the rest of his body, so the problem lies within. And since I can’t cut him open from neck to crotch to look, I need to narrow down the options.” He met the Tracker’s gaze. “His fever tells me time is of the essence. I am thirsty and hungry and will be able to concentrate better if both were remedied.”

				The Tracker growled and pulled his blade an inch out of its sheath so it caught the candlelight.

				Ward refused to break eye contact or reveal any sign of weakness. Even if he didn’t know what the problem was, he couldn’t let it show. It was like facing down a mountain cat. Don’t show a weakness and it won’t think of you as dinner.

				The Tracker growled, shoved his blade back into its sheath, and stormed out.

				Ward expelled the breath he’d been holding and flipped past the section on anatomy and terminology, uncertain where to look. He didn’t have the experience to deal with a situation like this. He should still be an apprentice under Professor Schlier, whose first advice would be to not find himself held at dagger-point to perform an illegal operation for an officer of the highest law. If he didn’t work out the situation with care, even if he saved the Tracker’s brother, Ward could still end up dead.

				Schlier would know how to get out of this mess.

				And his next advice would be to calm down and start at the beginning. Well, the question above all else—his future or his life—was how to save the man lying in the bed beside him. What ailment could he possibly have?

				Ward flipped a few more pages. He’d read the book more times than he could remember. There were sections on diagnostic procedure—most he’d already attempted—bone-setting, removal of foreign growths, injuries of the head, and studies of individual illnesses. All of which he’d read hundreds of times, and not a whit of it could he bring to mind.

				The door opened, making Ward jump, and the Tracker entered carrying a tray laden with a pitcher, two cups, a small loaf of bread, and two bowls wreathed with steam. Ward’s stomach growled.

				“So?” The Tracker set the tray on the small table beside the bed and elbowed Ward out of the way so he could sit.

				“There’s a great deal of information to review,” Ward said, trying to determine how to get to the food without incurring more of the Tracker’s wrath.

				The Tracker turned his back to Ward and tried to rouse his brother.

				“Even if we have narrowed it down to a colicky bowel with fever and—” A colicky bowel with fever sounded so familiar. Ward closed his eyes, ignoring his stomach, and tried to remember where he’d heard that before. The end of the book in the individual studies?

				“What?” the Tracker asked.

				Ward flipped to the final section, where the real value of the book lay. Studies of unfortunate individuals and the course of their usually terminal illnesses and the following exploratory necropsies: woman with hard formation in her breast, man with watery breath, man with colicky bowels.

				“What?” The Tracker’s voice was dark, a definite precursor to violence.

				Ward just needed another minute.

				Complaint of pain from abdomen that came and went in waves over the period of two weeks.

				He skimmed the page. Physician’s initial diagnosis was colicky bowel and instigated a change in diet. Symptoms not alleviated. Constipation, vomiting, fever, death. The surgeon who’d performed the necropsy discovered the abdominal cavity poisoned, a hole in the small bowel edged with rotted flesh, and a hard uneven mass blocking it.

				Of course. How could he not remember? It was an exciting surgery that involved the removal of the blockage to alleviate the pressure and eliminate the risk of bursting the bowel.

				The Tracker slammed his hand down on the book, knocking it to the floor, and grabbed the front of Ward’s shirt. “What?”

				“It’s a—” He swallowed. He had to sound sure, confident. And really, the symptoms were almost identical. It fit with other colicky bowel situations where often the pain subsided after a hard stone was passed in the stool. Why couldn’t the stone get stuck, obstructing the body’s natural process? “It’s an obstructed bowel.”

				“A what?”

				“His body is unable to pass a stone.”

				“Why?”

				“That’s not important. What matters is I can attempt to remove it.”

				The Tracker narrowed his eyes. “Attempt?”

				Ward pried his shirt free. “All surgery is dangerous. The humors can become unbalanced and flesh can quickly rot, but the fever tells me your brother’s illness is at a critical stage. Without the attempt he will surely die.”

				“You say it so academically. That’s a real person lying there, not some footnote in a book.”

				Ward picked up his book and hugged it against his chest. “Death is just another state of existence.”

				“Necromancers should never go into medicine.” The Tracker turned back to his brother.

				Ward shoved the book into his rucksack. “So what’s your decision?”

				He ran a hand over his hair, his expression dark.

				Ward waited, trying not to fidget, his hands clasped around the strap of his rucksack.

				The silence stretched on. The seconds ticked away with each heartbeat, each uneven flicker of shadows, as the flame danced on the end of the wick. Ward’s mind raced through his options. He didn’t know if he could perform the surgery, or even if the Tracker would let him go free afterward.

				The Tracker smoothed his hair again and squared his shoulders. “What do I need to do?”

				“You need to purchase a generous length of fine silk thread, wine, olive oil, a silver cylinder the length of your thumbnail and the width of your baby finger, and a vial of mandragora mixed with zephnyr oil. Also linen bandages, a butcher’s apron, and a tarpaulin.” Ward wrapped the strap around his hand. “Your brother needs to fast for a day before I can perform the surgery, so I will return tomorrow night.”

				“And he’ll just lie here, dying until then?”

				“If his bowels aren’t as empty as possible it will increase the likelihood of rot. We will just have to pray the Goddess will keep him alive another day.”

				“And so you should pray.” The Tracker didn’t finish his threat but Ward knew it was there.

				

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				SIXTEEN

				

				

				Ward entered the bedchamber to find the journal open on the floor and Celia reading the parchment. He tugged it from her hands and put it back on the basin.

				“Fine. The damn thing is an assassination assignment, but not for me, and the journal’s in some kind of foreign language.” The muscles on her jaw tensed. “What took you so long?”

				He swallowed and set his rucksack on the floor. “I wanted to make sure I wasn’t followed.”

				“A turtle could have done it faster.”

				“And I would say a turtle has more experience at these things than I.” His stomach growled and for a fleeting moment he regretting rushing out of the Tracker’s room without eating. No. Staying with the Tracker was like playing with fire. Better alive and starving than dead. He pulled out the case containing his surgical implements, unhooked the latch, and placed it on top of the journal.

				“These are amazing. What are they?” Celia reached for one of the knives and Ward pushed her hand away.

				“They’re silver-plated steel knives.” He removed a pair of long, thin scissors from their felt and leather pocket, and cut away a square from the back of her ruined shirt. “They are not to be touched.”

				“I just meant... they’re beautiful. I’ve never seen craftsmanship like that before, and trust me, I know my knives.”

				“Really?” He set the scissors aside to be washed, and removed his tweezers. He cradled her right forearm in his left hand and pulled out a piece of crystal. She hissed, but managed not to move.

				“My mother’s specialty was knives: use, craftsmanship, everything. She wanted me to follow in a proud line of knife specialists.”

				Ward plucked out a few more pieces.

				“She would have killed to see these. Where did you get them?”

				His first professor, Schlier, had given them to him with the book on surgery after years of fending off Ward’s incessant questions about anatomy and why surgery was illegal. It was one of the proudest moments of Ward’s life, and he reveled in the honor of being accepted into the secret society of surgeons. Still, his joy was bittersweet. He could never tell his family, not even his grandfather, and he could never show anyone how beautiful and captivating surgery and the implements of surgery could be.

				“A friend gave them to me.” He tried for another piece, but it was lodged deeper than the others. “They are not for killing.”

				“No,” Celia said, “but they certainly are illegal.”

				“Yes.” He captured the crystal and removed it, dropping it beside the other ones. “I suppose we have more in common than first thought.”

				“Hardly.”

				Fine. They had nothing in common. She was practical, he intellectual. She physical, he mental. Water and oil. Ice and fire. Superior and inferior. Except she was the one lying on the bed with crystal in her rear.

				He pushed that thought away. “So, this might not be the best time to bring this up...” He fished out two more pieces of crystal, uncertain how to continue.

				“But you’re going to talk about it anyway.”

				“I was wondering where we are now.” He swallowed. “I mean, in trying to figure out who… you know…”

				“Who killed me?”

				He finished her right arm and moved to her left. “Yes, given...”

				“Given that this assignment wasn’t for me, and I haven’t been able to find one?” She closed her eyes.

				“Exactly.”

				“It’s not really the assignment that bothers me.”

				“Excuse me?” 

				“A lot of people could want me dead for a lot of reasons.”

				He bit back the nasty comment that came to mind.

				“Let’s begin with my family.”

				“Your family?” He fished out a few more pieces.

				“I mean, people might want to kill me because of my family, particularly if they discovered our identities. But I can’t ignore anyone, which also means it could be a member of my family, including my father and his right-hand man, Bakmeire. Who, strangely enough, we keep running into. Then there’s my older brother. If I ever marry there’s a chance my husband will become the next Dominus and not him.”

				“A line that’s succeeded by women?”

				“Hardly,” Celia said. “Just the most unscrupulous. That, and neither of my brothers are very good at managing the type of people under my father’s reign.”

				“I never thought the Dominus needed people skills.” He’d always assumed the Dominus was kind of like the Quayestri, bullying people to get what he wanted.

				Celia snorted. “Of course he does. His business is manipulation and control. If his people don’t obey him, he has a serious problem.”

				“I suppose so.” He removed the last of the crystal from her arm, lifted her shirt away, and started on her back.

				“Father probably is— was— considering a marriage with a second or third son of a Dominus from another principality, or a powerful under-lord here in Brawenal who would be more capable of taking the reins of the Gentilica.”

				“What about your father?”

				Celia shrugged. “I always thought I was more important to him alive and married than dead.”

				“So who’s on the list for wanting you dead because of your family?”

				“You name them, they’re on it. They don’t even have to know me. They just need to know the Dominus has a daughter.”

				“That doesn’t help narrow it down. We can’t go chasing everyone in town. I doubt you’d have the time.” Ward dropped a piece of crystal with the others on the cloth. The pile had grown past his original expectation.

				She glanced at him from over her shoulder. “The spell?”

				Ward nodded.

				“How long?”

				“I don’t know.” He thought back to when he’d performed the Jam de’U. It felt like an eternity, but it was only a few nights ago. “This is the third night.”

				“And how long are these spells supposed to last?”

				“It all depends.”

				“Depends on what?” Celia asked.

				Ward returned to pulling the crystal from her back. She wasn’t going to be pleased with the answer.

				“Depends on what?” she asked again.

				“On how well I did the spell.”

				“How well you did the spell?” She started to roll over, and he pushed her back down.

				“I had to improvise on some of the components, and I was a little pressed for time during the meditation.”

				She didn’t respond.

				“There were people breaking down the door.”

				He dropped two more pieces of crystal onto the pile, and Celia pressed her face into the blanket. He paused, tweezers ready to remove another piece, and watched the slow rise and fall of her back as she breathed. It must be difficult for her, knowing she worked on borrowed time.

				“So, when?” she asked.

				“I don’t—” He tugged at his shirt and swallowed. “Have you noticed any of the signs?”

				“What signs?”

				“Remember when you were in the sewer?”

				“The shakes, the cold, the encroaching darkness?”

				He nodded.

				“I haven’t noticed any of it this time.”

				“Then I suppose you have a while yet.”

				“You suppose?”

				He grasped a piece of crystal and eased it out of her back. “It isn’t an exact science.”

				“No, I suppose it isn’t.”

				Another piece of crystal and her back was finished. He swallowed and stared at her buttocks, tweezers poised in mid-air. This was the part he wasn’t looking forward to, and yet, in a strange way, he was. He swallowed again. He was a physician. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t seen a woman’s unclothed bottom before. And it wasn’t as if a few of those women hadn’t been beautiful, either.

				Celia propped herself up on one elbow. “Are you done?”

				“No. I need—” He met her gaze and flushed. He didn’t understand how just thinking about her body could reduce him to a babbling idiot. “I’m almost finished. You need to...” He swallowed and pointed to her bottom with his tweezers. “Not all the way. Just to your...”

				“Just my luck, I get stuck with a shy physician.”

				“I am not.”

				She raised a single sculpted eyebrow.

				“It’s just that I don’t tend to work on live patients.” He reached for his scissors, leaning so close he could feel the heat radiating from her body.

				“Let me put you at ease.” She blew against his neck. The cavern grew uncomfortably warm. “I’m not alive.”

				Right. She was dead, dead, dead. Actually, beyond-dead, but she would go back to being dead very soon. He didn’t know how a beyond-dead woman could retain her seductive powers, but she had done it.

				Well, no more. He was a professional. He could keep a professional distance from a dead, deadly, charming, beautiful...

				He sat up, grabbed the waistband of her pants, and cut. “Then I suppose that’s a good thing.”

				§

				Ward rolled to his side and tucked his arm under his head. He squeezed his eyes shut but sleep evaded him. He tried his back. No luck. He couldn’t stop thinking, flip-flopping between the Tracker and Celia. Could he successfully perform the operation on the Tracker’s brother? He had the procedure memorized but still, he’d only read about it. He hadn’t seen it done before. And Celia... her body...

				Heat rose to his face. His Jam de’U was certainly working. Everything about her—how she bled, and scabbed, and the feel of her skin—seemed alive. If he didn’t know better, he’d swear she was still alive. Maybe he’d somehow cast a resurrection spell?

				No. Resurrections were the stuff of legends and he wasn’t powerful enough for that. In his wildest fantasies, the most he could hope for was some strange variation on the Jam de’U, which meant she was still dead. And that led to the other, more imminent, question. Who had killed her?

				He sat up and ran his hands over his face. It didn’t matter if the Tracker’s brother lived, or who wanted Celia dead. What he needed to keep in mind was how he could free himself from this disaster and survive. To that, he saw very little hope. Aside from saving his soul from the fate of an Oath-breaker, helping Celia catch her murderer was supposed to clear his name with her family and the inevitable accusation of stealing her body. But that didn’t seem plausible anymore. It was more likely her family wanted her dead, and Ward was getting in the way of all of it. She had claimed her father had murdered her, but then didn’t seem sure, and now... Goddess. Her father was the Dominus, the Master of the Gentilica, Lord of the Underworld. His own daughter was an assassin. Which didn’t make her entirely reliable.

				His memory flew back to the white curve of her buttocks. Even crisscrossed with lacerations and smeared with blood it was beautiful.

				He needed to walk.

				He left his bedchamber and headed down the hall, away from Celia and her beautiful bottom. He’d fished out all of the crystal, cleaned her wounds—which, to his surprise, didn’t require any stitches—and wrapped her in linen bandages. With any luck, she would be sleeping.

				Wishful thinking. She was more likely up and about, bleeding through her bandages and making a mess of her stunning self. Everything about her was mesmerizing, even her temper. It brought a blush to her cheeks and made her eyes sparkle. And turned him into a stammering fool, making him see flirtation where he was sure none existed.

				He arrived at the staircase. Up lay two more levels and the exit into the sewers. Celia had already told him there was nothing for him to see up there. Down, at least, was new and unexplored. Perhaps he’d find something. He headed down, passing all the levels until he arrived at the bottom of the gallery.

				In the center lay a shallow pool of water reflecting light from the ceiling far above. Seven beams: four red, two green, one yellow. He sat on the edge of the pool, dipped his hand into the water, and watched the play of light dance across the ripples. Celia had been wrong. There was art in the cavern. It just didn’t appear in a common form like painting or sculpture.

				He ran his fingers through the water again, brushed something on the bottom, and leaned forward to peer past the reflected light. The bottom of the pool wasn’t a smooth bowl as expected; it was an abstract pattern of raised squares, rectangles, and pyramids of varying heights, with uneven trenches between. With his index finger, he traced the pattern, the smooth, flat surfaces in contrast to the crisp edges and points. He imagined himself a thousand years in the past, sitting at the bottom of the gallery, the hum of activity far above, gazing into the pool, letting go of his busy life as an Ancient.

				But all he could feel was an eerie stillness pressing against him, as if the Ancients had imbued the cavern with magic that repelled life. The sewers teemed with rats, mice, lizards, bugs, and spiders, and yet he hadn’t noticed a single creature in the cavern. Not even a spider web. He supposed it was convenient from a homeowner’s perspective—and he could only assume the cavern had been a home of some kind—but it left him feeling uneasy, an intruder, even though the Ancients’ civilization was long dead.

				With a sigh, he glanced around, looking for corridors, hoping there were more reflection pools to distract him, but only smooth obsidian walls surrounded him, heavy and smoky, weighing him down.

				He might be tired enough to try sleeping again. He was sure Celia was planning something for their next move—she always was—and he needed a clear head so he could tell her to stay in bed and heal.

				The thought struck him as ridiculous. Heal, so you look healthy when you revert back to being dead.

				This was such a mess. Grandfather would be ashamed of him, meddling with the veil. Waking them for fifteen to twenty minutes wouldn’t upset the balance. But he hadn’t taken anything into consideration, hadn’t researched, nothing. Even if he’d done the research, the balance could have still been disrupted. That was the very reason Innecroestris were banned. They paid no attention to the balance, tortured souls, and caused the deaths of innocents as the balance attempted to correct itself. That, and they were drunk on the power of the blood magic. Once started, the only way to end the addiction, the lure to cast dark spells again and again, was death.

				If only he’d spent more time thinking before he’d attempted the Jam de’U. He didn’t seem to be good at anything, and he couldn’t seem to stay with a good thing when he found it.

				He slapped the water, splashing it over the lip of the pool and onto his pants.

				Being a physician had been an admirable goal, but he’d destroyed that by becoming fascinated with surgery. Now, various principalities were after him.

				As for the family business, it too had mired him in trouble, and the Gentilica were even less forgiving than the unforgiving Quayestri.

				§

				Karysa marched through the house to Celia Carlyle’s room, ignoring the gilt and finery. It didn’t impress her and never would. This girl was proving more difficult to apprehend than she anticipated. They needed Celia. She was the chosen one. She’d taken the herbs, and the Contraluxis was only days away. Generations had prepared for this and if they missed this opportunity they’d have to wait over a hundred years for the next one.

				Dark Son’s blood! Everything rested on that girl and no one could find her. If she hadn’t been an assassin—making her perfect for her new destiny as the shadow walker—she’d say the necromancer Carlyle had hired to wake her was the cause of her troubles. Except she couldn’t sense his spell on Celia, so he wasn’t even a consideration.

				But with a little of Celia’s essence and some blood, the problem would be solved.

				Celia’s room was opulent, what she would expect from a daughter of minor nobility, but Karysa wasn’t there for the decor. She eased to the bed and examined the pillow. There, dark against the white linen case, lay a strand of black hair.

				Just what she needed.

				It infuriated her that she had to cast an essence-seeking spell. She didn’t want to waste her previously acquired energy, but if Carlyle couldn’t find his daughter, someone had to.

				Karysa pricked her finger, dragged the hair through the blood, and clenched it in her hand. Heat washed over her as she concentrated. Her skin tingled. Energy rushed through her. If the Necromancer Council of Elders knew the ecstasy of casting true blood magic, they’d stop their ridiculous meditations and weak attempts to control what they claimed was a “lure” that destroyed the soul. How little they knew. They could just trade someone else’s soul to maintain their own. Once started, she didn’t know how anyone could deny the sensation. It was better than sex.

				But not this spell. It was too small for anything but getting her worked up. Maybe she should seek out Carlyle’s man, Bakmeire. He looked like fun. And a man after her own heart, willing to sacrifice his master for more power.

				A small spike of pain pieced her eyes and she gasped at the pleasure. She blinked, the spell took hold, and she searched for the spirit cord that would lead her to Celia Carlyle.

				Nothing.

				She blinked again and squinted. Still nothing.

				Something shimmered at the edge of her vision and she spun around. There, dancing about the room, little specks of red light.

				The spell had failed.

				Her spells never failed. She didn’t know what that boy had done, but Celia’s essence had changed from when she was alive. It was improbable, but not unheard of. Likely a result of the necromancer’s lack of ability. Nothing she couldn’t handle.

				She ran a hand over her earrings and wished her pets were with her, but with all those Seers on the Grewdian Council residing in town, her vesperitti would draw too much attention. And if she’d learned one thing from her master, attention didn’t help an Innecroestri. Besides, there were other ways, more interesting ways, to find the girl. And to do that, someone had to die. She grinned at the thought.

				§

				Celia tried not to fidget as Ward checked her bandages with delicate fingers. She’d barely noticed him picking out the crystal and that surprised her. He was so awkward and clumsy with the rest of his appendages, she’d assumed his lack of dexterity included his hands. But even now, he approached her as if he’d been doing things like this all his life. A few gentle pulls, a press, and three clicks of his tongue, as if he was checking off items from a list.

				“So, doctor, what’s the prognosis? Will the patient live?”

				He gave her a sour look, and she remembered she was dead. A heaviness filled her and she struggled to shoved it away. There would be time to mourn later.

				“Twist a little and tell me how it feels.”

				Celia obliged. All her muscles ached, as if she had exercised and gone to bed without stretching, which she supposed she had. “A little stiff.”

				“Sore?”

				“Not really. I’m sure when I start moving it will become more noticeable.”

				“Yes,” he said, but didn’t sound sure. He reached for the bandage around her waist, and she brushed his hands away before he could continue fussing. His concern was... She pondered her choice of words. It was satisfying. Getting cut up had brought out his natural empathy, as well as that strange, masculine desire to protect, taking him back into the realm of possible seduction. She couldn’t have asked for a better situation. It erased all of her negative behavior, cleaned the slate. And to top it all off, his concern for her felt real. Things were finally coming together. Now all she had to do was find out what he knew and solve her murder.

				“If I meet with my physician’s approval?” She raised an eyebrow to elicit a response, and he nodded. “Then I propose we continue with our investigation.”

				“And how do you propose that? You have no proof of an assignment, and everyone in the entire city—no, the entire Union of Principalities—is a suspect.”

				“Not everyone.”

				It was Ward’s turn to raise his eyebrows.

				She sighed. “I want to see if Solartti has found anything.”

				A line formed between Ward’s brows. “If you recall,” he said with a calm that didn’t match his expression, “he tried to kill us.”

				“That was just part of the game.” She reached for the beige dress draped over the empty basin. She’d acquired it for the key heist, but now it was all she had. She would have to steal something more appropriate when Ward wasn’t watching. Solartti would laugh his way to the Guild Hall when he saw her in a dress.

				“He said he’d ask around.” She shrugged out of her shirt and he shuffled his feet. From over her shoulder, she saw that Ward had turned around. He was so funny. He was obviously a trained physician from the way he removed that crystal, yet the sight of a little flesh made him blush. Oh, how she would enjoy playing his seduction out.

				“How do you know he’s asked around?”

				“I just do.” She’d never known Solartti to resist a puzzle.

				“And I suppose you’re also related to the Seer of Brawenal or, better yet, the prince’s own Seer.”

				“Twice removed from the previous Seer of Dulthyne.” Oh, how she loved to frustrate him. He’d get this look, stutter for a bit, and turn bright red.

				This time he just sighed, long and loud. “Do you think he’ll have discovered something we haven’t?”

				She eased out of the ruins of her pants and pulled the dress over her head. Perhaps she did feel a little sore.

				“We won’t know if we don’t ask.” She reached for the laces at her back. No, it would be better if Ward tied them. “Tie me in.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“Tie me in.”

				“Didn’t you do this by yourself last time?”

				“Yes, but I’m injured.” She smiled and batted her eyelashes. “And your fingers are much more deft than mine.”

				Ward turned crimson and reached for the laces. Good.

				“You don’t have to come with me, if you don’t want.” Perhaps a little concern for his well-being would help ingratiate her to him.

				“To Solartti’s?”

				“Yes.”

				“Why would you say that?”

				She shrugged. “I don’t know. You seem...” She reached out to caress his cheek but pulled back before she could finish the action. That would be too much too soon. He seemed genuinely upset that she’d want to exclude him, but she still had no idea if it was real or part of his game. If he came with her, he’d learn what Solartti had discovered. But if she left him alone... who knew what he’d do? Run straight to her father or the Master?

				She wished she had proof either way about Ward. After last night, more of her wanted him to be what she saw: a young man with a certain kind of charm, stuck in a situation beyond any of his previous experiences.

				What was she thinking? Regardless, he would just slow her down or blab to someone. She couldn’t have that. She would have to kill him regardless of his deft fingers. “You seem... preoccupied.”

				His brows furrowed.

				And yet he wasn’t completely useless. He’d helped at the Keeper’s house and patched her up afterward.

				Damn. Where was her hardened assassin’s heart?

				“I mean, I don’t think you’re comfortable around him.”

				“What makes you say that?” Sarcasm dripped from his words. “He warned your father we were breaking into the records room. I don’t think you should go and talk to him with or without me.”

				“And you’re going to stop me?”

				He crossed his arms. “Yes.”

				She laughed. There was the Ward she knew, ridiculous with his wiry arms crossed against his narrow chest and his long legs in a wide stance. And yet, she couldn’t deny there was a new hint of strength about him.

				“We each have our specialties, Ward.” She patted his shoulder. “And combat is not yours.”

				“Then I’m going with you.”

				She was also beginning to recognize his annoying persistence.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				SEVENTEEN

				

				

				Solartti was not home, but Celia had a good idea where he would be. The Ancient Spider, where they’d run into him during their wild escape from the records room. Like most questionable businesses in Brawenal, her father received a protection tax from the owner, but he had little to do with the actual business. Which, thankfully, meant there was little risk of running into her father or any of his close associates since they preferred more upscale entertainment.

				However, through many hours of acute observation, she knew a number of her fellow assassins did patronize the establishment and there was still the chance someone there had the assignment on her. They, like Solartti, enjoyed drinking charlatous—a potent alcoholic beverage that induced euphoric hallucinations—laced with zephnyr oil, which enhanced the effect. A few of those concoctions, and you could happily fly beyond the difficulties of life for hours, not to mention leave yourself open for an easy attack.

				Telling Ward they needed to return to the dance hall would send him into convulsions, so she neglected to mention it, taking pleasure in his nervous fussing as they drew closer to the recessed red door.

				As she reached for the latch, she turned to Ward, ready for an argument or, in the very least, some comment. But he kept his mouth set in a tight line.

				“I need you to keep your head down and your eyes open.”

				“Can someone do that?”

				“Now is not the time to get philosophical.”

				He bit his lip.

				“Good.” She pushed open the door and noise engulfed her. Music, laughter, talking, the clatter of mugs and dishes and knives on tables. A haze of wood, pipe, and the distinctive purple smoke of Susain herbs surrounded them, carrying the aromas of fish, bread, ale, and sweat. There was no one in the immediate area she recognized from the Guild, and most people, if they didn’t ignore her and Ward outright, took a cursory glance and turned back to their conversation. 

				She allowed herself a moment to register potential dangers: blades, obstacles, anyone who carried themselves with the catlike grace she associated with her profession. Nothing stood out.

				She glanced at Ward, who sucked in a quick breath, then looked behind him to ensure he’d closed the door. He had and, save for another sigh, appeared relaxed, almost happy. He was getting better at hiding his emotions. Perhaps he could survive a day or two as an assassin. She gave herself a mental shake. Not likely.

				They walked to the edge of the main balcony and looked down at the dance floor, which was actually the first basement. She’d heard a rumor the Ancient Spider boasted three other basements for even shadier pleasures, but she’d never seen them or had the desire to ask. Dancing and drinking plain wine were as far as she wanted to go. An assassin needed to keep her wits, or she’d lose her head.

				She grabbed his hand and led him to the back of the first-floor balcony. Solartti’s favorite table sat over the stage. Which meant, if he was not too far gone that night, he would have already noticed them.

				They found him at his usual table, his chair in the corner, his eyes glassy. Celia eased into the chair beside him and squeezed his arm. He made no indication he noticed their presence.

				Ward sat beside her and glanced around.

				“What do you see?” she asked, staying focused on Solartti.

				“People dancing, eating, drinking.”

				She gave Solartti another shake. Nothing.

				“What’s wrong with him?”

				She passed Ward the only mug on the table. He brought it to his lips but didn’t drink. Instead, he sniffed.

				“Charlatous.”

				“And?”

				He ran his finger around the edge of the rim, looked at it, and pressed it against his thumb. “Don’t you people know how dangerous this is?”

				She snorted. Another trait she’d began to recognize in Ward: his ability to state the obvious. “Help me stand him up.”

				“What are you planning?” He set the mug down.

				“I’m planning on taking him back to his house so when he’s slept it off he can talk to us.”

				“And you think we’re just going to walk an unconscious man out of here and no one will notice?”

				She grinned and winked. “I do it all the time.”

				“I bet you do.”

				He rose, moved to Solartti’s other side, and placed the man’s arm across his shoulders.

				She glanced around the balcony. It was packed with people sitting, standing, talking, laughing. A few danced. It was going to be a challenge to move Solartti; usually, he was conscious enough to stand on his own. What could have possibly made him take so much oil?

				A woman with short blonde hair emerged from the shadows on the other side of the balcony. She leaned against the railing and gazed down at the dance floor. Candlelight reflected on the earrings in her right ear.

				What was she doing here? Celia turned to Ward. “We have to hurry. That woman is here.”

				“What woman?”

				She glared at him and pulled her right earlobe.

				“Who?”

				“From the Keeper’s house.”

				“Oh. So why do we have to hurry?”

				She had no good answer. All she knew was that if the woman had talked to Bakmeire, they didn’t want to risk her seeing them. She wished she could be nice to Ward and sugarcoat the whole situation, but her gut screamed at her to leave, fast. She’d have to explain later. “We hurry because I say so.”

				Ward rolled his eyes and looked ready for a fight, but he picked up Solartti instead and, with the extra weight, staggered to the front of the table. His expression changed from frustration to something she couldn’t quite place. He furrowed his brow and his eyes glassed over. Great, now was not the time for him to suddenly become lost in some intellectual problem.

				“We need to get moving, Ward.” She took Solartti’s other side.

				“I, ah...”

				The woman started around the balcony to her left so Celia chose the other direction. If they kept their heads low perhaps she wouldn’t notice them. Celia snorted at the thought. Who wouldn’t notice a walking, talking scarecrow like Ward?

				“Could you try to crouch a little?” she asked.

				“But Celia, I think—”

				“You stick out like a sore thumb.”

				He glanced around. “Oh.” Then he slouched, hung his head, and swayed a little.

				They stumbled a few steps forward, bumping into a woman who turned and giggled before she danced away.

				The blonde woman didn’t seem to have noticed them and was now almost at Solartti’s table, but they were only a quarter of the way around. If she saw them they’d have to run, and running with Solartti’s dead weight didn’t appeal to Celia.

				She tried to move faster, hoping Ward would take her lead. They were almost at the front door when someone grabbed her shoulder and spun her around. She clenched her fists. Ward grunted as he took all of Solartti’s weight. Before her stood a squat man, as wide as he was tall, swaying back and forth. His pupils were uneven, a sure sign he too partook of charlatous laced with zephnyr oil.

				“Dance with me.” A thick globule of drool rolled over his bottom lip, down his chin, and dropped onto his massive chest.

				“I’m on my way out.” She turned to the door, but the man grabbed her wrist and spun her again.

				From the corner of her eye she could see Ward shift from one foot to the other, and on the other side of the fat man the blonde woman headed in their direction. She needed to do something, fast.

				“Sure. I’ll dance with you. Just let me see my friends off and I’ll meet you on the dance floor.”

				The fat man smiled. “Now.”

				She hated men who couldn’t see reason. Please don’t let him be as far gone as he seemed. She grabbed the man’s hands and sashayed him toward the blonde woman. She twirled around her, knocking over a table and a few people in the process, and handed over the fat man. He clung to the startled blonde woman, pulling her along the balcony toward the back of the dance hall.

				Celia spun on her heel and danced back to Ward as fast as she could, a huge grin plastered on her face. She whisked him and Solartti out of the dance hall.

				They dragged the assassin’s limp form down the street and stepped into the shadows of an alley to catch their breath.

				“So what was so important?” she asked.

				Ward leaned back, gasping for air. “I think he’s dead.”
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				Karysa extracted herself from the drunk man’s grasp and returned to the assassin’s table. Celia and that boy necromancer had dragged the dead assassin out of the dance hall and she couldn’t stop them. But never mind. The essence-seeking spell that hadn’t worked for Celia would work for her assassin friend—even if she had given him ibria with his charlatous and zephnyr oil. It might have destroyed his soul, but she could still follow his body.

				They would take him someplace safe, hopefully wherever they were hiding, and the boy would try to wake him. She wished she could see the look on his face when his spell failed.

				A smile pulled at her lips. How many times would he try before giving up? He didn’t look like he had much of a magical constitution and would probably be exhausted after a second attempt.

				A tremor swept through her, drawing a low moan. The blood-magic lure was glorious. She could only imagine the concentration and meditations that boy had to go through to avoid it. Such a fool.

				Another tremor stirred heat low in her gut. Her breath hitched in her throat and she gasped. A man at the table across from her gave her a curious look. She ran the tip of her tongue slowly over her lips, leveling her gaze on him. He flushed, but no energy danced under his skin. How disappointing. There just weren’t enough magical people in this principality.

				And, really, she shouldn’t be wasting time. She had to find her chosen one. She traced the rim of the assassin’s cup with her finger. She didn’t need a lot of a person’s essence to find his body. No more than a drop of saliva.

				§

				“How could you not know he was dead?” Celia paced the bedchamber where they had placed Solartti’s body. “You’re a necromancer.”

				Ward crossed his arms and leaned against the back wall. “And you’re an assassin.” And that woman in the dance hall had been an Innecroestri, likely the only one he’d ever heard Grandfather talking about. Karysa. He shivered at the thought.

				“I just...” She sat at the foot of the bed and placed a hand on Solartti’s leg.

				Ward pushed off from the wall, suddenly aware that she had lost a friend. He shouldn’t just stand here. He was usually more sensitive. “I should give you a moment.”

				“And then what?”

				“That’s up to you.”

				She looked at him, her eyes hard. “I suppose you mean we carry on.”

				Could she not see the obvious? He sighed and reminded himself that the grief from a sudden death, or even an expected one, could rattle the most practical of people. “Would you like me to wake him?”

				“Like me?”

				He rubbed his bandaged wrist. “For fifteen minutes. You can talk to him, see what he found out. Say goodbye.”

				“But not longer?”

				“Celia.” Ward knelt at her feet. His voice caught in his throat and he coughed to clear it. She looked so fierce and yet so fragile. All he really wanted was to say something comforting, but she wouldn’t appreciate false solace. There was no possibility for a romance between them, but was there a chance at friendship? “To be honest, I’m surprised the Jam de’U is still active.”

				She nodded, and Ward took that as consent, running his hands down the front of his shirt. Finally something within the realm of normality.

				He sat on the side of the bed and unsheathed his knife, contemplating which finger he should prick. His ring finger was just starting to feel normal again from when he’d woken Celia in the sewers. The thought left a bad taste in his mouth. Just a little blood and his life had been turned upside down and set on fire for good measure. He jabbed the knife into the finger. No, he didn’t want to think about it.

				Blood swelled into a bead, and he drew a goddess-eye on Solartti’s forehead and pressed his palm against it. He placed his other hand over Solartti’s heart, closed his eyes, and focused on stilling his thoughts and his being. He called on knowledge from the Light Son, power over death from the Dark Son, and grace and well-being from the Goddess. In his mind, he envisioned the veil opening and Solartti’s spirit racing back to his body.

				He listened for the sudden inhalation as the deceased breathed once again, but nothing happened.

				He pictured the veil opening further, and with his mind he called to Solartti.

				Still nothing.

				Ward pursed his lips. He’d never had a problem like this before. As much as he was a bad necromancer in every other respect, he’d never before had an unsuccessful wake.

				Celia grabbed his shoulder, and he jumped. “What’s wrong?”

				“I don’t know.”

				“Why isn’t he awake?”

				Ward rubbed his hands together. His fingers were cold, also uncommon during a wake. “I don’t know.” If he were a normal necromancer, he’d be able to feel the power, the life force that emanated from all things, and he might have a clue. But he couldn’t and therefore he didn’t. Unless Karysa had something to do with Solartti’s death.

				He stepped into the corridor. To his right, two chambers down, he could see the gallery, bright in comparison to the low lighting of the bedchamber. To his left, more doorways.

				Even if only half of the rumors about Karysa were true, she wasn’t someone he wanted to encounter. He could only pray to the Goddess and her two Sons she wasn’t involved in Celia’s murder, although he doubted he’d be so lucky. Karysa toyed with human life and the veil without concern. No one knew where she’d learned her dark spells, the soul stealing and the false resurrections, but eyewitness accounts proved she had the abilities. Even with a village-worth of murders on her hands in the Principality of Worben, the Necromancer Council of Elders were withholding the warrant on her death in hopes of finding her soul jars and freeing those she’d imprisoned.

				Was that what she’d done to Solartti? But if that was the case, Solartti should have a goddess-eye painted on his forehead, and Ward hadn’t noticed blood on his face or his hands.

				Gentle fingers brushed his arm—Celia’s fingers, uncertain and tender—but he didn’t look at her.

				“If you can’t wake him, we’ll need to get rid of him.”

				“I want to keep him for a couple of days. Maybe tomorrow I’ll have better luck.”

				“He’ll begin to smell.”

				“I know.” Exhaustion weighed on him. He hadn’t slept in days, and he still had to sneak out of the cavern and perform a surgery. He rubbed his face. The earthy scent of charlatous clung to his hands, and his index finger and thumb were still sticky from the zephnyr oil.

				“Let’s move him down to one of the lower levels. As far from our living quarters as possible. I just want another try.”

				§

				After helping Ward wrap Solartti in a cloak, carry him to the second-last level, and place him on the floor of an empty chamber, Celia went to her study. Thankfully, Ward didn’t follow. She knew he was going to ask what was next, and to that she had no idea. She couldn’t think straight, couldn’t wrap her mind around Solartti’s death. Sure, everyone knew an excessive dose of zephnyr oil could put a person in a catatonic state, essentially killing his mind, but his body still lived. Except Solartti wasn’t catatonic. He was dead. So dead he was beyond Ward’s ability to call him back.

				She eased into her chair. For some reason all of her pinprick cuts had begun to ache.

				What killed a man beyond a necromancer’s ability to call him back? She would have to ask Ward, but not now. Now, she needed to be alone. Why hadn’t she killed him yet? She couldn’t seem to find the right moment to seduce him and that made him a liability. 

				As for the theory that she needed him in case his spell failed... she wasn’t certain he could repeat the process. Perhaps he couldn’t wake Solartti because he wasn’t powerful enough, although she’d been so sure she’d sensed something back at the Guild’s records room. Perhaps she’d been mistaken and waking her had been an accident. If his spell suddenly failed, would he even try to bring her back?

				She flipped a page in the open book before her, but didn’t look at the text. Now she was being ridiculous. Ward’s abilities as a necromancer were not in question. She knew he’d woken Cooper Smith two weeks before her own wake, and he’d woken her once in her bedroom and once in the sewer before doing whatever he had done to her last.

				And he had been helpful. There was no denying that. She wouldn’t have been able to get the Keeper’s key without his help, nor get out of the Keeper’s house. She wouldn’t have been able to pull all that crystal out of her rear without him, let alone with such gentle precision. Ward would have made a good physician. Why wasn’t he practicing? Admittedly, he was young, but she’d met junior physicians their age working in established practices.

				She ran her hand across the page, smoothing the brittle parchment under her fingers. What made someone skilled, even gifted, turn away from that to do something he was less skilled at, and would make him less profit? She knew it wasn’t for the love of it. She could tell he didn’t enjoy necromancy.

				Her gaze dropped to the book and she stared at the clean, black lines without focusing on the words.

				Someone cleared his throat. It had to be Ward. It couldn’t be Solartti. Her time to be quiet and think was over.

				As she looked up to acknowledge him, her eyes stopped at the bloody parchment, which she had stolen from the Keeper’s safe.

				“Thoughts?” Ward asked from the doorway.

				“Many.” She reached for the parchment and ran her finger over the hard, uneven wax that had sealed the note shut. It belonged to the Guild, which made it official, and the black ink in the wax hadn’t bled into the parchment, which meant it had been opened soon after it was sealed. “One of them being, what was an assassination assignment for a simple scholar doing in that safe?”

				She unfolded the parchment. No, she hadn’t read it wrong in her bedchamber while waiting for Ward to return. It was an assignment to kill the scholar Allyan Nicco and burn his research. But she had been given that assignment and she always destroyed her notes after reading them.

				Heat rushed to her face. The assignment had been four years ago and she still felt guilty. She’d made a serious mistake reading that page on Nicco’s desk. Perhaps if she hadn’t kept the scholar’s research, hadn’t been caught up in the Ancients’ mysteries, her life would have taken a different path.

				She pushed the thought away. She wasn’t killed over Nicco’s research. No one knew she had it. Unless this assignment meant the Master hadn’t trusted her to do the job and had given another assassin the assignment as well? Which still didn’t explain why it was in the Keeper’s safe.

				“Maybe the Master likes to collect unique assignments,” Ward said.

				She turned her attention to him. He still stood in the doorway, his arms crossed, his eyes half open. “You look awful.”

				“Thank you. And right back at you.”

				She sighed and pointed to the chair across from her. “Have a seat and help me think about this. Perhaps together our two tired minds will equal one not-so-tired mind.”

				He paused, as if uncertain, then shuffled over to the chair and sat in it sideways, his legs hanging over one of the arms. “All right. How about the Master likes to collect unique assignments?”

				“Not likely.” Since the Guild didn’t work that way and it wasn’t the Master’s safe. It was ridiculous of her to have assumed the Master would have it. He would never be foolish enough to keep proof of activities that could be linked to him. “There was only one assignment in there for a scholar.”

				“And I’m sure that many more interesting people have been assassinated under his watch,” Ward said. “Why would someone not want the assignment to be available for public knowledge?”

				“They’re not public knowledge.”

				He raised an eyebrow. “It seemed pretty common knowledge that you and Solartti rummaged through the records room on a regular basis.”

				“Point.” Perhaps she should tell Ward this had been her assignment—her first, actually. That was likely why she hadn’t burned the man’s research. If it wasn’t for that, she would never have found the Ancients’ cavern. She supposed she could also go into a detailed description of how the Assassins’ Guild worked and what information was really in an assignment, but that would take time and he’d ask a lot of questions and she just couldn’t muster the energy to deal with either.

				Ward swung his feet, bouncing them off the obsidian frame. Crammed into the chair like that, elbows and knees jutting from his body at sharp angles, he looked like he had grown too big for a child-sized chair. And yet, for once, he seemed entirely at ease with himself. As if she’d glimpsed the future and seen the self-assured man he’d become... if she didn’t kill him first.

				“All right. If the scholar wasn’t an important person, maybe the person who wanted the assignment done was, and wanted the assignment to be kept a secret.”

				Perhaps she should bother to explain a few things. “The Guild doesn’t take names.” She flipped the parchment over. There was no name on the outside. Not like she expected one, but it was worth a try. If she had the nom de mort of the assassin given the assignment, she might be able to track him or her down.

				“Then what were you doing in the records room?”

				“That’s not the point.”

				“Well, what is?”

				“We should talk to Nicco’s widow. Perhaps she’ll know why someone bought an assignment for his life, and why the... why it was hidden.”

				“Is everyone in this town so familiar with the Guild?”

				“Hardly. But people, particularly those who’ve had time to think, speculate as to why their loved one was assassinated.”

				“All right. Though I don’t see what the assassination of Allyan Nicco has to do with anything.”

				“It does because I say it does.” And while it was a very loose connection to her murder, it was still a connection.

				“Fine.” He pushed out of the chair, as if the very act required a momentous feat of strength. “First, I sleep. You should probably think about getting some of that yourself. Then, I guess, we go visit the Widow Nicco.”

				§

				Ward left Celia in the study and headed down the corridor. Although exhaustion pulled at him, he couldn’t go to bed yet. He had a surgery to perform, even if spending more time with the Tracker—Thalonist or not—didn’t bode well. The man didn’t need a warrant for an arrest and sentencing—his word was enough for the Grewdian Council.

				And now he’d have proof.

				He grabbed his rucksack with his medical supplies. He wasn’t even sure about the Tracker’s brother. In fact, they looked nothing alike. One dark, the other fair, and with different statures.

				He pulled on his boots.

				Half-brothers. Yes, that was it. They were half-brothers.

				An uneasiness settled in his stomach as he opened the door and stepped into the sewers.

				It didn’t matter whether they were related or not—Ward had an obligation. He had the knowledge to save the life of the brother—or whoever he was—and he had taken the Oath.

				The thought still didn’t sit well, but he strode down the sewer pipe to an access grate, climbed out, and made his way across the city to the Tracker’s room.

				The Tracker answered the door after the first knock.

				“What took you so long?”

				Ward shifted the rucksack on his shoulder and met the man’s gaze. “I said I’d be here, and I am. Did you get the supplies?”

				The Tracker stepped back, allowing Ward into the room. “I did.”

				This time the shutters were open and a lit lamp sat on the table by the bed. Opposite the bed was another larger table Ward hadn’t noticed before, likely because the room had been so dark then. It was laden with more lanterns, a narrow jug of wine, a pitcher of water, a small, squat jug—which he could only assume was the oil—a glass vial, a few bowls, a thin paper package, linen bandages, the silver tube, a few pieces of parchment, and a folded leather apron. Underneath, on the floor, was the tarpaulin.

				“Where do we begin?” the Tracker asked. He sounded nervous. The bravado and menace from the previous night was gone, but was it concern for his brother or worry over the legality of the night’s events?

				“First, has he been fasting?”

				“He can’t even keep water down—of course he’s been fasting. Why are you wasting time?”

				“I won’t presume to insult your pride by telling you what we do tonight will require a strong nerve.” Ward sucked in a long breath. “The surgery must be performed with haste and I will need you to obey and answer me regardless of what you see, or think you see.”

				“Obey?” The Tracker snorted. “You?”

				“You may be a master of the law. Your brother may be a master of something else.” Ward twisted the strap of his rucksack so tight he thought he’d tear it in two. He was about to tell the greatest lie of his life, greater than hiding the fact he stole bodies from cemeteries and performed illegal necropsies, greater than hiding the goddess-eye brand on the back of his neck from patrons. It was the only way to convince the Tracker to let him do what needed to be done and not change his mind halfway through. “I am a master of surgery.”

				The Tracker barked a sharp laugh.

				A chill crept through Ward.

				It wasn’t what he’d expected. He thought he’d quake, return to the tiny mouse he’d been a few hours ago. He’d spent his entire life being afraid, hiding, sneaking glimpses of the life he yearned to live but never could. At this moment, he was not afraid—he was angry. The man was a fool. He was so close to saving his brother’s life, and couldn’t accept Ward had the ability to do so. And Ward did. He knew he did. He could feel it in the fiber of his being.

				“Fine. You do it.”

				The man’s laughter died.

				“Cut him open. Put your hands in his body, cover them with his blood, his life, and heal him.”

				The Tracker glanced at his sleeping brother.

				“You’ve passed sentencing before. You’ve seen how men bleed, how they scream and fight when they’re cut. What did you think a surgery was going to be like?”

				Ward waited.

				The Tracker looked at him, then back to his brother, then to the table with the supplies. He let out a long, ragged sigh. “Where do we begin?”

				“First, we get prepared. Let’s move the bed to the center of the room.”

				The Tracker nodded, and, as if he were a new person, helped Ward move the bed and lay the tarpaulin. They needed to contain as much of the evidence of the night’s activities as possible, and a blood-soaked pallet was a sure giveaway something had happened. Although, with a Tracker involved, people might not ask too many questions.

				The brother stirred and the Tracker shushed him back to sleep.

				Ward squeezed the Tracker’s shoulder. “We need him awake to inhale the anesthetic. Now is as good a time as any for that.” 

				He dragged the table with his supplies closer while the Tracker changed to mumbling encouraging words.

				This was it. His first unsupervised surgery. He removed his book from his bag and set it, open to the instructions of the intended operation, on the edge of the table where he could easily read it. His knives lay in a neat row on a piece of parchment beside three of his needles, each threaded with generous lengths of the fine silk the Tracker had purchased.

				The brother whimpered. Ward unfolded the butcher’s apron and pulled the neck strap over his head, then reached for the bandages, cutting a rectangle off the end.

				A flicker of light shot past him, at the edge of his vision. He glanced up but the room was as it had been. The Tracker sat on the edge of the bed, cradling his brother’s head and shoulders in his arms, talking to him, coaxing him to consciousness.

				Ward turned back to the bandages and again the light flickered at the edge of his vision.

				Still, nothing had changed in the room. He shook his head. It was the shadows dancing on the walls from the single lantern by the window. A gust of wind had made the flame flicker. The theory didn’t reassure him. The night was still. The summer heat sat heavy, even this close to the docks, without gust, or breeze, or even hint of movement.

				He folded the rectangle in half. It was nerves, nothing more. He just needed to administer the anesthetic and light more lanterns, and all would be well.

				With that thought held firm, he folded the linen once more, uncorked the mandragora and zephnyr oil, and doused it in the concoction. He turned to the Tracker and his brother.

				“Is he awake?”

				The Tracker nodded.

				“Good. Start lighting the lanterns.”

				The Tracker hesitated.

				“We need to begin, and I’ll need more light.”

				“I know.” The Tracker stood and looked around the room as if uncertain before crossing to the other lanterns. Ward took his place by the bed. The brother was still covered with sweat, his long hair plastered to his skull. While his eyes were open, they were unfocused, staring at something only he could see.

				Ward upended the bottle into the linen one more time for good measure, then opened and placed the linen over the man’s nose and mouth. He needed a few good breaths to ensure enough of the anesthetic had been inhaled. 

				After that, Ward needed to move fast. There was no way of knowing how the anesthetic would take or when it would wear off. Just another risk of surgery. If the patient’s health was more fragile than anticipated, or if the mandragora and zephnyr oil were improperly mixed, it could kill him before Ward even touched him with a blade.
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				The brother groaned and Ward glanced down. His eyes were clear, focused on Ward. He moved his mouth but made no sound. With a blink he was somewhere else once again.

				Movement at the very edge of Ward’s vision caught his attention and he turned, but that side of the room was empty.

				“The lanterns are lit,” the Tracker said.

				Ward jumped. This was ridiculous. Too much stress, not enough sleep. He wiped his hands down the front of the apron.

				“All right.” He brushed the front of the apron again. He needed to wash his hands. Wash where he was going to cut. He turned to the table, filled a bowl with water, rolled his sleeves up past his elbows, and scrubbed his hands. Then he dried them on the inside corner of the apron.

				“All right.” He cut another piece of bandage, soaked it in clean water from the jug, and turned to the brother. “All right.”

				“Stop saying that,” the Tracker said.

				Ward flinched and reminded himself he was the one in charge. He should put the Tracker to use, get him focused on something else.

				“Remove the linen on his face and put it on the table.”

				The Tracker reached for it.

				“Careful—”

				He jerked his hand back.

				“Careful not to bring it too close to your face or handle it more than necessary. I may actually need you tonight.”

				The Tracker gave him a sour look, but picked up the linen between his thumb and forefinger and set it on the back corner of the table.

				Turning back to his patient, Ward eased his nightshirt as far away from his abdomen as possible and washed the exposed flesh. He picked a knife from his collection.

				The Tracker shifted. He crossed his arms, then uncrossed them.

				“Kneel by his head and watch his eyes. If it looks like he’s feeling the pain, hold him down.”

				“Why not more of the...?” He pointed to the piece of linen.

				“Because too much could kill him.”

				“Then why use it?”

				Ward shrugged. “It’s better than nothing.”

				Before the Tracker could respond, Ward turned to his patient and ran his hands over his abdomen, trying to determine the best place to cut. There was still nothing to indicate the problem lay in a specific location. He supposed a curve an inch or two off from the center was as good as any, so he picked a spot and pressed the thin blade against the skin.

				“His eyes are open. He’s still awake.”

				Ward pressed harder, breaking the skin and drawing a curved line through the flesh.

				“He’s dreaming,” Ward said, and he set his knife aside.

				“But his eyes are open.”

				“It’s a waking dream. Don’t worry, his mind is asleep.”

				He probed his cut, ensuring it was even, allowing him access to the abdominal cavity and the intestines.

				“This is not good.” The Tracker sounded more nervous than before.

				“He’ll be fine.”

				“That’s not what I meant.”

				“He’ll be fine.”

				Something moved beside Ward. He resisted the urge to look up. It was his imagination playing tricks on him, and he was tired of the game. Instead, he pulled back the flesh around his incision and took a look.

				He still couldn’t tell where the problem lay, and he struggled to recall the details of his first necropsy. Please let that help. Somehow.

				“You see how there are two kinds of intestines?” Professor Schlier asked.

				Ward nodded. It was as if the man was in the room with him.

				“The smaller of the two has many twists and turns and can cover, with all of its coils, a problem.”

				Schlier was right. He would have to search the entire length. He reached for the intestine but a ghostly hand passed through his.

				He jerked back.

				Beside him stood Schlier and himself, but before he could register any more details they blew away like smoke on a windy night and were replaced by an image of Ward, knee deep in mud, a shovel gripped in both hands.

				“De’Ath?” the Tracker asked.

				This, too, dissolved and Celia appeared as he’d first seen her, dead and beautiful, lying in her bed.

				The brother groaned. The anesthetic was wearing off. It was too soon... or was Ward moving too slow?

				Pressure grew inside his skull, burning at the back of his eyes. The image of Celia waking, her gaze boring into Ward, melted, and smoke whirled about the room.

				“De’Ath?”

				A hand reached for him but was swept up in the vortex. Forms gathered and dissolved, spinning faster and faster. The pain in his head swelled into a consuming inferno.

				He ripped his gaze away and sucked in a steadying breath. He needed to concentrate, do what he’d planned. And that was to search the length of the intestine and find the blockage, or whatever it was.

				From the corner of his eye the seeing-smoke continued to whirl around him. He should have known the man wasn’t the Tracker’s brother in the fraternal sense. They looked nothing alike. He should have guessed he was an Inquisitor or another Tracker, at the very least. Of all the unlucky things he could have done—give an Inquisitor an anesthetic that was part hallucinogen. It was guaranteed to make his abilities to project a person’s memories go crazy.

				Ward ran his hands along the visible portion of the small intestine and eased it from the incision to gain access to the lengths below.

				“What are you doing, Ward?” a voice asked.

				He glanced up, unable to resist. Grandfather crossed his arms and peered over Ward’s shoulder. He didn’t know how he could explain.

				“I asked a question.”

				“Well... I...” Ward shook his head, lancing shocks of pain through his eyes and down his neck. He gasped. The images weren’t real. They were memories, nothing more.

				“De’Ath...” the Tracker said again, his voice low, thick with warning.

				“I told you not to read those books.”

				Ward clenched his jaw and searched the next section.

				“I need help and the Goddess has sent you to me,” Celia said.

				Nothing. He slid that section out of the incision.

				“But there isn’t much time. My father will discover we’re gone and...”

				His face burned and his head pounded. He wished she’d be quiet and not reveal his foolishness.

				“What’s taking so long?”

				He ignored the Tracker’s question and turned to the next section but was met with resistance, as if something had snagged the intestine.

				“Please. The Goddess sent you to me. She must have.”

				His heart raced.

				“Please.”

				Please let this be the problem.

				“De’Ath.”

				“I’m the only one who can bring me justice. My father is too powerful.”

				Ward jerked his head to her. “Would you just shut up?”

				The remembered Celia burst apart, her face contorting, stretching into a hideous mask before falling away. His memories were contorted beyond recognition. This was a disaster. Everything was wrong. His life. Celia. This operation. But there was nothing he could do about it. All he could do was carry on and pray he could save this man. He followed the intestine to the snag, discovering a mass of thick tissue wrapped around it. Above, the flesh had burst and he could discern a hint of black ringing the edge of the hole. Rot was setting in.

				Someone or something ghostly swept through Ward and his patient, but he ignored it.

				He reached for his knife and removed the strangling tissue. Severing the intestine, he cut away the infected length.

				The smoky vortex wailed and the brother groaned. Blood oozed over Ward’s hands.

				“You’re killing him,” the Tracker said.

				Ward ground his teeth. “No. I’m not.” Slipping the silver tube in the intestine, he brought the ends together. He picked up a needle and thread and, as fast as he could and still keep his stitches tight and precise, sewed the intestine back together.

				The brother groaned again, louder this time, and the pressure in Ward’s head eased. The anesthetic really was wearing off.

				He checked his stitches. If they weren’t tight the wound would leak and poison the abdominal cavity.

				The Inquisitor’s hand closest to Ward clenched and unclenched and the groans turned to whimpers.

				“I hope you’re finished,” the Tracker said.

				Ward didn’t acknowledge him. He eased the displaced intestines into place and pulled the incision closed. With a quick wipe down the front of the apron, he removed some of the blood on his hands and picked up a new needle. He glanced up at the Tracker to tell him he was almost done, but the man was focused on his brother, mumbling in his ear and brushing his brow. The vortex of projected images was gone.

				Ward stitched his incision closed, washed it with wine and oil, and wrapped it tightly in the bandages. They removed the tarpaulin and pushed the bed back into the corner.

				“That was...,” the Tracker said, as Ward washed the rest of the blood from his hands. “That was...”

				Ward removed the butcher’s apron, folded it to contain the blood and put it with the tarpaulin. The Tracker would have to dispose of the evidence, but Ward was sure, being a member of the highest authority in the Union of Principalities, he’d have resources.

				“That was...” The Tracker shook his head. “So that’s it?”

				“No,” Ward said, and he washed his knives and needles in the wine. His hands shook and he couldn’t make them stop. “You need to keep an eye out for infection. Check and change his bandages at least once a day.” He wiped the knives dry on a piece of bandage and slipped them into their leather and felt pockets. “I will be by tomorrow night to see how he’s doing.”

				The Tracker’s expression changed, but Ward couldn’t tell what it meant. He didn’t seem angry—more worried. “Of course,” he said, but he didn’t sound certain.

				§

				Celia sat back in her chair and stretched, igniting every ache and pain acquired over the last few days into a dull throb. Ward had left for bed a while ago. An hour or two... maybe more. She couldn’t remember what she’d done in that time. Ward had left and she... she was staring at a page from Nicco’s research. When had she picked it up? She should probably take Ward’s advice and go to bed.

				She moved to stretch again, but thought better of it. Instead, she stood and picked her way to the door. Someday she would clean up her mess, but today wasn’t that day. As she meandered down the hall, her stomach clenched and released a deep, long rumble. Ignoring it, she turned into the doorway of her sleeping chamber. Sleep was more important.

				But her stomach rumbled again, louder and longer. She sighed. Looked like her body had different plans. Whether she needed it or not, there was no way she’d be able to sleep now. The room she’d claimed as a common-chamber was only a flight up. It wouldn’t take long to grab a few things and eat them on her way back to bed.

				With another sigh, she turned and headed to the cavern’s gallery and the stairs, a hint of weakness trembling through her muscles. Perhaps death was finally catching up to her.

				Now there was a thought she didn’t want to contemplate. She was tired and hungry, that was all. There hadn’t been a lot of time to rest or eat, and her body was reminding her of the fact. Despite the heat in the cavern, a shiver rushed over her. The need for rest and sustenance were false sensations. She should be as dead as Solartti.

				The doorway to Ward’s sleeping chamber caught her attention, and she glanced in as she passed.

				It was empty.

				Perhaps she hadn’t noticed him? The room was dark and the light in the hall dim. She stepped back to take another look.

				Empty.

				Heat raced up her neck. He was gone. He’d lied about going to bed, just when she’d started to trust him. But she never had trusted him, and really, she shouldn’t jump to conclusions just because he wasn’t where he said he would be. Perhaps he was hungry as well.

				She continued to the common chamber, her need for sleep swept away. She forced herself to keep her pace relaxed. If she did come across Ward, she didn’t want him to know she was upset.

				The common chamber was empty and there was no evidence he’d been there. She spun on her heel and headed back to the stairs. He was with Solartti’s body, trying to figure out how to wake him. He had to be.

				She didn’t know why it mattered so much. It defied everything logic told her. A part of her wanted Ward to be in the cavern, pursuing some innocent endeavor, and that part was winning over everything else.

				No longer worried about Ward seeing her upset, she raced down the stairs. He wasn’t with Solartti, whose body still lay on the floor in the center of the chamber, wrapped in the cloak.

				Her chest tightened. Where was he? She wanted to scream but sucked in a quick breath instead. It didn’t calm her. He was out, telling her secrets to someone, likely her father. She knew it. It just didn’t make any sense. What secrets could Ward have possibly learned that would warrant him leaving now? Unless he planned to return, hoping he could sneak out, report, and return without her noticing.

				She took another breath, but it did little to calm her. The better question for the situation was, where was her head? A professional like her shouldn’t be upset or shocked someone lied. That was a given for the occupation. She’d suspected Ward wasn’t who he claimed to be all along. This was proof.

				And it hurt more than she’d have thought possible. She had wanted to be wrong and, for a while, thought she had been. Dark Son’s curses, why couldn’t she have been wrong?

				Her stomach growled. Well, if she was going to figure out what to do about Ward—and her emotions—she might as well do it on a full stomach. She headed back to the stairs. From somewhere above her came the slap of bare feet on stone. The bright, rhythmic sound carried through the cavern, making it impossible to determine from what level it originated. She took the stairs two at a time. The volume and pace increased, indicating he’d moved to the stairs. If given the chance, she should take the time to teach him how to move without making so much noise.

				No, he was a liability. A danger. She shouldn’t teach him anything. She should cut him loose.

				She caught him hopping down the stairs to the third level. He seemed buoyed with good feelings, but dark circles under his eyes showed the stress of the last few days. Was it from trying to solve her murder, or from hiding his true purpose from her?

				“Where have you been?”

				He stumbled and caught the railing.

				“Celia.”

				She stared at him, waiting for his excuse. He looked shocked, as if he hadn’t expected to see her, all the joy drained from him.

				“I, ah... I couldn’t sleep.”

				“I can see that.”

				“Look, this may be just another day for you—” His voice echoed in the cavern, sharp with pent-up emotions. “But I can’t handle all this... this...” He sagged against the railing and stared into the cavern’s depths.

				For a moment she saw him, truly saw him. Ward, the man he was, weighed down by innumerous troubles, his dreams beaten away. The man who stood before her was a gentle scholar she’d manipulated into helping her, a man who feared the fate of an Oath-breaker more than anything else she’d thrown at him. A man—while he didn’t know it—with great courage.

				“I couldn’t sleep either.”

				He looked at her, his brown eyes meeting hers. After a long stare he nodded, as if he understood what she hadn’t, that with those few words she’d acknowledged him, recognized his pain, and was sorry. In that moment she realized she really was sorry. Sorry for dragging him into this mess and not believing in him.

				He reached over the railing, dipping a hand in a beam of red light shining down from the witch-stone ceiling. “I think this will always amaze me.”

				“The light?” She climbed the remaining steps until she stood one step down from him.

				“Yes.” He sounded wistful, melancholy, as if he wasn’t answering her question, but another one, the real one, that lay underneath her words.

				He turned his hand. The light played over skin and veins, making his long fingers seem strange. Inhuman. Perhaps they were. The Goddess had gifted him, given him hands that could heal. What had the Goddess given her? Hands that took life? What a pair she and Ward were. Life and death. The Light Son and the Dark Son. Or just the Goddess? Two sides of the same coin? Perhaps they had more in common than she’d first thought.

				“Try it.”

				She jumped, startled, feeling she’d missed most of his conversation.

				“Try it.” He wrapped his hand around hers and together they reached out, submerging their fingers in the beam of red light. His skin was warm and damp with perspiration. He slid his index finger down the back of her hand to the tip of her ring finger, then followed the edge of her nail around and under and pressed the pad of his finger to hers. She knew he meant for her to look at the light on her hand, the play of it on her pale skin and between the blue veins underneath, but all she could focus on was the feel of his flesh against hers. His hand was soft, without calluses, the sign of a genteel life, but his life was neither noble nor gentle. He was full of so many contradictions, and she didn’t know if she could resist the puzzle, or if she’d already fallen prey to it.

				He pressed his palm to hers and she responded, her fingers slipping between his to clasp it. She could sense the strength and surety there, the offer of unquestioning shelter. These hands would give aid without question. That was his Oath, and he had proven himself true.

				Reaching up, she drew a line along his cheek. How had she missed the truth that made Ward who he was? If only that sincerity, that nobility, could wear off on her, change her from the creature of darkness that she was. But she was more than an assassin now. She was the living dead. And not even Ward could change that.

				She pulled away, slipped her hand from his, and eased down a step. She couldn’t take advantage of his naivety any longer. He was who he said he was, and while she found that frustrating at times, she also needed to protect that, prevent him from falling into the Dark Son’s abyss after her.

				“I’m sure tomorrow will be another busy day,” she said.

				He searched her face, but only nodded again.

				With much slower steps this time, he walked down the rest of the stairs, turned down the passage to the sleeping-chambers, and was gone.

				She leaned against the rail and shoved her hand back into the light. She’d never before been ashamed of what she was. She’d always known what was true about life and death, and now... now nothing made sense anymore.
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				Ward stretched his arms up and out as they walked down the narrow city street, energized and joyous. The surgery, for all of its non-medical complications, had gone well. And if he didn’t think too much about the smoky images of his life flying through the room and what the Tracker planned to do about it, he could enjoy the glimmer of pride that came with living the life he knew he was destined for.

				Denial was such a powerful tool.

				To top it off, the day was fantastic. The early morning sun shone, slanting yellow rays between the crooked houses, and a hint of warmth radiated from the brickwork and cobblestones, the promise of a sweltering day.

				Celia, dressed again in her beige dress and wide-brimmed hat, led the way to Nicco’s house. He wasn’t sure how she knew where the scholar lived, but he supposed it was something she would either reveal to him or not. At the moment, it didn’t matter. He just wanted to enjoy the day.

				Beside him, Celia yawned. It had been a long, strange night. He’d been taken unaware when he returned from the surgery, and was frustrated that, with a look, she could ruin his good mood. But somehow, something had happened between them, and an understanding had been reached. What, he didn’t know.

				Celia grabbed his elbow and stopped him. “Remember, we’re scholars from New Calbourne. We’ve heard Nicco is doing research on the Ancients, and we’ve come to talk to him.”

				She tipped her hat forward and to one side and continued down the street. As Ward watched, she became a different person. He couldn’t say how, exactly. A shift in posture, the way her legs swung forward as she stepped, the sway of her hips. If he saw her on the street now, he wouldn’t have taken a second look. All of her lethal, cat-like grace was gone, and he couldn’t see her striking eyes or her blue-black hair. She had said her mother’s specialty had been knives. Was this Celia’s? Or could every assassin become a different person at will?

				She stepped up to a stout, one-story house with striped blue and red shutters and an enormous brass knocker. With the knocker’s ring gripped in one hand she turned to Ward. “You don’t have to say anything.”

				“I know.”

				“If you’d like, I could tell her you’re mute.”

				“And then I’d have to worry about not saying anything.”

				She was acting so strangely. She hadn’t worried like this when they were working on the plan to steal the Keeper’s key, which had certainly been more dangerous than talking to an old woman. Unless the old woman was more than Celia made her out to be.

				She slouched lower into her scholar-from-New Calbourne persona and rapped the knocker against the door once, twice. They waited. Birds chattered in the eaves and down the road a dog barked.

				Celia raised her hand to use the knocker again but the door swung open, revealing a slight woman, her dark hair without sign of gray and her face without wrinkles—likely the daughter or the maid.

				“Good morning,” Celia said with a nod of her head. “Is Allyan Nicco available?”

				The woman’s smile faded.

				“We’re from the New Calbourne Academy of Philosophy, researching the Ancients. We were told if we ever found our way to Brawenal, we should call on him.”

				“That he’s the master on the topic,” Ward said.

				Celia slid him a dark look. So much for improvising.

				“I’m sorry you’ve traveled all this way,” the woman said.

				Ward looked past her into the sitting room. The walls were painted like the shutters outside in big blue and red stripes, and the furniture was colored to match. It seemed an odd decoration choice, but Ward conceded he was more accustomed to Grandfather’s stoic keep and the extravagant rooms of the wealthy.

				“Is he away?” Celia asked. “We’re planning on staying for a couple of months. We wanted to spend some time in the Holy City of Veknormai and read some of the texts in the prince’s library.”

				“No, he’s not away.”

				The woman refused to move from the doorway. Why hadn’t she called for her mother, or mistress, the Widow Nicco?

				“My husband died four years ago.”

				Ward gasped, and received another dark look from Celia. She must have more practice at keeping a straight face during surprising moments, which was, now that Ward thought about it, obvious, given her profession. He bet nothing shocked Celia, and if it did, she’d never show it.

				“I’m so sorry for your loss.” Celia bit her bottom lip. “I don’t mean to be insensitive... but we’ve come from so far away.”

				The woman’s grip on the door tightened. “My husband didn’t leave his work at home, and I know nothing about it.”

				“I see.” Celia glanced at Ward, her expression blank this time, as if she didn’t know how to continue. It was obvious Allyan Nicco’s widow was not going to mention her husband was murdered, and she didn’t look as if she would invite them in long enough to talk about it. There had to be some reason why she was being so tight-lipped, although if her husband was assassinated maybe she wanted to put his death behind her.

				Ward couldn’t accept the widow was a dead-end to their search—in whatever way Celia believed it was connected. If she didn’t have speculations as to why her husband was assassinated, or didn’t want to share those speculations, surely Allyan Nicco had other confidants, or colleagues, or something. Of course—colleagues.

				“At the time of his passing, was Professor Nicco still in contact with...” Ward paused as if he was thinking. “I can’t seem to remember his name.” He turned to Celia. “Do you remember?”

				Celia’s brow furrowed. If she were a dog, she’d be growling. “Yes. What was his name?”

				“Grysmore?” the woman asked. “I remember he lectured to a small intellectual society every month or so and spoke often of a Professor Grysmore.”

				“Yes, Grysmore,” Celia said. “Do you know where we could find him?”

				“Grysmore teaches recent political history at the Collegiate of the Quayestri. That’s where Allyan and the others met.”

				The Goddess couldn’t be so kind, sending him right into the heart of the law, and so soon after his harrowing night with the Tracker and his brother—or, better put, his Inquisitor partner.

				Ward resisted the urge to cross his arms or suck in a breath, or anything other than stand there and look disappointed. He knew Celia would want to walk right into zealot mind-reading central.

				A body snatcher and an assassin in the Collegiate of the Quayestri? No problem.

				§

				The widow closed the door without further conversation, and Celia stared at the road. There was nothing more to talk about, and unless they accosted her and forced her to speak about her husband’s murder, there was nothing else they could do. It was fortuitous Ward had enough wits to find out if Nicco had shared his work with anyone else. Even if it didn’t do them much good. Walking into the Collegiate of the Quayestri was dangerous, and with their luck, Grysmore probably lived at the school.

				“Back to the...” Ward crossed his arms and stepped out onto the road. “You know.”

				“I suppose.” She didn’t move from the door.

				He turned to her, the sun catching him in profile and accentuating his thin, almost gaunt features. The way the shadows fell she could see the shape of his skull, the hollow under his cheekbone, the slight recess at his temple.

				In this moment, he was perfect, handsome, like a statue cut from the finest marble. He reached a hand out to her. His fingers were so long, each knuckle distinct, ending with gently tapered nails. They were artist’s fingers, made for sculpting, or painting, or reconstructing a broken human body, certainly not for sneaking or stealing.

				“We’ll figure it out,” he said.

				Right now it seemed they wouldn’t solve anything. Not Solartti’s murder. Not hers. But she couldn’t keep standing at the Widow Nicco’s door, not if she wanted to remain inconspicuous.

				Pounding hooves on the cobblestones drew her attention. A gray and black carriage, without ornamentation, drawn by a matching team of black horses, skidded around a corner and hurtled toward Ward.

				Ward’s eyes widened and the muscles in his body contracted to jump out of the way.

				He wasn’t going to be fast enough.

				Yelling, she grabbed his shirtsleeve to pull him to safety, but the carriage overtook him. The door swung open, and a man—looking like typical thug material: burly, indistinct, and without any distinguishable marks—grabbed the back of Ward’s doublet, yanking him off his feet, out of Celia’s grasp, and into the carriage before racing away.

				Celia bit back a curse but didn’t try to run after them. There was no point; she’d never be able to keep up with a pair of horses. She’d have to find him the smart way, and her first guess was Bakmeire. He’d been almost everywhere else, so why not at Nicco’s house as well?

				She couldn’t fathom the magic that kept him on her trail. And it had to be magic. It couldn’t be luck. That would mean her luck was bad, and she couldn’t live with that. Perhaps she was cursed.

				Either way, she wasn’t alive to live with anything.

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWENTY-ONE

				

				

				The man dragged Ward into the carriage and slammed him into the back bench. The door clicked shut, wooden wheels rumbled, and hooves clattered on cobblestones.

				Ward readied himself for the blows to fall, but nothing happened. He grabbed the edge of the bench and glanced over his shoulder. The man sat on the other bench by the door, his arms crossed, one leg stretched out. Ward would have to climb over him if he wanted to escape.

				The carriage lurched and threw Ward against the man’s legs. He grabbed Ward’s shoulder and shoved him back onto the bench.

				“Who are you?”

				Silence.

				“Where are you taking me?” He doubted he’d get an answer, but he couldn’t help himself.

				The carriage took a corner too fast, threatened to topple, and slid Ward to the other side of the box. The man remained where he was.

				Ward tugged at his doublet. Maybe if he showed a little confidence. “I demand to be released.”

				This only made the man laugh and Ward wished he had some of Celia’s skills. From what he’d seen, she knew how to fight, armed or unarmed. He suspected she knew how to use weapons other than a dagger: garrote, throwing knives, probably even rapier. What he wouldn’t give for any of those, with or without her skill.

				Since brute force wouldn’t help him, he decided he could at least apply his mind, so he tried to see out the window. Through the crack between the boarded window and the frame, he caught glimpses of houses, walls, gates, and then forest.

				He swallowed. If they took him too far out of town, he might not be able to find his way back. He’d never been good at finding his way beyond city walls, or staying out after sunset.

				Bad things happened to people beyond city walls after dark. Maybe this was how those bad things started.

				He wished he had a better sense in fighting, in woodsman survival, in anything. At that moment, he felt as if he knew nothing, regardless of the fact that he had an almost complete physician’s education, the illicit knowledge of the body’s inner workings, and a lifetime of his family’s familiarity with necromancy.

				He sat back, no longer interested in the fleeting glimpses of the outside world and unable to ignore his churning gut. At this pace, if they remained on the road, it would take him past nightfall to find his way back. And if they left the road, he’d be lost.

				The carriage slowed, turned more frequently, and finally came to a stop. The man sat up and opened the door. Blinding sunlight poured in. It shimmered, as if reflected from a polished surface or a body of water, and, indeed, Ward could hear the rush and hiss of waves crashing against the earth.

				“Last stop, Dr. Death.” The man sneered and stepped out.

				Ward followed. “That’s de’Ath.”

				“Ah, yes,” a new, masculine, voice said. “Necromancer humor.”

				“I’m sorry. I’m at a disadvantage.” Ward squinted against the light. He could discern the outline of a person in black, but everything else was too bright. The carriage had certainly left the forest.

				“That has yet to be determined.” The new person’s voice was rich, cultured. If Ward had to guess, he’d say this man belonged at the prince’s court. “For your sake, Dr. de’Ath, let’s hope it’s not true.”

				He swallowed and cracked open his eyes, squinting against the light until it was bearable. No wonder everything was so bright; he was surrounded by white marble structures varying in size from small animal to one-story building. The new man sat between Ward and the sun on a rectangle that could pass as a bench. The light obscured any details of his person save that he was of medium height and build and wore nondescript dark clothes with a hat pulled low so it shadowed his face.

				“Have you visited the Ancients’ Holy City yet?”

				Ward shook his head.

				“No. I suppose you haven’t had the time. Busy with your little career.” He templed his fingers. Behind him, beyond the maze of ancient tombstones, the sea crashed against the black rocks of the cliffs and surged over the black sand of the Ancients’ cursed bay. Ward had bathed in that bay, deciding it was better to risk the curse than his queasy stomach, and now... Now he’d take it all back, everything: the bath, following Celia out the window, waking Celia, stealing bodies, surgery, all of it.

				A small glimmer of pride ignited within him. No. He wouldn’t take back the surgery. He couldn’t, even for all the trouble it had caused him. Even if the Tracker went against his word and sentenced Ward to death, there was a rightness, a sense of completion with the act of healing. Not just keeping someone alive or comfortable with herbs, but real healing, finding a problem and having the means to cure it.

				“I suggest you take a good, long look, young de’Ath,” the man said, breaking Ward from his thoughts. “You won’t see it again.”

				So this was how he was going to find his end. Nothing romantic, like rescuing the fair Celia—not that she needed rescuing—and not after many more years of life. Fine, at least he’d had the chance to be a surgeon.

				“I’m ready to cross the veil and face the Goddess.”

				The man laughed, a deep belly laugh that echoed in the quiet cemetery. “I may be the Master of the Guild, but I don’t kill indiscriminately. We are craftsmen, not thugs—unlike others I won’t mention. There are rules that must be followed.” He leaned forward and Ward held his breath. “You understand rules, don’t you, Ward?”

				Ward nodded and tried to swallow the lump in his throat, but it wouldn’t budge. This man could kill him so fast Ward would never see it coming.

				“I know you don’t usually follow the rules. But trust me when I say you’ll want to follow this one.” The Master stood. “By dawn tomorrow, I expect you to take Celia away from Brawenal, never to return.”

				Ward bit his lip. Leave town? As if Celia would listen to him. But he wasn’t going to argue with the Master of the Assassins’ Guild.

				“Celia is headstrong,” the Master said. “Like her mother was. But I trust in your ability to be convincing. Within the carriage is a satchel with a small recompense.”

				The Master snapped his fingers, and pain flashed across the back of Ward’s head. His knees buckled, and he crumpled to the ground.

				§

				Celia threw her hat on the chair and paced her study. Ward had sat in that chair last, squeezed in sideways with his legs hanging over the arm.

				The need to do something, take action, pounded through her with every furious beat of her heart. She’d spent the entire run to the cavern going over plan after plan but couldn’t come up with anything. Even if she did come up with something, she wouldn’t be able to execute it until after dark, and she was sure Ward didn’t have that kind of time.

				She dropped into the chair behind her desk and rubbed her face with her hands. What was she thinking? She had to cut her losses. If her father had Ward, he was dead. It broke her heart, but if she went storming into her father’s house, she’d be dead as well.

				Well, more dead.

				Even if she could sneak in and save Ward, they would have tortured the location of the cavern out of him by then. She should never have shown it to him. She should have used a different entrance every time so he’d be unable to find his way back, but if she’d done that, she would have been dead again, this time from blood loss, and she’d still be riddled with pieces of crystal. If not for Ward, she would have died in the sewers after her first fifteen minutes were up.

				Still, she couldn’t leave him in her father’s hands. He was ruthless when he wanted information. Cooper Smith had been a perfect example. Her father had Bakmeire break Cooper’s neck and then hired Ward to wake him so Bakmeire could finish the interrogation. However, if they killed Ward, they couldn’t have him wake himself. At least he was safe from that. He wouldn’t last long, anyway. While his constitution and adaptability were more impressive than she’d first thought, he wouldn’t be able to withstand torture. She’d probably have until sunset before Bakmeire stormed her hideout. Although with her luck, it would likely be closer to noon.

				She considered her books on the shelf. She couldn’t take all of them but she didn’t want to leave any of them behind. It had taken her three years to acquire all those texts on the Ancients. She had to save Nicco’s research and the book she’d stolen from the prince’s library. Those were the most informative. The others only held fragments of information about the Ancients.

				She screamed and slammed her fists against the desk. She didn’t want to run. That was cowardly. And she didn’t want to leave Ward to his fate. That was dishonorable.

				But there was nothing she could do.

				Standing, she gathered the loose pages of Nicco’s research and folded them into the prince’s book. After a quick scan of the desk, she picked up Nicco’s assassination assignment and stuffed that into the book, too. Then she headed to Ward’s bedchamber to search his belongings for anything useful—like his silver-plated knives. She raced through the task before she lost her nerve.

				Bad things happened to good people all the time. That was life. Ward was out of her reach now, and she had to look out for herself. The thought didn’t sit well with her. She decided to stash all of it by one of the doors Ward didn’t know about and wait in the corridor to keep an eye on the gallery. She had no idea why she didn’t leave right away, perhaps a hope beyond hope that Bakmeire didn’t have Ward and, somehow, Ward would find his way home. Or, better yet, the fastest way to avenge Ward’s death was to wait for her father and Bakmeire to walk into the cavern and ambush them.

				§

				Ward’s head hurt as if he’d had too much to drink. Then he remembered the Master had told him to take Celia away from Brawenal and never come back. After that, the brute had hit him on the head. He wished wine really was the cause of his pains. It would make life so much easier.

				Beside him, the horses from the Master’s carriage snorted and shifted, jingling their harnesses. He pushed himself up and sat on the same tombstone the Master had, probing the back of his head. No blood, but there was a lump the size of a robin’s egg. That was a good sign.

				He glanced up, checking the time. The sun sat high in the sky, sending sweltering waves of heat washing over him. At least he hadn’t been unconscious for long. Another good sign. It meant the Master really did intend for him to take Celia away, and hadn’t changed his mind before leaving.

				He supposed he should get back to Celia, and let her know... what? That he was all right? Sure, they’d come to some kind of understanding, but things hadn’t changed enough for her to care about his well-being. It probably didn’t bother her that he, at that very moment, could be facing hours of torture at the hands of her murderer. She probably thought him dead already.

				All of a sudden, his Oath seemed like more trouble than it was worth, and the possibility of her clearing his name with her family, telling them he hadn’t stolen her body, seemed impossible. And now the Master of the Assassins’ Guild wanted him to steal her away permanently. As if she would listen to anything Ward said.

				Maybe he could take the Master’s carriage and money and just go. There must be a principality somewhere where the Master—or the Dominus, for that matter—couldn’t reach him. But he couldn’t think of any, and he suspected if he left town without Celia, the Master would send someone after him to collect on the debt.

				So it was back to Celia. He would try to convince her to leave town, but she wouldn’t listen, and that would be the end of it. At least until they ran into the Master again.

				He stood and studied the carriage. The pair of horses appeared unaffected by their wait in the sun with nothing to eat or drink. They snorted at his arrival and pawed the ground. He climbed onto the driver’s bench, moving aside a black leather satchel. With a grimace, he considered it. Whatever it was, he couldn’t earn it honestly, especially if being honest included following the instructions of the Master of the Assassins’ Guild. Regardless, he could avoid temptation, for now. He could look at it later, when he was back, safe and sound, in the cavern.

				He grabbed the stiff leather reins, flicked them, and clicked his tongue. The carriage eased forward, swaying and bouncing on the uneven ground as it made its way through the cemetery. Now all he had to do was find his way back to the city.

				§

				Ward abandoned the carriage behind a warehouse near the docks, and with satchel gripped in both hands, started across Brawenal to the nearest alley and sewer grate he was familiar with. He tried not to jump at every snap or thump that rose above the rumble of afternoon workers and shoppers, but he couldn’t keep his nerves under control. In every shadow, he saw the Master’s men waiting for him to lead them to Celia.

				It was probably a trap. It made more sense that they’d trick him into giving away her location so they could kill her again. And with an Innecroestri around, that could be a torturous forever. The image of Celia’s decomposing body, lurching around to the commands of the Innecroestri, her soul trapped and decaying in her dead flesh, sent shivers down his back.

				He couldn’t let that happen. He tried to look for people following him, but didn’t see anyone. Of course, he didn’t really know what he was looking for. If Celia was with him, she’d know for certain if he was being followed.

				He eased his grip on the satchel. It was just making him look more conspicuous. If he took his time, didn’t go directly to the alley, and kept his eyes open and his wits about him, he might be able to spot someone following him. He didn’t know what he’d do if someone was, but he had to get to Celia either way.

				After two hours of wandering Brawenal’s streets, he decided that if someone was following him, he or she was too good for him to spot. He and Celia would just have to live with the consequences.

				He meandered to a familiar alley and, half an hour later, was safe within the sewer’s pressing shadows and enveloping reek. He never thought the dark and the odor would be so comforting. A day ago, he would have given anything for a plush divan in front of a roaring fire with a glass of fifty-year-old port and a good book, but he couldn’t bring to mind any of his favorite texts. All he could envision was Celia.

				Annoying, arrogant, beautiful, deadly, dead, Celia.

				Using his memory and inner eye to take him to the cavern door more than his actual sight, he headed along the sewer. He knew it surprised Celia that he’d learned the way to the cavern so fast. It was too bad his ability to learn quickly wasn’t as noticeable as Celia’s ability to fight, or sneak, or anything else she did. All he could do was pick crystal from her rear and raise people from the dead, and even that was in doubt because he couldn’t wake Solartti.

				He stopped by the door hidden in the darkness, released the catch, and let it swing open. As he stepped through, a flicker of movement close to the wall on the inside caught his eye. He tripped, his toe catching on the lip of the doorway, and a dagger plunged into his left bicep. The satchel fell from his numb fingers.

				He grabbed for the hilt, but his assailant was faster, yanking the blade free and kicking out his legs. He dropped to his knees. Fingers dug into his hair, jerking his head back. Metal, slick with his own blood, pressed against his neck. He clawed at the hand holding the blade but knew he was too slow and looked heavenward, praying that somehow the Goddess would spare him.

				Ice blue eyes, so pale they were almost without color, stared down at him. A thin tendril of black hair had fallen from her braid and hung beside her temple, caressing her cheek and finishing with a slight curl by her lips.

				Celia’s eyes narrowed and the pressure against his neck eased.

				Ward slumped forward, gasping. The door slammed with a thud that rang through the gallery.

				“Were you followed?” She knelt beside him, the dagger still in her hand.

				“Goddess, I hope not.” He pressed his cheeks to the warm, obsidian railing, his forehead, nose, and chin in the gap between the rails. He imagined the red and gold and blue streams of light reflected in the meditation pool far below. He’d come back to her, to help her solve her murder, and he had almost become another victim. It was all so crazy. He was crazy. His arm throbbed, but he was so numb he couldn’t register any distinct pain. Blood oozed into his sleeve. Soon it would collect at his elbow and drip onto the floor.

				“I thought you were dead.” She brushed gentle strokes against his temple with her finger.

				“I almost was.”

				The finger paused for a heartbeat then resumed its rhythmic movement from his eyebrow across his temple into his hair above his ear.

				He wished he could remain this way forever. Still and quiet.

				“We should look at that.”

				And then he remembered the gentle finger at his temple belonged to the hand that had held the dagger. If he hadn’t miraculously noticed her movement and tripped, he’d be dead. Maybe the Goddess had answered his prayers; he just didn’t know he needed to pray at the time.

				Now, if the Goddess would just rescue him from the rest of the insanity.

				He sat back and stared at her, at her pale eyes, her black hair, her sculpted features.

				She tilted her head and the tendril fell across her nose.

				He reached out, captured it between his first two fingers, and moved it back to her cheek.

				“Ward.”

				Her voice seemed so far away.

				“Ward.”

				Her lips moved, but he couldn’t focus beyond them. Two pink lips, revealing the hint of white teeth.

				She leaned forward, and her lips moved again. He wanted to touch them, feel them under his. He knew a strange kind of magic was created when two people found themselves in dire circumstances, yet he couldn’t deny his desire to succumb to those lips before they were gone forever.

				He pulled back. They were already gone. She was already gone. If he hadn’t woken her from the dead, they would never have met. Soon, she would go back across the veil and where would he be? Alive and in love with a ghost? If he could hold on for another few days, surely they would figure out who murdered her, or, at the very least, he could convince her to talk to her father and explain...

				Explain what? Her father didn’t care about some nobody necromancer who no one would miss. Even if Celia discovered her killer and brought him to justice—whatever kind of justice the Gentilica and the Assassins’ Guild believed in—Ward would never be free. He knew too much. They would never leave him alone.

				He’d be just as dead as she was.

				He leaned toward her, brushed his fingers through her hair, and stole a quick kiss. Her lips were soft, perfect. Just as he imagined. Heat poured through him, seeping into his gut and lower. If only he could stay that way. If only it wasn’t a lie.

				He eased back before she could respond. She wouldn’t deepen the kiss. She’d reject him, and at the moment, he didn’t want to shatter the illusion. Women like Celia weren’t interested in men like him. But now he had something to remember with his dying breath—whenever that might come.

				“Let’s get me cleaned up.” He turned away and kicked off his boots. “How’s your sewing?”

				“My sewing?”

				Did she sound different?

				He grabbed the railing with his good hand and pulled himself to his feet. The gallery swayed and darkened, and he squeezed his eyes shut, battling the wave of dizziness that threatened his consciousness. Searing pain radiated from his arm. He wished he’d remained shocked.

				“Yes. I’m pretty sure I need stitches.”

				

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWENTY-TWO

				

				

				Celia wrapped an arm across Ward’s back and grabbed the waistband of his pants as he swayed. The man was delirious. It was the only logical answer for that kiss. How ironic that the seduction she’d tried to orchestrate would fall into her lap the moment she’d decided it was unnecessary. Her stomach churned with discomfort. She wasn’t worthy of a man like Ward, and yet she desired his affection.

				“Let’s get you to your room.”

				He released his grip on the railing.

				“So,” she said, “what happened?”

				Ward peered at her through drooping eyelashes.

				“Who was it? What did they want?” She hardened her heart and focused on the details as they staggered down the corridor.

				Ward chuckled. “It was the Master.”

				Now she knew he was delirious. Being abducted by the Master’s men was nothing to laugh about. She was surprised he was still alive to talk about it.

				“You are more important than you believe.” He snorted and they began their descent to the third level. “All right, maybe you know how important you are, but I certainly didn’t.”

				“What are you talking about?”

				“What you’re wondering right now.”

				He wasn’t making any sense. Could she say that to a delirious man? Perhaps the Master’s men did do something to him, drugged him with zephnyr oil or the like. Just the promise of torture should have been enough to make Ward talk.

				“You’re wondering how I managed to survive a conversation with the Master.”

				Not anymore. Now she was wondering when the drugs would wear off.

				They staggered into Ward’s bedchamber, and Celia eased him onto the bed.

				He glanced about the room. “Where’s my bag? My knives?” He glared at her. “My wine?”

				“Your wine is in the study. Your other stuff...” She bit her lip. She was about to reveal the location of the other door. If he was abducted again and drugged, he could reveal that door, too, and then she might not have an escape route. “I didn’t think you were coming back.”

				A stillness settled about him. “You thought I’d reveal the cavern.”

				“Yes.”

				“At least one of us is thinking.” He swayed but managed to right himself before he fell over. “Get my bag. We need to stitch me up before I lose any more blood. At this rate I could power another Jam de’U with ease.”

				The image of the red octagon and the goddess-eyes painted on the floor of the inn flashed through her mind’s eye. Ward seemed stronger and braver than before.

				“Are you—?”

				“Fine,” he said.

				He didn’t sound fine.

				“I’m fine and I’ll tell all, once I’m stitched up and we uncork that merlot now sitting in your study.”

				She left, racing along the corridor and up to the first ring to retrieve their bags. When she returned, he was struggling with the clasps on his doublet with his right hand, while his left lay limp at his side.

				She set the bags at the foot of the bed, rummaged through his, and pulled out the case containing his surgical implements. She put it beside him on the bed and helped him with the clasps, easing the doublet off his shoulders and sliding his shirt up over his head. In the soft glow of the witch-stone, she could discern the shadow of wiry muscles across his narrow chest, matching what she’d seen of his arms and back—the promise of a striking, lithe figure.

				She turned her attention to his arm. It didn’t look good. She had struck with all her strength, imbedding the dagger to the hilt and sending it right through his arm. If she’d struck Ward’s chest, it would have been a guaranteed death stroke.

				“You’re certainly good at what you do.” The muscles in his jaw flexed. “All right, get the needle and thread from the surgical case and cut off a length.”

				“How much?”

				“A foot or so.”

				She reached for the thread and scissors.

				“No, cut two feet. Better too much than too little.”

				He instructed her in tight, concise sentences how to knot the thread and make the first delicate stitch.

				She slid the needle through his flesh. He hissed through bared teeth. It felt strange mending flesh instead of destroying it, and, all things considered, Ward was a gentle teacher.

				“So,” she said after a few stitches, “you promised to tell me everything.”

				“Your next stitches need to be a little closer together.” Somehow, he managed to keep his voice even, but he didn’t look good. A thin layer of sweat covered his forehead and his complexion was pale.

				“You’re avoiding the question.”

				“No, I’m not. There just isn’t any point in sewing stitches if they’re too far apart.”

				“Can’t you take something?”

				He shook his head. “I need to be conscious.”

				“Because of the stitches?”

				“Because I’m currently the instructor. Can we please continue?”

				She started the next stitch closer to the last one. Perhaps he could withstand a little torture.

				“I’ll start with what’s really on your mind.” He leaned against the wall, stared at the ceiling, and sucked in a long, slow breath. He held it for a moment and released it. “They didn’t ask me where you were, so I couldn’t give that away. And I watched for anyone following me.”

				“That doesn’t mean you weren’t followed.”

				“There are no guarantees in life,” he said. “The Master wants you out of Brawenal by dawn.”

				“Out of town?” She finished another stitch.

				“That’s how I know you’re so important.”

				That was ridiculous. How could Ward know who the Master was? She didn’t even know.

				“You’re sure it was the Master?”

				“That’s what he said.”

				“What did he look like?”

				Ward rubbed the bridge of his nose with his free hand. “I couldn’t tell. He stood in front of the sun.”

				It sounded like something the Master would do. “But out of town? How would that make me important?”

				“If he wants to get rid of you, why doesn’t he just kill you? And if you weren’t significant in some way, why does he want you to leave town?”

				“We already know someone wanted me out of the way. That’s why I’m dead.”

				“The question is, does this new information add the Master to the list of suspects—” He snorted. “I correct myself. The list is endless—it could be anyone in the city. So, does this new information move the Master to... say the top five, or move him out of the top five?”

				“How do I tie this off?”

				He didn’t look down at her work. “A regular knot will do.”

				She tied the knot, snipped the thread with his strange narrow scissors, and nudged him forward so she could sew the stitches on the back of his arm. “I suppose if he wants me to leave, he doesn’t want me dead.”

				“Unless he’s realized killing you is futile.”

				She smiled and adjusted her position to a more comfortable angle. A shadow at the back of his neck caught her attention. At first glance it looked like a goddess-eye brand, but that was impossible. While Ward obviously had an interest in the illegal side of medicine, he was so honest he practically glowed with goodness.

				She shifted again to get a better look. Sure enough, he had the ridges of opalescent flesh seared into an open goddess-eye at the base of his neck, the criminal’s reminder that the Goddess and her servants of the law—the Seers and their officers, the Quayestri—were always watching.

				Ward glanced at her and she realized she’d been quiet for too long, staring at the brand.

				“Yes, killing me is futile with my necromancer at my side. I’m invincible.”

				“Although I’m not sure if it means anything. If your killer isn’t the Master and we do leave Brawenal, would you be safe anywhere in the Union of Principalities?”

				She pressed the edges of the wound together and pushed the needle through. Ward hissed, then resumed his controlled breathing. Did that actually help with the pain? “Not if the killer is my father.”

				“Do you think he is?”

				She paused, needle ready to start another stitch. She knew her father could be a suspect—that thought had never left her mind—but it was more likely he’d heard a rumor about it. He couldn’t kill her. Not her own father. She pushed the needle through with more force than she intended and Ward gasped.

				“Sorry. Anything is possible, I suppose.”

				“Enough of the list.” Ward checked the finished stitches on his bicep. “Any thoughts on whether you want to talk to Grysmore or not?”

				Going into the Collegiate of the Quayestri had little appeal. It was probably why she hadn’t thought about it. “Perhaps he keeps a residence outside the Collegiate?”

				“Possible, but how would we find out?”

				“We could see if he leaves the Collegiate and follow him?” She knew it was a stupid idea the moment she said it, but she was just thinking out loud.

				“I don’t know what Grysmore looks like, do you?”

				“It was just an idea.”

				“I know.”

				She sighed. “If we want to figure out who wanted Nicco dead, Grysmore is our only lead.” She finished the stitches on the back of his arm. “How are you at veiling your thoughts?”

				“My what?”

				“Veiling your thoughts?”

				“As in the ‘only found in fairy tales’ veiling of thoughts?”

				“You raise the dead.”

				“But only for a little while.”

				“Well, we only need to veil our thoughts for a little while.”

				§

				Carlyle paced his over-adorned sitting room and droned on while Karysa imagined how it would feel to run her blade through his chest. She’d killed men larger than him, although not by much given his height and comfortable girth, but she hadn’t killed anyone quite so significant before. Her Master had always kept that privilege to himself. Anticipation bubbled within her at the honor. The double honor at that, to sacrifice the Dominus of Brawenal’s Gentilica for a spell so powerful it defied the Goddess’s call across the veil for generations. And now she was just biding her time, waiting until the Contraluxis to pounce. She’d already cast the essence-seeking spell with Solartti’s saliva and discovered Celia’s little hideout. But she knew if she told Carlyle he’d go after her right away, which increased the chance Celia would find a way to escape before they needed her.

				“I said, what about the boy? Won’t his spell on her be a problem?”

				She turned a hard gaze on Carlyle and watched him shiver. A tremor of pleasure seeped through her. Too bad he didn’t completely understand what she was, that she could kill him with a little blood and a kiss. That it hurt her not to kill him. But there was enough energy in his soul to complete the spell and she needed him unaware of his impending end.

				“The boy is not a concern. He never was. Celia cannot run from her destiny.”

				Carlyle harrumphed. “I don’t care about destiny, I care about the shadow walker. She’s dead, you’re a necromancer—”

				“Innecroestri.”

				“Whatever.”

				She raised an eyebrow and resisted the urge to take his soul. It would be more complicated if she had to find someone else with as much energy to complete the spell.

				Carlyle turned his back to her and looked out the window. “You must have a way of finding her.”

				“I do.”

				“Then do it.”

				She sighed. “Your daughter is skilled. That’s why we picked her. We need to wait for the right moment.”

				“The right moment?” Carlyle asked, his voice dark.

				She smiled at his implied threat. That at least was exciting. “There is a right moment for everything.” Including his death. She would enjoy watching his life seep from his body.
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				Ward woke to a dark chamber. He had no idea how long he’d slept and could only assume it was night outside the cavern. After Celia had dabbed away the dried blood from around her uneven stitches, she’d wrapped the wound and left. He must have fallen asleep soon afterward, although only the Goddess knew how.

				He flexed his bicep with a slow bend of his elbow, igniting a burning pain that made his eyes water. It hurt—oh, Goddess, did it hurt—but the bandage remained tight, and there was only the shadow of a small patch of blood near Celia’s first and poorest stitches. She had promise. Good stitches and a well-tied bandage. That was better than most first-year students could manage.

				Sitting up sent a jolt of pain through his arm, and he ground his teeth against it. He should probably look for her and see what she had planned. If he recalled, she wanted to visit Grysmore at the Collegiate of the Quayestri, which was pure insanity.

				No, kissing her was pure insanity. What had he been thinking?

				He hadn’t been. That was the problem. Apparently it was true—men really did do crazy things when they thought they were on their deathbeds. He couldn’t imagine what he would do if he actually was facing the Goddess’s eternal embrace.

				He rubbed his face with his good hand and got out of bed. Maybe she’d forgotten about the kiss. Not likely. She probably thought it his usual foolishness. Which it certainly was. He wasn’t cut out for a life of serious crime. Stealing a few bodies here and there out of cemeteries? Not a problem. Stealing from the Keeper of the Assassins’ Guild and hiding from the Dominus of the Gentilica? Truth be told, he wasn’t very good at simple body-snatching, either. Of the five principalities, three had caught him and he’d barely escaped with his hands intact.

				When this was over he’d stop all criminal activity. Even a minor theft was punishable by cutting off a hand, and his hands seemed so much more important now that the rest of him was in jeopardy.

				He headed down the hall. Celia didn’t strike him as the kind who slept a lot and, sure enough, her room was empty. He decided to look for her in the study and then the common chamber. After that... Well, he’d deal with that once he got there.

				She sat behind her desk, bent over a pile of loose parchment. Her hair was still in a braid but even more wisps had escaped and veiled her face.

				Ward leaned against the doorframe and crossed his arms, feeling naked even though he still wore his pants. Not like she’d notice.

				Not Celia.

				“You know,” he said, “if you ever get tired of killing people for a living, I know this physician’s school in Bantianta that would love to have you.”

				She glanced up and brushed her hair from her face with the back of her hand.

				His breath caught in his throat as those blue eyes froze him in place.

				“You should still be in bed.”

				“Yes, doctor.” He shrugged off the moment, stepped into the chamber, and headed for his usual chair.

				She frowned. “Well, in your professional opinion, what would you say?”

				“Oh, that I most certainly should still be in bed.”

				“So why aren’t you?”

				“Doctors make bad patients. I have to live up to expectations. Besides, shouldn’t you be in bed as well?”

				She rolled her eyes and returned to reading.

				They sat in silence, Ward watching her read and ignore him. He could feel the seconds pass with each measured thump of his heart. And still she didn’t speak. What was so engrossing? Or, more likely, what bothered her about him? What didn’t bother her? She already thought he was incompetent. Why, oh why, had he kissed her?

				How to break the moment? He could ask what her next plan was, but that felt trite, insensitive, even if she wasn’t doing anything to indicate she needed him to be sensitive. What if she never spoke to him again? It was just the two of them for who-knew-how-long. He couldn’t last forever in silence, so he opened his mouth to speak but she beat him to it.

				“I’m not leaving until I find out who killed me.”

				“I didn’t think you would.”

				“Good.” She didn’t even look up.

				“So, what now?”

				“These are Allyan Nicco’s notes.” She shuffled the top page to the bottom and started on the next one.

				“What’s bothering you?” he asked, even though he had a good idea what it was. He really shouldn’t have kissed her.

				“Nothing.”

				“I see.”

				She placed her finger on a word and looked up at him. “I’m thinking.”

				“I can see that.”

				“Then, please. Stop bothering me.”

				Ward matched her stare, his brown to her blue. “You got me into this mess. I deserve to be a part of getting us out of it.”

				She tapped the finger holding her spot in the text once... twice... “I just can’t figure anything out.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“I don’t know why I was killed. I don’t know why I had to—why Nicco was killed. I know in my gut they’re related because Nicco’s research”—she tapped the parchment again—“was supposed to be destroyed. Those were the terms of the assignment.”

				Ward leaned back and stared up at the smooth obsidian and witch-stone ceiling. If he’d heard her right, she’d just admitted to assassinating Allyan Nicco. It was the only logical explanation for how she ended up with his work.

				He imagined her sneaking into Nicco’s house, finding the man alone in his study, and killing him. Then picking up those pages to throw them into the fire, but hesitating. He didn’t know what could have captured her attention enough to go against the Master, but something had, and for the last however many years—four?—she had tried to continue Nicco’s research.

				Four years ago? She didn’t look any older than he did. If that were the case, she would have been only sixteen or seventeen when she killed Nicco.

				Ward shivered. He couldn’t imagine taking a life at sixteen. He’d already spent two years at The Olmech School of Health and Philosophy by then. Admittedly, he’d spent most of his youth prior to that studying necromancy, but necromancers never took human life. They studied death and the way people died in an attempt to understand and maintain the balance—or so Grandfather claimed, which Ward was becoming more inclined to believe—but they never actually killed anyone.

				“So, let’s say they’re connected. However you ended up with Nicco’s research...”

				She raised an eyebrow.

				“Let’s say someone found out you have his notes.”

				“Isn’t that a bit of a stretch?”

				“It’s better than all of Brawenal City as suspects.” He sat forward. “It would at least be a motive.”

				“Aside from revenge or power?”

				Ward templed his fingers. “Fine. Let’s say you have nothing to do with it. Unless Nicco lived some kind of secret life, the only reason someone would want him dead and his research destroyed is because he discovered something he shouldn’t have.”

				“I already know that.”

				“Bear with me. This poor little necromancer needs to think out loud.” Ward stood, stepped over to the bookcase, and squatted to get a better look at the books. He wasn’t sure where he was going with his train of thought—he was just trying to follow the logic. If there was any logic.

				“Nicco was researching the Ancients...”

				“That’s the thing. I’ve been looking at this for years now and I still can’t see anything. It doesn’t make any sense.” She flipped through the pages, pulled a few out from the middle, and placed them on top of the pile. “His original work was on the wall carvings found in the Holy City of Veknormai. He was”—she scanned the first page—“looking at text and imagery.”

				“That’s awfully vague. What does that mean?”

				“I don’t know. Although I don’t think he knew, either.”

				Ward pulled out a book at random. It was bound in brown leather and the edges of the cover were worn down to the thin wood beneath.

				“In his notes he claims he wanted to catalog all imagery and pertaining texts. Which, given the size of Veknormai, was likely intended to be his life’s work.”

				Ward flipped open the cover. The History of Brawenal.

				“But he seems to get sidetracked on a particular wall carving. Are you listening to me?”

				Ward closed the book and put it back. “Yes.”

				“The rest of his notes are on this carving.”

				“So what does he say?”

				Celia rubbed her face with her hands. “I don’t know. It’s as if he goes crazy or something—which could very well be why an assignment was purchased.” She pushed the pages across the desk toward Ward.

				He picked up the pile and sat again in his chair, glancing over sketches of unrecognizable images with notes scrawled all around, written at every angle.

				“Take a look at the sixth or seventh page,” Celia said. “He mentions some kind of map to the Tomb of Souls, and beside that is some kind of list, but I don’t recognize any of the items.”

				Ward flipped through the pages until he came to one divided in half with a jagged line. On the left were notes about a map and a tomb, and on the right script in what looked like Ulstaas, one of the oldest written languages, but he didn’t recognize some of the characters. Below that was a broken translation with three words underlined: tasseseris, ibria, and mortical. It seemed much shorter than the original, and Ward suspected it was incomplete. He recognized all three underlined words, and it didn’t surprise him that Celia didn’t. They were herbs used only by necromancers, and they were very rare. In all the time he’d studied with his grandfather, Ward had never witnessed their use or seen the plants. They were dangerous, even for a necromancer. His only introduction had been from a book he’d sneaked from Grandfather’s library.

				“Those three words are herbs.”

				“Do you know what they do?” Celia asked.

				“Something about the soul, but all I can remember is they’re dangerous.”

				Ward turned back to the page. Below the translation, Nicco had written a list of speculations: healing, strength, long life, astral projection, reading thoughts, magic. They were all things the Ancients were rumored to do. Astral projection was circled. Ward supposed if the body and soul were separated, as in death or a reverse wake, and something was done to prevent the soul from returning to the body or crossing through the veil once it had lost its connection with its corporeal form, astral projection could be possible. Certainly, generations after the Ancients had died, man had developed many of the skills listed. The Brothers of Light could control the energy that radiated from all things, and the Inquisitor division of the Quayestri could project people’s memories and sense emotions.

				“There are also more notes on that tomb and something called the Nectar of Veknormai. It’s the page with the joined circles on it.”

				Ward thumbed through the pages to the uneven sketch of four circles overlapping in the center.

				“I’m not sure what it is. According to the books I’ve read, Veknormai translates to ‘the dead.’ Hence, the Holy City of the Dead.”

				“Which would make sense, given that Veknormai is a cemetery.” What he wouldn’t give to examine a body from that cemetery. He chuckled, and Celia glared at him. “Sorry. Nectar of the dead just seems odd. It’s nothing I’ve ever heard about. Although this list could be what he’s referring to.”

				“I suppose.” She sighed. “I just don’t know why they aren’t together in his notes.”

				Ward flipped to the three pages in between. There were more odd sketches that looked like stick people and a few more of those joined circles. Around these pictures were more of the Ancients’ strange language and a few phrases in Brawenal’s modern script.

				Does ‘shadow walker’ mean Dark Son? 

				What are the ‘first blossoms’ and the ‘Nectar of Veknormai’?

				“Shadow walker means Dark Son?”

				“It looks like a title for the Dark Son. But I haven’t found anything about it in any of my books.”

				“I suppose it’s proof that the Ancients made reference to the Goddess and Her two Sons. That by itself is an outstanding achievement.”

				Celia nodded. “I agree. There’s been speculation, but no proof the Ancients worshiped the Goddess.”

				“Do you think that would be enough to kill someone?”

				“I’m not a member of the academic world.”

				Ward set the pages on the desk. “Then we should probably go talk to one.”

				“Grysmore?”

				“Just the person I was thinking of.”

				“But I had already planned on talking to Grysmore,” Celia said with a slight smile. “You can’t just announce the idea as if it had suddenly occurred to you.”

				“Of course not.”

				“If we’re going to the Collegiate of the Quayestri, then there are a few things we should work on first,” she said.

				“Like this veiling-of-one’s-thoughts thing?”

				She gave him a wicked grin. It reminded Ward of her expression in the records room, when the arrows were flying past their heads.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWENTY-FOUR

				

				

				Ward rubbed his face, leaned back in the obsidian chair in Celia’s study, and stretched his legs out. His arm hurt, and now his head hurt as well. The concept of veiling his thoughts wasn’t as difficult as he’d first imagined. There was no magic, no spell, no meditation—well, maybe it was a meditation. Keep your thoughts focused on your goal, or something mundane, or both. Still, he had no idea how successfully he’d learned the skill.

				And he really hoped he’d learned it. The Collegiate was filled with apprentice Inquisitors who were even more dangerous than regular ones. Their untrained ability could latch onto a person’s mind without conscious thought from the Inquisitor and rip away everything a person was, putting it on public display. However, without an Inquisitor to try it against, he had no way to determine if it would work.

				He did have an Inquisitor he could practice with, however, and he was due for a house call. The thought left a bad taste in his mouth, but he was more than knee-deep in the situation now. He’d cut a hole in the man. Right in front of a Tracker. There was nothing he could do now and he couldn’t leave town. He’d sworn the Oath and was obligated to continue treatment until the man’s good health was determined.

				With a sigh, he pushed to his feet. He supposed he should get the visit over with, practice veiling his thoughts, and get back before Celia noticed he was gone.

				Maybe the Inquisitor would be unconscious, but that would mean the Tracker would be in a bad mood since unconsciousness would indicate a turn for the worse.

				He headed down the hall to his bedchamber, passing Celia’s, and glanced in. She lay on her side, her back to him, with one arm tucked under her head and a thin wool blanket covering her torso, leaving her bare feet exposed.

				She seemed so peaceful. He didn’t think it was possible for her to be so still, not bristling with her usual undercurrent of anger.

				He leaned against the archway, careful of his arm, and watched the steady rise and fall of her body as she breathed. She would have been an indomitable Dominus’ wife, albeit with her ambition the marriage wouldn’t last. She’d more likely demand the reins of the Gentilica and ensure her husband was her puppet or, better yet, dead. Even knowing that, knowing he was but a necromancer and she a nobleman’s daughter, and that she was dead, he could still feel a yearning, an attraction.

				It was just her appearance, her lithe body, black hair against pale skin, and icy eyes. He didn’t want Celia, only someone who looked like her.

				No, that wasn’t true.

				He couldn’t wrap his mind around it. She was dead—as much as she didn’t look it—and she wouldn’t think twice about killing him, but he still hadn’t run away. He wanted to help her solve her murder even more than before. He wanted...

				He shoved away from the archway and stepped toward her. He was in love with the puzzle. That was all. Her murder, Solartti’s murder, Nicco’s assassination. He took the blanket, and pulled it over her feet.

				She stirred, and Ward froze, holding his breath. If she woke he’d be caught, and he might not be able to sneak out. Thankfully, she sighed and rolled over, her eyes still closed.

				“Sweet dreams. I’ll see you in the morning.” But he didn’t know if he would. He didn’t know what the Tracker was going to do when Ward checked in on his partner.

				§

				“He’s complaining of pain,” the Tracker said.

				Ward shouldered his way into the room, sending a spike of fire through his arm, reminding him he should have put it in a sling, immobilizing it, or gone to bed for a week to let it heal. Trying to put on the last clean shirt he’d taken from his apartment had been excruciating. He had no idea how he was going to keep up with Celia if something so simple left him gasping.

				It gave him a pretty good idea how the Inquisitor felt. “Of course he is. I cut a hole in him.”

				The Tracker frowned, and Ward focused on his patient, crossing the room and setting his bag down.

				“Did you check the incision and wash it?” He didn’t turn to see if the Tracker responded. Instead, he sat on the edge of the bed and looked at the Inquisitor. A good doctor could learn a lot from observation, and Ward prided himself on his diagnostic accuracy. The man’s color was good, returning to a healthier hue, and there appeared to be no perspiration—a sign his fever had broken.

				Ward placed the back of his hand on the man’s forehead. Not too hot. Not too cold. Good.

				The man groaned and opened his eyes.

				Consciousness. Another good sign.

				“How are you feeling?” Ward asked.

				“Like I’ve been run through with a dull blade.”

				“I can assure you, the blade was anything but dull.” Ward pulled the blanket back and looked at the bandages. The wrapping wasn’t great, but it did indicate that the Tracker had checked it. Ward untied them. “We haven’t been properly introduced. I’m Edward, your physician. And you are...?”

				“Pietro.”

				The wound looked good. Some redness and swelling, as he expected, but no abnormal coloration and no sign of pus. As much as some of his professors were adamant that pus was a natural stage of healing, Ward couldn’t bring himself to agree. He’d never known a paper cut to pus before healing; why would something bigger be any different?

				He looked at the Tracker. “The wine and oil?”

				The man nodded and left.

				“Well,” Ward said, turning back to Pietro, “I’m going to wash this again, but it looks like you’ll live.” He ran his fingers gingerly along the edge of the swelling.

				Pietro grabbed his hand. “You’re in trouble.”

				A myriad of thoughts flashed through Ward’s mind: the operation, Celia, stealing from the Keeper, taking bodies from cemeteries and the necropsies afterward.

				He clamped down on them, trying to remember Celia’s instructions on how to veil his thoughts. Of course, veiling his thought didn’t matter. He’d already given the Inquisitor proof of his guilt by performing the surgery. “Not if your brother keeps his word.”

				“My...? No.” Pietro furrowed his brow. “I mean this is trouble, but Nazarius wouldn’t... There’s something else. You’re in over your head, and it scares you.”

				“Now, don’t you worry.” Ward pried his hand free, his heart pounding. He needed to focus on the operation. Concentrate. “My rent is just a little difficult to pay, and my landlord is a very big man.”

				Pietro shook his head. “No. There’s something else. It’s bigger than you. I can sense it. You can find help with the Quayestri.”

				Ward snorted then coughed to hide his reaction.

				Nazarius entered with two jugs and clean rags and set them on the bed table beside Ward.

				“I can—”

				“You just lie there and heal.” Ward poured the wine into a rag and washed the stitches and surrounding flesh. Pietro hissed from the bite of the alcohol. “You need to keep still for at least a week.”

				Ward couldn’t afford to get caught now. “Go to an herbalist and get powdered henbane. It will ease his pain and help him sleep. Place two to five grains in watered wine and give it to him as needs be, but do not exceed twenty grains in one day. He’ll heal faster if he sleeps, but remember not to miss any meals. Start with broths and softened bread.”

				He washed the wound with the oiled rag, sealing it from rot, and rebound it. He’d been foolish to think he could continue treatment on an Inquisitor without incident. “Check the incision every day and wash it with wine and oil for the rest of the week. If the swelling doesn’t go down or pus forms contact...” He thought about which physician in town would be the best to go to with a wound that looked suspiciously like a surgical incision, but there wasn’t anyone he knew well enough to trust. “Whoever you go to, don’t believe them if they say pus is natural. It means the wound has gone bad.”

				Ward sucked in a deep breath. “I wish you and your”—he tried to keep his voice even—“brother, well. You will not see me again.”

				“What does that mean?” Nazarius asked. “You can’t just cut him open and leave.”

				“Life can get complicated.”

				“Complicated? You’ve taken the Oath. You have to continue treatment until you can say for certain he’s better.”

				Ward opened his mouth for a retort about how plans change, but closed it. If he didn’t live by that damned Oath, could he still call himself a physician or even a surgeon? It was the foundation of the Healer’s philosophy and no matter how uncomfortable Pietro made him, he had an obligation. An obligation that put him in direct conflict with his situation with Celia. Pietro was right. He was in over his head. If Celia caught him sneaking out, he was sure she’d kill him. And if he kept making visits, it was only a matter of time before she caught him.

				He glanced at Pietro, who looked back at him, silent and knowing. Why hadn’t he said something? He must’ve known—he was an Inquisitor.

				Regardless of whether Pietro would tell his secret, or Celia caught him, he was obligated.

				Damn.

				“I’ll return tomorrow night.”
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				Celia pulled the hood of her cloak farther over her face and scanned the front of the inn once again. It was one of the nicer inns near the docks, and it appeared as if business was doing well since it boasted a new coat of paint and a new street sign. The shutters were open to allow the breeze from the bay to sweep away the summer heat and, inside, people filled the pub’s common room.

				Ward was not one of them. She’d dared a closer look when he’d first entered, a little while ago, and knew he’d taken the stairs at the back up to the rooms.

				A chill settled about her even with the summer’s heat. It ran through her veins, across her cheeks and forehead, and into the pit of her stomach. She’d been played for the biggest fool in the principalities. He was so very good at what he did. To think she’d believed him honest and noble. So much so, she’d been ashamed about herself and her life. She’d believed he was innocent of her murder, that he really was just caught up in the conspiracy and wanted to help.

				But here was undeniable proof. Sneaking out of the cavern for a secret meeting when he thought she was asleep. It was the only way to explain how he’d survived a conversation with the Master’s men. Her eyes burned with tears she refused to shed.

				Very few people made a fool of her and lived to tell the tale.

				She squeezed the hilt of her dagger but kept it sheathed. When the time was right, she would strike. For the moment, she would bide her time. Now that she knew Ward’s true colors, there was no end to his uses and this time she wouldn’t have doubts about using him.

				There were a few more things she needed to look into, like a conversation with Nicco’s associate and perhaps a trip to Veknormai, but she wouldn’t find definitive proof as to who had murdered her. She’d be better off starting at the top of her short list—her father, Bakmeire, and the Master—and do what she did best. To assassinate the leaders of Brawenal’s Underworld would be the true test of her abilities.

				And then she would find a way to kill Ward that involved a great deal of suffering.

				As if on cue, he stepped out onto the street, looked both ways, and headed for the alley.

				Celia moved further into the shadows and let him pass. Did he know she was there? If he was so smooth at manipulation, he should have been more observant, less oblivious to everything around him. There should also be a change between when he was with her and when he thought he was alone. But his mannerisms hadn’t changed. In fact, he appeared even more nervous than before.

				She followed as he zigzagged through the streets until he came to the alley in the sixth ring, which they had used when they had fled from the records room.

				He glanced around without any kind of examination then hauled up the sewer grate and climbed in, closing it behind him.

				The rat was heading home, and there was no longer any need to shadow him. She checked to ensure her hood still shadowed her face and stepped back onto the street. Here, the houses were narrow, leaning against each other, their balconies hanging over the road. The cobblestones were cracked and uneven, some coming up or even missing.

				This was her Brawenal, not the Carlyle estates. Her body was the daughter of a minor lord. She danced at court, socialized with royalty, and played the part required of her, but her heart lay in the shadows of the city. In the uneven cobblestones and the leaning, creaking houses. Even before Ward woke her, calling her back from across the veil, she was a creature of darkness. No softhearted, absent-minded, awkwardly charming necromancer would change that.

				Who would have thought such a pathetic, sniveling persona would be what broke her?

				She kicked a loose cobblestone and it bounced down the street with bright clicks. She wasn’t broken. She could prove it. And she’d start on her short list right now. Bakmeire was likely laid up after she’d severed his hamstring and she knew exactly where he would be. It was a shame he’d be such an easy target, but revenge didn’t wait for good health.

				Changing directions, she headed for the Squawking Seagull, an inn in the fourth ring run by the Gentilica for the Gentilica—or, rather, those high enough in its ranks who could request a discreet place to hole up. If Bakmeire was anywhere, he’d be there.

				The inn was a modest three-story establishment of stone and wood. The doors and shutters were a bright blue that she could distinguish even in the dim lantern light emanating from it and the surrounding buildings. A few doors down, she caught a glint of light on metal. It had to be one of the sentries, hiding in the shadows.

				She slipped into a nearby alley, her senses straining to find the other men. They stood where she expected them: on the roof and in an adjoining alley, and she eased past them to the back of the inn without incident.

				See, she wasn’t soft. She was just as skilled as before.

				Bakmeire’s usual room lay on the first floor. Great for an easy escape, and just as easy to ambush, although there was little worry about that. No one would be foolish enough to attack him for fear of drawing the Dominus’ wrath.

				Too bad she didn’t care about that.

				Pressed against the wall, she crept to the window. The shutters were open and she peered into the dark room. Bakmeire lay in the bed, propped up by pillows. His eyes were closed and his steady, heavy breaths indicated he was asleep.

				She squeezed the hilt of her dagger. Here was her chance, the first step toward avenging her murder.

				The door opened. Bakmeire jerked awake and the woman with the earrings slunk in and leaned against the doorframe, her short, blonde hair pale against the dark wood behind her.

				Bakmeire shifted and winced. “I heard the assassin, Solartti, disappeared last night. You, I presume?”

				“His death, yes. His disappearance... in a manner of speaking.”

				Celia ground her teeth. Now she knew whose throat to slit to avenge Solartti’s death. It didn’t matter that she’d encouraged him to ask questions about her murder. She hadn’t poisoned his drink.

				The woman sighed and ran a hand over the rings on her ear. “It’s a pity, though. He would have made an excellent pet.”

				“You weren’t hired to make more of those creatures.”

				“No, I was sent to make the ultimate creature.”

				“Yes, for Carlyle,” Bakmeire said, his voice suddenly dark.

				If Celia didn’t know better, it sounded as if Bakmeire was jealous of her father, but that went against everything she knew about the man. He’d worked for her father since before he’d become Dominus and not once had she seen him anything but loyal.

				“No, not Carlyle.” The woman eased to his bed and ran her hand along his side up to his cheek. She leaned close and Celia strained to hear her. “For the Dominus, whoever he may be.”

				Bakmeire captured the woman’s hand and squeezed. “Carlyle won’t give up the reins of the Gentilica, or the creature, for that matter.”

				“This destiny isn’t meant for Carlyle.” The woman brushed her lips against Bakmeire’s. “It’s meant for you and me. We will rise on the dark wings of greatness, and all the Union will bow to us. The very balance of life and death will be ours.”

				“The very balance?” Bakmeire asked, his voice husky.

				“With certainty.” The woman’s lips curled back in a fierce smile.

				Bakmeire grabbed the back of her head and smashed his lips against hers. She ground her hands into his braids and moaned.

				Celia drew her dagger from its sheath. Her hands trembled with rage and frustration. All her running, all her fear that her father didn’t love her, it all came from Bakmeire and this woman. And now was the opportune moment. She could kill them both while they were distracted, right the wrongs inflicted on her and her family. She eased onto the sill, but a knock made her hesitate.

				The door opened and a boy stood in the doorway, holding a tray. He reminded Celia a little of Ward, all arms and legs, but younger.

				The woman pulled back, gasping. “Our late-night snack.”

				“It’s not food I want,” Bakmeire said.

				The woman smiled. “That’s not what I ordered.”

				She leapt from the bed, jerked the boy into the room, and slammed the door shut. The boy yelped, dropping the tray. The woman slashed a gash across his cheek with a flick of her nail. Clenching his head in her hands, she licked the blood seeping down his face.

				She drew back, breathless. “You’ll do.”

				The boy whimpered and she smashed her lips against his. He clawed at her hands, but she didn’t let go, and a smoldering red glow blossomed around their heads. It pulsed like a heartbeat, frantic, desperate, but as it intensified, it slowed. The boy went slack in her arms and the glow pulsed once... twice... and held steady. The woman threw the boy’s still form into the corner. His head lolled to the side, his eyes empty and dead. She wiped a drop of blood from the corner of her mouth and turned to Bakmeire, who scuttled back on the bed.

				“What have you—?”

				“We don’t have time to wait for your leg to heal. When I’m casting the spell, I need you ready to take control of the Gentilica. This will help you along.” A wisp of red smoke curled out of her lips. She leaned over him and breathed a small puff at him. It brushed his lips and he gasped. “You have a destiny to fulfill.”

				More smoke caressed his face and he shuddered.

				“I have a destiny,” he said.

				“Yes.” The woman lowered her lips to his. Smoke poured out of her mouth, filling his and spilling around their heads. Bakmeire moaned and he jerked her onto him, grinding his pelvis against hers.

				Celia inched away from the window, her heart pounding. Goddess, she’d never seen anything like that. The boy was dead from a kiss, and there was no telling what else the woman could do. It changed her mind about barging in on them and striking. If she was going to avenge Solartti’s death, she’d need to do more research. Assassins who attacked out of passion didn’t last long.

				But wasn’t that what she planned: to avenge her murder by killing everyone who could possibly be involved? She wasn’t a Tracker. She didn’t solve murders, or conduct investigations. Why was she wasting her time? She could find her vindication for herself and save her father the assassin’s way.

				She knew Ward would disapprove. That bothered her. He wasn’t so perfect, so noble, either. It was all an act. Why should she care if he approved or not? It was who she was. Just go out and do it. She knew where all but the woman could be found.

				And Ward, the Ward she wanted him to be, would hate her forever—or at least for as long as she remained alive.

				This was why assassins worked alone.

				Damn it.

				She’d let Bakmeire and that woman live, for now. Without knowing enough about Earring Lady, it was dangerous to try anything. Really. It was a sound argument. She’d go back to Ward and use him to learn as much as she could about her murder, confirm her father had nothing to do with it, and when she was done she’d dispose of him and his lies.
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				Ward returned to the cavern and went straight to his bedchamber. He contemplated taking his shirt off, but raising his arm to drag the thing over his head and putting it on again in the morning held no appeal. In fact, it hurt even worse than before, so he decided to just lie down.

				He pulled his light cloak over him more for comfort than warmth, and the pounding in his arm began.

				He rolled to his side. No, that was worse.

				He took the cloak, bunched it up, and placed it under his head, but to no avail. His arm hurt, throbbing with each beat of his heart until it seemed his whole body ached in sympathy.

				Maybe mixing up some herbs would help him sleep, but he didn’t have the best selection and what he did have would make him vulnerable if something happened. Like the Master having followed him to the cavern and deciding to attack.

				That thought made him even more uncomfortable, twisting his stomach until he could no longer bear it and forcing him out of bed.

				What he needed was a distraction, something else to think about. He walked to Celia’s study, noticing as he passed her room that she wasn’t in bed.

				She wasn’t in her study, either.

				He considered searching for her, but decided his original plan was better and sat on the stool behind the desk. Before him was a sea of books and loose parchments, everything Celia believed to be important. But important to what? Did she have a deeper agenda she hadn’t told him about?

				He picked up an open book and scanned the pages. They were a brief history of the Pillars of Vanatoh, north of Brawenal City. If they were connected to this whole mess, Ward couldn’t fathom how. He set the book aside and picked up the journal from the Keeper’s safe.

				“Can’t sleep?”

				He jerked, heat rushing to his face, his arm burning with renewed intensity. “I, ah...”

				Celia stepped into the room and sat in the chair opposite him. “Neither could I.”

				“I thought...” He waved a hand over the desk. “Maybe I’d...”

				She remained silent, offering no indication she knew what he was stammering about, even though he was sure she did.

				“I—” He swallowed, trying to pull his thoughts together. “I thought I’d give it a look.”

				“If you like wasting your time.”

				“What’s that supposed to mean?”

				“The journal is in another language.”

				“And I’m fluent in five.”

				“Oh.”

				Ward waited for a bigger response, something more biting, but she remained silent, as if the fact that he could speak and read multiple languages was a surprise. “I’m hoping it’s written in a language I know, or one similar.”

				“Yes. Sure.” She narrowed her eyes and stood. “If you figure something out let me know.”

				“You’ll be the first,” he said with a chuckle, trying to make light of the fact that there wasn’t anyone else to tell, but her brow furrowed even more and she pursed her lips before leaving.

				After a moment, he leaned forward, sending a flash of pain through his arm. He bit his lip, waited for the moment to pass, and flipped open the journal to the first page. Large, thin characters, written in a swirling text, covered the page from top to bottom leaving little of the parchment free of ink. He stared at it, watching the lines turn and flow until his vision blurred, and he had to blink to clear it.

				He tried to draw to memory all of the languages he knew and all the different ways of writing them that he’d seen. It looked a little like Yarbonian or maybe Bantiantin, but while the characters fit, they were strung together into nonsense words.

				He sighed and turned the journal on its side. How about old Ulstaas, which was read from top to bottom, not left to right?

				It didn’t make any more sense that way.

				He turned it back and tried to read it from right to left like Gordelian. Now some characters combined to make recognizable patterns but not enough for him to understand it.

				Maybe Celia was right. He was probably wasting his time. He should be thinking about who murdered her, and Solartti, and why Nicco was dead. That was why she hadn’t laughed at his weak attempt at humor. She was mad at him for wasting time.

				He let his gaze wander over the desk. Was the answer really in Nicco’s research? Beside the journal sat the pile of loose parchment pages Celia had been looking at. On top was the list of necromantic herbs. Aside from Grandfather, only the Elders, other necromancers, and an Innecroestri like Karysa would know what those herbs were and what they did.

				That was where he’d read about them. The Innecroestri used them to capture souls, human or otherwise, in vessels. They also tried to induce prophetic visions and resurrect the dead. Karysa would surely know what was on the list, if she’d seen it. If she even knew about it.

				He straightened the pile of parchment, and set it on the side of the desk. There were a lot of ‘ifs’ in that thought and he couldn’t draw any conclusions on ‘ifs’ alone.

				He piled the books on the other side and stood.

				He needed more time to think. In the very least, try and remember what was in that book he’d read in Grandfather’s library so very long ago.

				§

				The gates to the Collegiate of the Quayestri were open, and a young apprentice stood at his post ready to receive visitors when Ward and Celia approached.

				Just being there was like a truth serum. Even though he knew he needed to focus on their story—that they were scholars from New Calbourne—Ward couldn’t help but think about all the things he’d done. Breaking into the Keeper’s house, stealing the Keeper’s key, his escape from Veresteven in Bantianta the last time he’d been caught stealing bodies. All the way back to when he used to sneak into Grandfather’s library and read books he wasn’t supposed to.

				The prospect that some apprentice would lose control and read his mind made his insides churn.

				He smoothed down his shirtsleeves, wishing his doublet covered them as well, aware of every wrinkle he’d put in the shirt when he’d chosen not to take it off last night. All an attempt to save his arm, which still throbbed, magnifying every twitch and jolt into an inferno.

				Hoping to pull his attention from himself to his surroundings, he looked beyond the youth standing at the gate into the complex. Across a small courtyard sat a long, squat, two-story building of mixed architecture.

				The center appeared to be from the period of Prince Givan the Second, constructed of massive granite blocks with two round columns framing a giant front door. Ivy clung to the crevices between the blocks, digging into the old mortar and curling around the wooden shutters at the many small windows.

				On either side were additions made from smaller bricks with larger windows. Ornamental brickwork along the eaves and around the windows, and at the division between the first and second story, indicated architecture from the era of Prince Erist the Fourth or maybe the Fifth.

				He ran his good hand down his shirtsleeve again.

				One of the two front doors opened and a girl scurried across the courtyard.

				Ward moved to smooth his already smoothed sleeve and Celia grabbed his hand. Her lips were pushed back in a smile but it didn’t reach her eyes deep within the shadows of her outrageous hat.

				“Hopefully Professor Grysmore will have insight into Professor Nicco’s work, and we won’t have traveled all this way for nothing,” she said, reminding Ward of their story.

				She crushed his hand in hers, releasing it as the girl, dressed in the tan and auburn uniform of an apprentice Tracker, approached. Oh, how times had changed. Until a generation ago women only visited the Collegiate—they didn’t attend. Rumor had it until the reign of Prince Rillard the First, women weren’t even allowed beyond the front gate. If Celia had been born into a different family, she would have made an excellent Tracker, apprehending criminals instead of being one.

				They crossed the courtyard, stepped into the cool granite halls of the Collegiate, and marched along worn floorboards, the wood polished to the color of dark honey by thousands upon thousands of scurrying feet. Their route took them to the left, along the main hall into the addition, down a small side hall, and out into a massive courtyard with more buildings of mixed architecture. Groups of men and boys, along with a few girls—most in the tan and auburn of Tracker apprentices and a few in the tan and navy of Inquisitor apprentices—stepped through their exercises on a lawn edged by large topiaries, towering oaks, and marble benches. Most of them had fine features and fair hair, since many noble families kept the tradition of enrolling their third-born son in the Quayestri. It always helped to have a member of the highest law around to maintain the family’s interests against the commoners. Which was great for the nobles, but not so great for anyone else.

				The child skirted the lawn and took them into the closest door of the next building, leading them to Grysmore’s office. It was small and cramped, but he was fortunate enough to be in a corner, and hence, had two thin windows no larger than arrow slits. The child cleared her throat, but didn’t wait for the professor to acknowledge her before she ran away.

				Celia stepped into the chamber, leaving enough room for Ward to stand in the doorway. Grysmore sat behind a desk with piles of books on either side that rose above his bald head. He leaned over a book so small Ward didn’t see it at first, and had to take a second look to see what the man was so intent on.

				She glanced over her shoulder at Ward. He could see the question in her eyes: should she interrupt?

				Ward shrugged. It was possible Grysmore hadn’t heard the child clear her throat. Ward could remember many times he’d been so engrossed in a document or a necropsy he didn’t notice when someone had entered the room.

				“My lord?” Celia asked.

				“I have no answers for the likes of you. Go away and learn to read.”

				Celia’s back straightened. “Excuse me?” Then her posture melted back to that of her scholar persona.

				“I said—” Grysmore looked up, peering at them with owl-eyes through thick round lenses. His expression softened and his lips stretched into a smile. It looked unnatural, as if the action was foreign to the man. “I thought you were one of those new girls. I can’t imagine what possessed the Seers on the Council to admit girls into the Collegiate.” He closed the tiny book. “They haven’t the wit to learn reading, let alone political history.” He leaned forward. “What do you want?”

				Celia frowned and Ward stepped further into the room before she could say anything they’d later regret.

				“We’re from New Calbourne to talk to Professor Allyan Nicco concerning his astounding research on the Ancients.”

				“I am not Nicco.” He chuckled. “I’m too alive to be Nicco.”

				“Yes. We heard that the professor died,” Celia said.

				Grysmore kept his gaze on Ward, who sensed Celia’s rising anger. So far, Grysmore hadn’t noticed the subtle tensing of her shoulders, back, and neck, but Ward had no idea how long that would last.

				Ward inched further into the room. “Nicco’s widow said you might be able to help us.”

				“If you want to look at his research, you’re about four years too late. It went missing. It’s just as mysterious as his death.” He chuckled again. “Well, not the manner of his death—a wide smile across the neck is a sure sign of death. But I mean why was his throat slit?”

				“Slit?” Celia asked in breathy exclamation.

				Grysmore tilted his head and his gaze traveled from her face, down to the hem of her dress, then back up to her bust. “I realize scholars don’t face the same kind of excitement as Trackers, but research can still be dangerous.”

				“I see,” Celia said. “And you think Professor Nicco was murdered?”

				He gave an exasperated sigh. “A man doesn’t usually slit his own throat. If it’s a death of his choosing, it’s a fall from a high place, or, if a blade... a strike to the heart.” He squinted. “Have I upset you?”

				Ward suppressed a snort. Not likely. Celia probably knew slower and more gruesome ways to kill a man.

				Celia fanned her face with her hand. “I’m just a little surprised. Nicco’s widow didn’t say anything about murder.”

				“Yes, well,” Grysmore said, and he turned his attention to Ward. “It looked like a professional job. Very smooth. No one heard or saw anything. Nothing. The next day his wife found him dead and his desk empty.”

				“What was he researching that would cause so much trouble?” Celia asked, her eyes wide with feigned fright. “Wasn’t it just the Ancients?”

				“The Ancients took many secrets to their graves, hence the Age of Darkness.” Grysmore sounded as if he were talking to a small child. It reminded Ward of how Celia had first talked to him. “A few scholars believe they possessed magic that far surpassed even the most powerful of the Brothers of Light.”

				“But that’s just myth,” Ward said.

				“That’s what Nicco thought”—Grysmore glanced about his tiny office—“until he came across some obscure texts in the prince’s library.”

				“What texts?” Celia asked.

				“Unfortunately they were all destroyed in the fire last year.” Grysmore leaned forward. “Before Nicco died, he called a meeting of the Society for Historical Scholars. He was so excited about what he’d found. He said he needed to confirm his information against the original wall carvings. At the time we didn’t think much of it. He’d made some illogical connection between a bizarre list of made-up words, and a repeated phrase—the Nectar of Veknormai—that appeared in a number of those books.”

				“So what changed your mind?” Ward asked.

				“The man is dead. And even if he’d been working on a number of projects—which I knew for a fact he wasn’t—his research on the Nectar and the list was missing.” Grysmore sat back, a self-assured grin lighting his face. “If poor Nicco was killed over it, I suggest you forget your visit here and go home.”

				“Yes, we should go home,” Celia said.

				Ward nodded. “Thank you for your time, Professor.”

				Celia turned to go, but looked back at Grysmore. “One question. If Professor Nicco was murdered because of his research, who do you think killed him?”

				“I’ve spent a lot of time thinking about it. No one knows for sure, but the impression I received from our last meeting was that we were the first to learn of Nicco’s theoretical connection to this Nectar of Veknormai. That would mean it was someone in the Society. Which is completely ridiculous. Nicco was the only one with any interest in the Ancients.”

				“Who’s in this society?” Ward asked.

				“We’re no longer together. Nicco’s death put an end to it. But it was I, Nicco, Vordin Tarsh—he studies ancient languages and specializes in Yarbonian poetry—and Hal Ogden, a Bantiantin historian. Hal went to teach down in Bantianta for some Duke who has a small army of children and is working on his third wife.”

				“Have you seen Tarsh or Ogden lately?”

				“Tarsh works here at the Collegiate, trying to teach manners to the low-borns accepted for apprenticeships. Ogden...” He shook his head. “I guess he’s still in Bantianta. I haven’t seen him since Nicco’s death. It really shook us.”

				“I can imagine,” Ward said. “Thank you.”

				Celia adjusted her hat and left.

				“You should forget about Nicco’s research,” Grysmore said as Ward turned to follow Celia. He pushed his glasses up his nose with a thick finger. “Take that beautiful girl home. She has no business tramping around the principalities doing research. She doesn’t have the mind for it. She should be making babies and tending your house like an honest woman.”

				Ward forced a smile and nodded, grateful Celia hadn’t heard that or they’d be faced with another dead scholar. Making babies and tending house. He couldn’t imagine Celia doing anything so domestic. Ward was surprised she’d stitched him up and bandaged his wound. She struck him as having more important things to do than the hired help’s work. Like learning a new, quieter way to stab a man in the heart.

				Ward stepped into the hall.

				“What was that about?” Celia asked.

				“You don’t want to know.”

				They left through the same door they had entered, and stopped in the shadow of a building.

				“What now?” Ward let his gaze wander over the youths going about their studies while his mind retraced the conversation. Grysmore hadn’t said anything they didn’t know, save that he was unaware the words were herbs and thought they were fictitious.

				“I don’t know.”

				“Well,” he said, knowing he’d regret reminding Celia of their newly acquired information, “Tarsh teaches here.”

				Celia smiled. “And we are still here.”

				“You want to talk to Tarsh?”

				She shrugged. “Why not?”

				“Might I remind you that not everyone we meet will wear tan and auburn?”

				“Then I suggest you don’t think about that,” Celia said. “And concentrate very hard on how shocking it is that Professor Allyan Nicco was murdered.”

				She headed down the path, away from the main building and deeper into the Collegiate, toward a group of young men sitting at the edge of the lawn. They were a mixed group of even numbers, two Trackers and two Inquisitors, possibly partners already since they looked old enough to be in their final few years. The same age as Ward. He bit back a sigh. He could be a recent graduate from the Physician’s Academy, starting his career already.

				And there wasn’t anything he could do about that now.

				He concentrated on veiling his thoughts and headed toward Celia. By the time he reached her, she’d already received her directions and was thanking the young men. She seemed so feminine, in her plain dress and outrageous hat, with two tiny wisps of hair that had escaped, curling down the back of her neck. She gave a girlish giggle, grabbed Ward’s arm, and directed him back into the same building.

				Tarsh’s office was on the opposite end of the building to Grysmore’s and in the basement. They found a narrow stairwell and took it down into a hall with a low ceiling. All the doors were closed and Ward couldn’t see any light from around the edges, except for a narrow rectangle at the far end of the hall, stretching across the tiles.

				“This is ridiculous. You can’t fail me from a stupid class that only Trackers need,” a reedy tenor said.

				Celia squeezed Ward’s forearm and they slowed their pace.

				“Ancient languages are important for Inquisitors as well.” This voice was a deep baritone verging on bass, and held the hint of a Gordelian accent.

				“The Council is planning a large investigation for the Festival of Souls in the spring. My father promised I would graduate in time for that and I have every intention of doing so.”

				“Then I suggest,” the baritone said, “that you study.”

				Ward glanced at Celia. They were almost at the pool of light, and he knew they couldn’t be caught standing there without looking as if they were eavesdropping.

				“No. I suggest you think about whether or not you want a conversation with my father.”

				A beautiful blond man stormed from the office and stumbled into Ward.

				Ward reached for the wall to catch his balance, and the man glared at him. He wore the tan and navy of an Inquisitor apprentice. His hair was pulled back in a tight ponytail that accentuated his high cheekbones, long thin nose, and bright blue eyes, which narrowed and remained focused on Ward.

				A shiver ran down Ward’s back, and he bit his tongue. He needed to think about why they were there. They were researching the Ancients. They were from far away and were talking to Nicco’s associates before they left. He felt as if his soul was on display and there was no way he could measure up. Regardless that a warrant or appropriate suspicion was required to read anyone’s mind, that usually didn’t stop most Inquisitors from performing the painful procedure.

				Ward needed to end this and move on. He had nothing to hide... really. He was an innocent, curious scholar who had traveled from far away.

				“Excuse me, my lord.” Ward didn’t know if the man was nobility or not, although his sculpted features were a strong indicator, but he decided excessive politeness might encourage the man to be more forgiving.

				The man harrumphed. “Watch where you’re going.” He shoved past Ward and continued down the hall.

				Ward met Celia’s gaze and she smiled, but he knew she was only trying to relax him. They’d had their first encounter with an Inquisitor apprentice and were fine. For now. She grabbed his hand, and they stepped around the corner and into the doorway of Tarsh’s office.

				Tarsh was a big man with broad shoulders and a wide chest. All of his weight appeared to be thick, corded muscle. He, too, sat behind a desk, but his was clean save for a small pile of loose-leaf parchments.

				“Professor Tarsh?” Celia asked.

				Tarsh looked up from his work. His skin was dark, a hint of olive indicating he indeed was from Gordel.

				“How long have you been at my door?” he asked.

				“We didn’t want to interrupt such an important discussion,” Celia said.

				Tarsh snorted. “He only thinks he’s important because his father is. Sometimes the low-borns have better manners than the nobles.” He picked up his pile of pages, straightened them, and set them on the corner of his desk. “What can I do for you?”

				“We’ve come from New Calbourne to talk to Professor Allyan Nicco.”

				Tarsh opened his mouth as if to speak but Celia cut him off. “We’ve already talked to his widow and Professor Grysmore. We know he’s dead and his research gone.”

				“We just wanted to talk to you before we left,” Ward said.

				Tarsh sat back. “You’ve already talked to Grysmore?”

				Ward nodded.

				“Well, I’m glad you’re talking to me before you go.”

				“Grysmore said that Nicco was murdered,” Celia said.

				“Yes,” Tarsh said. “He’s been talking about a conspiracy for years now. He fancies himself a Tracker of sorts, able to solve puzzles and mysteries, and so he sees a conspiracy wherever he goes.”

				“So, Nicco wasn’t murdered?” Celia asked.

				“No, Nicco was murdered, but not for his ridiculous research.”

				“You don’t think Nicco had discovered something new?” Ward asked. 

				“No, Nicco was a dreamer. He didn’t find anything new. All the texts he looked at had been looked at before. He had no proof of the connection between that made-up list of words and the Nectar of Veknormai. For all he knew, that list could have been a nursery rhyme or something that had been translated wrong.”

				“Someone did murder him,” Celia said.

				“Yes, but it’s too mundane for Grysmore to accept.” Tarsh smiled, his teeth bright against his swarthy skin. “Nicco was indebted to a parchment merchant who’d been trying to collect for a number of years. I think he finally got tired of waiting and decided it was worth the cost of a professional.”

				“That doesn’t explain why Nicco’s research was stolen,” Ward said.

				“The parchment merchant probably thought Nicco’s work would be worth something and told the assassin to take it. I’m sure the man is still trying to figure out how to get his money from Nicco. I don’t know of any businessman who would just take a loss without trying to recover it first.”

				“So his research had nothing to do with it?” Celia sounded so disappointed.

				“I’m sorry you’ve traveled all this way. If Nicco had stayed focused on cataloguing the wall carvings in Veknormai, he would have written the only book on the subject. But he fell into the trap so many other scholars have, and that’s the mystery of the Nectar. I can understand why. No one knows what it really means, what it is, or why the Ancients mention it so many times in so many different carvings.”

				Tarsh snorted. “Although, let’s face it, the Nectar of Veknormai, or the Dead, written over and over again in a cemetery... It doesn’t seem like such a mystery to me. Probably some kind of embalming concoction or ritual drink the Ancients gave to their deceased.”

				§

				They returned to the cavern without incident and without a word, which suited Celia just fine. The strain of trying to keep her thoughts veiled, maintain her scholar persona, keep an eye out for any of the Master’s assassins, and resist the urge to rip out Ward’s throat had almost been too much. She had a lot to think about and she wanted to do that thinking without Ward eavesdropping.

				She turned to him and forced a smile. “I’m going to look at Nicco’s research again.” She kicked off her shoes and marched to the stairs. It was the best she could come up with, although she wouldn’t be able to sit at her desk for long before Ward came looking for her. She should have said she was going to bed, but it was too late now and she wasn’t going to turn around and tell him she’d changed her mind.

				The more she thought about it, the more she realized she had to tell Ward something, if only to keep him thinking she didn’t know about his deception. But she had nothing to say. She still had no idea who had killed her and could only guess it had something to do with stealing Nicco’s research, which seemed pretty ridiculous. Perhaps whoever wanted Nicco dead somehow found out she hadn’t destroyed his work and had her killed as well. But that still didn’t explain why there wasn’t evidence of an assignment. It also didn’t explain why the Master had tried to get her to leave town.

				There would be repercussions for not leaving. Word had probably reached the Master by now that she was still in Brawenal. She’d have to renew her vigilant watch every time she went out, since the Master had as many eyes as her father.

				And there was still the matter of Bakmeire and that woman. She shivered at the memory of her sucking the life out of that boy, and pushed the thought from her mind. One problem at a time.

				She reached her study, crossed the paper obstacle course on the floor, and sat at her desk. Before her, dead center on the desk, was her father’s journal opened to the first page. Beside that, a neat pile of her loose parchments and a stack of books.

				Ward had cleaned.

				She didn’t know if she should be furious or grateful, and let the two emotions battle within her for a moment before shoving them aside.

				It didn’t really matter how she felt about Ward cleaning her desk. She knew how she felt about him. Period. And just like her, his time would come. Except, for him, there wouldn’t be a necromancer available to wake him.

				Until then, she needed to keep him strung along to help solve her murder, or reveal who he worked for. They were likely one and the same.

				She sighed and tried to review the meager information they’d uncovered. She knew Tarsh had been wrong and Grysmore had been right. Distraught parchment merchants didn’t buy assignments on overdue scholars, or at least she’d never heard of it happening. She also knew, from Ward, that the words were real and they were herbs. Strange that both intellectuals didn’t know what the words were but Ward did. Perhaps that was a slip on his part. Although he did say they were specifically used by necromancers. Perhaps Nicco was right, and they did have something to do with the Nectar of Veknormai.

				She let the pieces swirl around in her mind, trying to fit them together, trying to figure out how it, if at all, had anything to do with her murder.

				And whose murder was she really trying to solve? Hers or Nicco’s? What did it matter? The Master was obviously involved. If she went to him and asked, would he tell her? He’d commanded her to leave town and hadn’t killed Ward outright. She couldn’t decide if that was good for her or not.

				She flipped to the second page in the journal, revealing more indecipherable scratches. If it were just her, she would have left when they found Solartti dead, but Ward kept looking at her with those big brown eyes, waiting for her to clear his pathetic name and free him from his Oath.

				What had happened to her? She shouldn’t have had a problem killing someone like Ward, even if she didn’t know he was trying to manipulate her. It was business, nothing more. His chosen persona was weak. He didn’t know how to survive on his own, and she never would have taken him under her wing before she’d died. She was sure by now she didn’t need him. His spell was holding fine and he was a liability.

				“Celia?” a quiet voice asked.

				Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? It was all she asked for. The cavern was huge, he could have gone exploring or something, but that wasn’t his real purpose. She knew he had to be close to her to keep her off guard, away from her murderer.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWENTY-SEVEN

				

				

				Celia squeezed the edge of her desk and reminded herself, once again, she needed to hide the fact that she had found Ward out. She schooled her expression into an exhausted melancholy and looked at him peeking in the doorway. “What is it?”

				“I’ve had an idea and I thought...” From behind his back he produced two cups.

				“Excuse me?”

				He crossed to the desk and set the cups on it then turned to the bookshelf and picked one of his two jugs of wines. “This is a rather nice merlot. I’ve been saving it for a special moment.”

				A nice wine? Huh. She could play this game. His need to stay close could be used to her advantage, particularly if alcohol was involved. She picked up a cup and held it out. “So what’s so special?”

				Ward unwound the hemp braid around the jug’s neck, wrapped it around his hand for leverage, and pulled out the waxed stopper.

				“I think I’ve figured out why I can’t wake Solartti.” He filled her cup.

				Knowing why still didn’t solve the problem of his death, her death, or Ward. Not something worth celebrating, but drawing attention to that would be counterintuitive. To hold her tongue, Celia took a sip of the wine and focused on the hint of berries and plums. Quite nice. At least Ward hadn’t lied about that.

				“Remember that list of herbs?” He swirled the wine in his cup and sat in the chair opposite her.

				“The ones Grysmore and Tarsh think are made up?”

				“Yes. Which doesn’t surprise me. Unless you specialize in rare herbs, you likely wouldn’t know about them. You’d have no reason to.”

				She didn’t know if she believed that. “What has that got to do with Solartti?”

				“When ibria—that’s one of the herbs on the list—is mixed with charlatous and zephnyr oil, it creates a poison that destroys the soul. It’s actually one of the cruelest deaths and very few people would stoop so low. But given the circumstances...” He shrugged.

				“What does that mean?” she asked before he could continue, taking himself further away from his point.

				“It means there’s nothing that crosses the veil. So there’s nothing for me to call back.”

				Celia took another sip. “So how do you know it’s this herb and not... you know...?”

				“A failure on my part? I might not be a very good necromancer, but I’ve never had a wake fail on me.”

				That didn’t surprise her. There was something powerful about Ward, something yet unrealized. Unless, of course, he had fully realized his true potential and was hiding it from her. Which meant she needed to play along. She let a hint of surprise flash across her expression. “You’ve never had a wake fail? Really?”

				“Really.” He took a long swig of wine. “Which means there has to be some other reason why I can’t wake him.”

				Aside from the fact that Solartti found something out and his master had commanded that Ward not wake him. She stood, eased around to the front of the desk, and sat on the edge. “So how do we find out?”

				“I need to put on my surgeon’s cap.” 

				“You’re going to cut him open?” How disgusting. There was something unnatural about desecrating the dead.

				“I could. The herb-charlatous-oil combination blackens the liver. However, I can also detect the herb by doing a simple test of his blood.” His eyes lit up and he sat forward.

				It amazed her he knew these things. How could he test someone’s blood and know they had ingested an herb? She picked up the wine bottle, leaned in, and topped up his cup, wishing the neckline of her dress was more revealing.

				“And by finding out if that’s how Solartti died, then...?”

				“Then we have a short list of suspects.”

				“Of people who might have killed Solartti.” She took a gulp of wine and swallowed without tasting it. She already knew who’d killed Solartti. It didn’t help her solve her murder.

				“I don’t think it’s a coincidence Solartti died as soon as you asked him to find out who sent you that warning note.”

				She didn’t think so either since the woman with the earrings had killed him. Goddess, the note about the assassination assignment on her life seemed a long time ago. Even Ward waking her in her bedroom seemed like a different life. “Do you think we’re getting sidetracked?”

				Ward stared into his cup, his forefinger tracing the rim.

				She took another sip. If he said yes, did it mean he wasn’t a player and his late-night visit at that inn was unrelated? Did no mean he was playing her? And if he was playing her, why was she still alive?

				“I think,” Ward said, his voice soft, “that this is much bigger than you.”

				“Bigger than me? I’m the Dominus’ daughter.”

				“You don’t need to remind me.” He raised his left hand and winced. “I just think that if we figure out how Solartti was killed we can figure out who.”

				He looked at her with his brown eyes, and she knew she’d found her moment. She set her cup aside and knelt at his feet, clasping his hand between hers. “You’re right. This is our first good lead and we should follow it.”

				He nodded and she could tell he wanted to jump up and get started. 

				“But it can wait a moment. We’re celebrating you. And you haven’t finished your drink.”

				“That’s because you topped it up.”

				She smiled and sat back on her heels. “And that’s because I plan on getting you drunk and taking advantage of you.”

				He laughed and took a long swig from his cup. “No, really, I should—”

				“No.” She skimmed her hands up his thighs to his waist and leaned in, brushing her nose against his. “Really.”

				He flushed. The strength of her advance was risky, but she no longer had time to play it slow. Now was her only opportunity.

				“Celia.” His voice wavered on an uneven breath. “I...”

				She ran her hands up his chest, along his neck, and cupped his jaw between her palms. If she closed her eyes, she could imagine Ward was the innocent, honest man she’d believed. Beneath her fingers, she could feel his noble heritage, the chiseled lines of his cheeks and jaw. His betrayal hurt more than she thought possible, and she pressed her lips to his before she could change her mind.

				He froze, and his lips trembled under hers. It was too fast, too soon, and she eased back. But then he caught the back of her head with his hand and deepened the kiss with a sudden, intense need, sending a shock of pleasure through her. 

				She gasped, caught off guard. She shouldn’t have been. When Ward decided to do something, he committed to it fully. She’d seen it time and again.

				Her assassin’s heart sent cold commands, telling her how to capture his emotions, but she shut it away. The seduction was no longer a game, and she didn’t want to play it now that she was here. She wanted it to be real, wanted to be with this handsome, gentle man.

				He set his cup on the floor and brushed his fingers through her hair, pulling more wisps free of her braid. With a renewed kiss, he parted his lips and she met his tongue with hers. His breath was warm and tasted like the merlot, sweet and heady. Heat pulsed through her with every quickening beat of her heart. This would be the last time she’d have a physical connection with a man. She hadn’t had many encounters, and now they seemed too few, her life too short. She shouldn’t have even had this opportunity, but somehow the Goddess had given her this last gift.

				She grabbed the bottom of his shirt. He bit his lip, but raised his arms, and she eased the cloth over his head. With a feathery touch she ran her fingers down his chest to the band of his pants, making him groan. He cupped her cheek in his hand and kissed her again. This time it was slow and deliberate, drawing a dizzying heat from within her, burning away everything but his lips, his lean, muscled chest, and the need to have both closer, pressed against her.

				His right hand found the laces on her dress and he slipped the bow loose. He drew the ties free, each tug a spark, firing her anticipation, yearning for him to touch her flesh again with his Goddess-gifted hands. She trembled at the thought and at the tender passion in his kisses. His lips swept up her neck, and along the side of her face, his warm breath sending shivers down her spine.

				He pressed his forehead to hers, his hand still. She ached with need, desperate for him to rip away the cloth between his hands and her flesh. Heat radiated from his palm through the fabric, spreading over her skin, setting every nerve on fire.

				“Celia.”

				Her heart skipped a beat.

				He was so still, like a bird about to take flight.

				All his passion, his desire, throbbed beneath that stillness, captured, struggling to break free. She could hear it in his quick breath, feel it in his pulse.

				“I...”

				He clasped her shoulders and sucked in a slow breath. His passion stilled even more.

				No. This was not supposed to happen. Her thoughts whirled and panic bled icy across her desire.

				He swallowed hard and leaned back.

				Her breath caught in her throat. Please, no. He couldn’t betray her this way, too. It was her last chance. Wouldn’t it serve his purpose to strengthen the connection between them? She was the one in control—it was her who manipulated him.

				“Celia...” He clambered out of the chair, caught his foot on one of the legs, and teetered, struggled to keep his balance, then staggered past her, racing for the door, his shirt forgotten on the chair.

				“Ward, plea—” She bit her lip. She would not beg.

				He froze and gripped the edge of the doorway without looking back at her. “I...” His knuckles turned white. “I... Goddess.”

				She held her breath, waiting. If he was out to manipulate her, nothing would have stopped him. A week ago nothing would have stopped her. Now... now she wasn’t so sure.

				“There are laws,” he said, his voice husky.

				“What?” Her heart skipped a beat.

				“I can’t. There are laws.”

				He glanced over his shoulder, a tortured look in his eyes that made her gasp, then turned his back on her. On her! This was her last chance, and he rejected her.

				She leapt to her feet, fury burning away all other emotions. No one turned their back on her. She was the Dominus’ daughter. The whole situation was out of control. She had only herself to blame, and that hurt more than anything. But she could still make Ward pay for it, too.

				“Ward—”

				“You’re dead.”

				The words slammed into her, a physical blow. Her legs trembled and she ground her teeth, determined to keep standing.

				“I’m so sorry.”

				He walked out of the room, leaving her numb. Even the fury had vanished.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				TWENTY-EIGHT

				

				

				Ward raced down the hall and didn’t stop until he reached his sleeping chamber. His breath kept catching in his throat. Oh, Goddess, how he wanted her—the uncomfortableness of his pants was proof of that—but she had wanted him, too. He was sure of it. She had kissed him without reserve, and he could see the sincerity in her eyes and feel it in the quickening of her pulse under her skin when he’d touched her.

				It was wrong. So very, very wrong. She was dead. Even if she didn’t look it and he couldn’t explain why. Dead. And so beautiful and she wanted him. Never in his life had a woman like Celia given him a second glance without wanting something in return. Maybe that was it. She wanted something. No. It had felt honest. Real. Her desire seemed as hot as his.

				Now he was being a fool. She was dead and her situation was dangerous. He needed to solve her murder and help her find justice so he could avoid the fate of an Oath-breaker. Was the fate of a necrophiliac less damning than that of an Oath-breaker?

				He pushed that thought aside. He was not a necrophiliac. A chill raced across his bare chest and he realized he’d left his shirt in the study with Celia. Maybe the chill was for the best. And, really, it wasn’t that cold in the cavern. Even if he did have his shirt, he would think twice about putting it on and risk jarring his sore arm. He grabbed his medical supplies, and by the time he was at the chamber with Solartti’s body, he’d almost convinced himself it was the pain of putting the shirt back on and not his discomfort of facing Celia that stopped him from retrieving it.

				After getting a sample of Solartti’s blood, Ward returned to his room. He paced the tiny chamber, trying to work up the courage to get his shirt. He was sure Celia was mad at him. Heck, he was mad at himself. If she wasn’t mad, he didn’t know if he had the will to refuse her a second time. If he went back to the study and she was still there, what would he say? What could he say?

				No. She wouldn’t be there. The Goddess couldn’t possibly be so cruel.

				He peered out into the dim hall. No sign of Celia. He listened and couldn’t hear her, either. It was as safe as it was going to get. He crept back to the study, refusing to glance into her sleeping chamber to see if she was there, hoping that if he didn’t notice her, she wouldn’t notice him.

				The study was empty, and Ward released the breath he’d been holding. The open jug of wine sat on the desk beside Celia’s cup. On the floor, by the only chair clear of papers, lay his shirt. He navigated the obstacle course to the desk and stooped to pick up his cup. It was three-quarters full. She had topped it up and he hadn’t had the chance to drink it. He drained the rich liquid in one gulp, not bothering to take the time to appreciate the wine’s complexities. Then he set the cup on the desk, grabbed the bottle, and picked his shirt off the floor. He took a step toward the door, but stopped and headed back to the desk for the journal. The test of Solartti’s blood needed sunlight to activate it, but he didn’t want to go to Celia right now and propose an outing. He also wasn’t going to get much sleep, so he might as well stare at the journal and try not to think of her soft skin and warm lips and gentle fingers and—

				He took a quick swig of wine and pushed all thoughts of Celia to the back of his mind. Striding back to his room, he focused on one goal—getting to the room—and didn’t think of anything else until he got there. He sat on the stone pallet and took another long swig from the bottle.

				After he’d caught his breath, he pressed his palm to the back wall, bringing the witch-stone to life, and opened the journal to the first page. He concentrated on the page, making his mind ponder only the problem of the journal. There had to be some answers in it. Why else would it be kept in a secret safe?

				Last night, he’d thought it was written in Gordelian, but some of the characters didn’t fit and the spelling was inconsistent. Of course, that didn’t mean a whole lot since consistent spelling had yet to reach many of the languages in the principalities. However, if he assumed it was a middle dialect of Gordelian, and like the only other middle dialect he was familiar with, there were some symbols weaned out of the written language, he’d at least have a starting point.

				The memory of Celia running her hands down his chest sent heat through him, making his face and neck burn. He pushed the thought away, drawing on a strength of will he didn’t know he possessed.

				If the journal was written in a middle dialect of Gordelian, the first paragraph should read: The age of darkness came... or started... could it be heralded?... with the birth of the shadow walker.

				The light from the witch-stone went out. Ward leaned over, pressed his palm against it, and turned back to the journal. Whether he was reading the rest right or not, the words ‘shadow walker’ were the same from Nicco’s notes. He’d expected something, but not the key to Nicco’s research, the answers written in some journal like the answers to the tests he used to take at school. Things like that didn’t happen, and yet here it was, as plain as could be.

				The age of darkness came with the birth of the shadow walker, a creature created by the wise through incantation and potion, through light and darkness, with a joining of all at the moment of... Contraluxis?

				The witch-stone went dark again.

				Ward shifted so his back pressed against the witch-stone panel. When the light returned, he scanned the rest of the page. He was starting to get used to the strange characters and now, as if he were reading a regular text, he could skim it, picking up the most significant details.

				According to the entry, the shadow walker was created as a means of cleansing a corrupt aristocracy. It could become incorporeal at will—or the better explanation, it was really a ghost who could become corporeal. A creature that didn’t eat or sleep and could walk through walls.

				It didn’t surprise Ward the Master would keep such a tale, particularly if there was a grain of truth to it. He could imagine the power a Master of the Assassins’ Guild would have if such a creature were at his beck and call.

				But at what cost? Something that powerful, kept on this side of the veil for an indefinite time, would create an imbalance of epic proportions. He didn’t need Grandfather to tell him that. It could be an imbalance large enough to destroy an entire civilization, like the Ancients themselves. All that remained of the mysterious people were a scattering of strange structures, the Holy City of Veknormai, and some tales. And that didn’t take into consideration the poor soul turned into the creature. An eternity of torture, never crossing the veil to the Goddess to find peace and not whole enough to live a normal life, could drive it mad. The very creature that created the imbalance could have ended up being the means of setting it right, taking soul after soul until the balance was corrected or the creature was destroyed.

				He flipped the page. This was a different entry. At the top was the date, the ninth year of the reign of Vaalyn the first, more than ten generations ago. This entry discussed the preparation of the one chosen to become the shadow walker with equal centinnes of the... he couldn’t read the next word... over three full courses of the moon to end on the night of Contraluxis when the Heart of Veknormai bloomed in the Tomb of Souls and the chosen one drank of the Nectar. The astrologist’s sign outside of Three Ships Café had advertised the Contraluxis to be in... it would be two days now. The Heart of Veknormai wouldn’t bloom again for another hundred and fifty years, when a lunar eclipse coincided with the alignment of the Goddess star and the Light Son’s two hunting-dog stars.

				He shivered. This was like reading some spell from Grandfather’s spell books. Centinne was a necromancer term indicating a measured dose, and if that was how this shadow walker was created, it now made sense that a list of rare necromantic herbs was linked to the Ancients.

				And why Karysa might be in Brawenal.

				The next pages were surprising entries about failed searches, the fall of Dominuses of the Gentilica, the rise of new ones, and their searches until the tale at the beginning of the journal was believed to be just that, a tale.

				Celia had lied. The journal didn’t belong to the Master of the Assassins’ Guild. His lips tingled at the memory of hers pressed against his, warm and soft. The look in her eyes no longer seemed so sincere. What else had she lied to him about? He flipped through the pages. All the entries were written in the same hand, even though the journal spanned generations. Then he reached entries dated a few years ago. The tone changed from disbelief to curiosity, revealing how an Innecroestri called Karysa had arrived with news about a scholar and his research on the Ancients, and the author—the Dominus, Celia’s father—realized the possible connection to the shadow walker.

				Which now sat in Celia’s study, spread across her desk, the floor, the bookshelf, and chairs.

				He turned back to the journal. Her father, having learned the details of Nicco’s research, sent Celia to kill him and destroy the evidence before the Master found out about it. The shadow walker was an advantage that would raise the Gentilica beyond the Guild, making it more powerful and he—the Dominus—would never have to compromise again.

				Ward looked at the dark ceiling, staring at the swirls of smoke caught in the obsidian. The wine wasn’t sitting well in his stomach and his room seemed cold. Where did Celia’s loyalty lie? With her father? The Master? Or somewhere else? Celia had admitted she’d tried to figure out Nicco’s research, and he had believed that. It sounded reasonable, but what if that was only half of the story? If she knew about the tale, she could be trying to become the shadow walker. That would make her unstoppable. The best. The perfect assassin.

				And it would please her father.

				Another shiver raced up his spine, and he pulled his cloak over his legs. He’d been so gullible, even more gullible than when she’d batted her eyelashes at him, begging for his help to solve her murder. She could change herself, appear to be someone else. Did he see who she really was, or had everything been a manipulation, nothing more? She probably hadn’t even been murdered. She’d never shown him the note warning her of her assassination, and he could only assume the warehouse they’d sneaked into had held assassination assignments.

				Now that he thought about it, it seemed ridiculous that the Assassins’ Guild would even keep a written record about their work. If she knew about the shadow walker and the potion, she could have easily gone to a necromancer and found out about the dosage. Her death could have been a mistake. She could have taken too much and died too soon. She had said she never took zephnyr oil. That meant she was safe to take the concoction—more or less—and it wouldn’t have prevented Ward from waking her, like it did with Solartti. It might also explain why his Jam de’U had lasted so long. For all he knew, Innecroestris used the herbs for their false resurrections.

				No. He shook his head, shocked at where his thoughts had taken him. Celia didn’t know about the shadow walker or the herbs. She was murdered for the information, not because she was trying to become some creature.

				And if that was the case, if he tested her blood like Solartti’s, he wouldn’t find any sign of the herb. Then he would know for certain. He could control his imagination long enough for a simple test. The unease in his stomach didn’t calm.

				He would have to wait for the test.

				“I hope you’ve slept, necromancer.” Celia stepped into his room, a rucksack slung over her shoulder. “We’re going to Veknormai.”

				“Now?”

				“Yes, now. Unless you find staring at incomprehensible scratches on a page more exciting?” Her words were brisk, as if she didn’t want him to come along but for some reason had thought better of not asking him.

				He glanced at the journal lying open on his lap. Did she know how to read it?

				If she had ibria in her, he’d know.

				He closed the journal and stood. “No. Going to Veknormai is fine. A little fresh air might be good.” His mouth went dry and his pulse roared in his ears. “Since we’re going, I’ll finish testing Solartti’s blood.”

				She nodded and headed out of the room.

				“I also thought I should test yours.”

				“What for?” she asked, spinning to face him.

				He shrugged, walking past her toward the stairs. He needed to stay calm and remember he could be wrong, that Celia might not be a cold-blooded murderer trying to become the perfect killer. Goddess, he’d almost slept with her.

				“There are other herbs, poisons, that I can test for. Maybe we’ll be able to discover how you were murdered, too.”

				“I think I would’ve noticed if I’d been slipped something.”

				“I’m sure you would.” He forced himself to look back at her. “But just humor me. In the very least, we can rule those kinds of poisons out.”

				She sighed. “Fine. As long as you don’t get in my way.”

				He raised his good hand in mock defense. “I’d never think of it.”
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				Ward followed Celia out of the sewers to the other side of the prince’s palace, where they emerged from the mountain onto a thin path. The path wound around the steep side of the volcano to the Holy City of Veknormai. It was dawn when they reached the edge of the cemetery. Pale pink clouds scuttled across a blue sky pierced by golden beams of light. Before them, reflecting white, blue, and gold, stood a white obelisk proclaiming the south entrance to the Holy City.

				Celia stepped into its long shadow and sat. She opened her rucksack, pulled out an apple, looked at him with narrow eyes, and pulled out another. “Breakfast?”

				The sun broke free of the clouds, drawing a sharp line between the daylight and the shadow, painting Celia as a midnight creature, cowering in the only darkness she could find.

				And then the moment was gone. The contrast between shadow and sunlight disappeared behind downy clouds and the nobleman’s daughter, with her sculpted features and perfect skin, returned. He pushed away the memory of her hands on him.

				“I supposed you can always eat while we walk,” she said.

				“No. I was just...” He suppressed a shiver and crossed the threshold into the shadow. Goddess help him if Celia was trying to become the shadow walker. “I was just thinking. I should probably get your blood.”

				“Fine. How do you want it?”

				He rummaged through his pack until he found a piece of parchment. “Just prick your finger and put a little on here.”

				She unsheathed her dagger and pricked her finger, squeezing the tip. He watched the blood swell and drip onto the parchment. If she had ibria in her, the sunlight and blood would react with the herb and turn it into crystals.

				She held out the parchment and the apple. He took both, afraid to make eye contact, his mind jumping between all the “what ifs” he could think of, while worrying about those he couldn’t. Regardless, he couldn’t devise a plan that wouldn’t end in his death or severe disfigurement.

				He folded the parchment into a packet and forced himself to look at her. Without a word Celia stood, indicating she was ready to continue, and Ward followed. He wished he were back at school, or even still incarcerated in Wildenmere. At least there they believed it was bad luck to kill a necromancer.

				They reached the first of the mausoleums, and Celia pulled a few loose pages from her rucksack. Ward leaned against a tombstone, waiting for instructions. He was sure she had some. She always did. But instead, she gazed across the landscape and adjusted her bag.

				“It should be here.”

				Maybe he should offer to help. No. That would involve a conversation consisting of more than a handful of words while she explained what she was after, and he wasn’t sure he was up for that. He doubted she’d take his offer the way he intended, and if she was trying to become the shadow walker, he didn’t really want to help her.

				She headed down a wide gravel path, disappearing from sight as it curved around a massive structure.

				§

				By noon, Ward still waited, and Celia still hadn’t found what she was looking for. The sun shone with blinding brightness against the white marble, reminding Ward of the last time he’d been here. He’d been at the very top where it wasn’t so steep. Now, he could see the writhing white and turquoise of the bay. He found it strange that the Ancients would call a cemetery a city, although he supposed the justification came from the perspective that, even if they were dead, they were still residents. Ward, however, knew differently. No one resided in a cemetery. It was just a place to stow a body. Once dead, the soul crossed the veil and lived in the heart of the Goddess.

				Celia stepped onto the path before him, her back to him.

				“Are you sure it’s here?” Ward asked. “Whatever it is,” he added under his breath.

				“The page said the lower half on the southern side.” She seemed more frustrated than angry.

				“How far down have you gone?”

				“All over. The page says the map is inside. That means I can eliminate anything that’s too small or doesn’t have a door, and still...”

				“Map?”

				“Yes.” She shoved the parchment into his hands, jarring his tender arm. On it were the four joined rings and Nicco’s uneven writing.

				“A map.” She yanked the page back. “‘The light, like that of the sun, will show the way to the Tomb of Souls.’ Which means there’s a map somewhere. Because sunlight has to shine on only a part of it, the first logical conclusion is that it’s in a tomb in Veknormai.”

				It didn’t seem like there were any logical conclusions, let alone a first one. Regardless, he couldn’t let her find the Tomb of Souls and the last step of her transformation into the shadow walker. He flushed and wiped the sweat from his palms down the front of his pants, making his wounded arm burn at the sudden movement. He didn’t know how to get her to stop searching without drawing her suspicion. His best bet was to find the map first and lie about it.

				“And the joined spheres—?”

				“Are on the door.”

				He forced a sigh, and she raised her chin.

				“I never asked you to help.”

				“Actually,” he said, about to comment on that very first night that started it all, but she didn’t appear to be in a joking mood, and he didn’t feel the need to remind her of his foolishness. “Two sets of eyes are better than one. Besides, the more we wander around in the daylight, the more chance we have of running into someone we’d rather not.”

				“Fine.”

				“Fine.”

				They searched until the sun sat low on the horizon, a dark red sphere. Ward had finally worked up the nerve to convince Celia to give up when she approached, smiling.

				The constant knot in his stomach tightened even more. “I suppose that smile means we’re not going back to the cavern?”

				The smile fell away. “No. I just wanted to tell you to sit there and not get lost.”

				“You were happy before I said something.”

				“That was before I remembered how annoying you are,” she said and marched away.

				If she had found the tomb, she might be able to decipher the map, bringing her closer to her goal. But he didn’t know that for certain, and if he didn’t begin the test on her blood now, he’d have to wait another day. He couldn’t decide what was more important, her intention or the map. He hurried after her, not letting her out of his sight, his mind whirling.

				The tomb was hidden by an outcropping, a ragged pillar of granite thrust from the side of the mountain. A small pine, struggling for life, pressed against it. Peeking out from one of its few branches, Ward could discern a worn carving of four joined circles.

				“I thought I told you to wait.”

				Maybe he could just take a peek, see if there really was a map, then run out and start the test. “You’ll need help opening it.”

				She pointed to the stone slab, which only half covered the opening, leaving a space wide enough for her to enter.

				“Fine.” It served him right for thinking too much and not paying attention. Now he had to come up with something else, but he couldn’t make his mind work fast enough. “Maybe I’m just curious. I could help you translate some of the writing.”

				“Have you figured out the journal yet?”

				He bit his lip. If he said yes, he’d have to tell her what he’d discovered, and if she was trying to become the shadow walker, would that make her want to dispose of him? He couldn’t risk it. “No.”

				“Then why would you think you could translate Ancient?” She glared at him and put one hand on her hip and the other on the pommel of her dagger. “I’d rather be alone.”

				Ward inched back, not wanting a confrontation until he knew her intentions. If she wasn’t trying to become the shadow walker, it wouldn’t matter if she knew the location of the Tomb. And if she was... he could always stop her before the Contraluxis.

				“Sure,” he said.

				A slight smile pulled at her lips, but it didn’t reach her eyes. She turned and slipped past the heavy marble door into the tomb.

				Ward swallowed the lump in his throat. He needed to be more careful. After last night, he didn’t know how she felt about him, but it seemed whatever had been between them was lost. Resigning himself to that fact, he climbed the steep path back into the dying rays of sunshine. At least he could finish his test.

				Finding a chest-high monument—a long, marble coffin—he climbed onto it and sat, his legs hanging over the edge. Before him was a perfect sunset, lighting up the peaks of the Red Mountains against an azure sky. It felt as if a lifetime had passed since he’d sat and watched the sun travel its course.

				He pulled himself from his reverie, reached into his rucksack, and removed the two folded pieces of parchment containing Solartti’s and Celia’s blood. He brushed the dust from the surface of the tomb and unfolded each parchment to wait for the last rays of the sun to crystallize the blood. Then he took the journal from his rucksack and opened it. There were only a few more entries left to read, and if he couldn’t watch Celia in the tomb, he might as well have all the other information he could find.

				In the remaining entries, the Dominus—Celia’s father—described the fruit of a months-long, systematic search of Veknormai, resulting in the discovery of the Tomb of Souls, but it didn’t specify its location.

				Ward leaned forward, casting his shadow across the journal, making it difficult to read. He shifted so the sun once again lit the text.

				With luck this would prove Celia was innocent of the whole scheme. If her father knew the location of the Tomb of Souls there was no need for her to find a map that would lead her there. Of course, her blood would offer definitive proof, but he still had to wait a little longer. And really, all her blood would prove was that her father intended to create this shadow walker and had the means to do so. It didn’t disprove that Celia sought the same goal on her own to make her father happy.

				Damn, and he thought Calbournians wove complicated sleuth-stories. If he had a big blank wall and some chalk—not to mention a couple of days—he might be able to unravel all the threads. Although he still didn’t know anything for certain.

				He glanced at the parchments, but couldn’t tell if miniscule crystals had formed or not. Maybe his eyes were playing tricks on him. If the crystals were present and had started to grow, they’d be visible soon. He just didn’t want to wait. Celia could be, at that very moment, discovering the location of the Tomb of Souls. In the very least, he should be there with her so he’d know as well.

				And then what?

				He ground his teeth. He couldn’t confront her. She’d just kill him. Any friendship or understanding between them wouldn’t be enough to stop her. She’d probably smile through the whole thing, and that would be the last thing he’d ever see. A manic smile on her beautiful face.

				Regardless, he had to do something. He’d just have to figure out what that was when the time came. If only they’d run into the Master of the Assassins’ Guild. That might solve the problem. It was a strange day indeed if that was his most desperate wish. Unless, of course, the Master wanted to become the shadow walker as well. Which would only make the matter worse.

				Ward grabbed the parchments beside him and held them in the sunlight. Pale green flecks had formed in both samples. Celia had taken ibria, and the only explanation was to become the shadow walker. It also meant that whoever had given Solartti the herb, knew it would kill him. Which, he supposed, made sense. They had seen Karysa when they’d run off with his body. Unless Solartti also knew about the shadow walker and was trying to become it as well and didn’t know that ibria, charlatous, and zephnyr oil was a deadly combination.

				This was ridiculous. He could speculate all day and still not have any answers. He folded the parchments, shoved them into his rucksack, and headed back to the tomb.

				Celia emerged from behind the stone slab that had covered the entrance, brushing dust and cobwebs from her dress. Her brow was creased and her mouth set in a hard line. Her frown deepened when she saw Ward.

				He forced a calm expression and held back his relief. An unlucky Celia meant a very lucky him. “No luck?”

				“On the contrary.”

				His stomach clenched and a shiver raced up his spine even though the late rays of a perfect summer afternoon warmed him. “You don’t look happy.”

				She glowered at him and climbed up the steep path. “That’s my thinking face.”

				“Oh.”

				“I found the map. I just need to reconfirm with the notes I left back in the cavern.”

				“Well, maybe if I look at the map I can help you.”

				“No.”

				“But—”

				“I know where the tomb is. I don’t need your help.” She huffed and strode away.

				Ward glanced back at the tomb, then scrambled after her. He didn’t want to get lost in Veknormai, nor did he want to raise her suspicions—not until he figured out what to do. He’d just have to do it before the Contraluxis tomorrow night.
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				Celia sat in a dark hallway on the second ring, watching the stairs leading to the only way out Ward knew about, and waiting to see what she’d set in motion. If Ward really was working for her father or the Master, surely the location of the Tomb of Souls and the Nectar of Veknormai—whatever it was—was significant enough to warrant a trip to his contact. If he wasn’t working for them, she’d spend the night sitting on the floor and know she could still trust him.

				Unless they didn’t really care about Nicco’s research or Ward suspected she knew about his betrayal. She wished his seduction had been a success, and yet a part of her was glad it hadn’t. She’d gotten too close as it was.

				Still, she was missing valuable information, like the truth about Ward, even the truth about her murder. Missing details made her twitchy. There were too many variables she couldn’t account for, and that was dangerous. If she’d been thinking, she would have asked Ward about his test on her and Solartti’s blood. She’d wanted to, but the curiosity would be in contradiction to her previous behavior and she didn’t want to alarm him. In truth, she didn’t need to know who had killed Solartti or herself. It was the leaders of the Underworld: her father, the Master, and Bakmeire.

				No more wavering. She needed to do what she needed to do.

				First, though, she had to catch Ward and dispose of him before she gave something away, something bigger than her secret haunt. And it had to be something bigger, something to do with Nicco’s research, or they wouldn’t have hired Ward to wake her. She just couldn’t figure out what that was.

				The soft shuffling of feet along the ring drew her attention, and she peeked out of the shadows into the gallery. As expected, Ward, his rucksack slung over his shoulder, made his way to the stairs.

				She let him pass, waiting for him to climb out of sight. Then she followed, lying low to the steps until she could see the floor of the first ring.

				He set his rucksack down and pulled on a boot.

				Her blood rushed in her ears and an ache grew in her gut, spreading to her chest and accentuating each beat of her heart. He couldn’t have betrayed her. She wanted him to be innocent, compassionate Ward, to be as perfect and blessed as his hands. Yet the evidence could not be disputed. He was putting on his boots to betray more of her secrets to the very people who had murdered her.

				He pulled on his other boot and straightened.

				She reached for the dagger at her hip. This time she wouldn’t miss and she wouldn’t stitch him back up. She’d stand there and watch him bleed.

				“Where are you going, Ward?” she asked, standing, her arms crossed so her right hand could rest on the hilt of her dagger without appearing obvious.

				He swallowed and ran his hands down the front of his shirt, looking every bit the guilty man. “I just need a little fresh air.”

				“You got lots this afternoon.”

				“Yes.” He nodded, his head bobbing up and down. Where was the consummate player now? Or was this just more of his games?

				“Why don’t you stay in?”

				He glanced at the door then back to her.

				“We could open that other jug of wine and celebrate my findings.”

				“Yes.” He made no move to take off his boots.

				She raised an eyebrow, trying to elicit a response. Her mind screamed at her to kill him, end it, leave the cavern, and begin her hunt. She squeezed the hilt of her dagger. Now. She should do it now.

				He shifted from one foot to the other.

				She loosened the blade from its sheath.

				He swallowed.

				Yes. His death would free her to do what she was born to do and yet it was his spell that kept her alive. If his life ended, would hers? Would she cross back over the veil or would something else happen? If she killed him, she had no guarantee she would be able to finish her mission. And to top it off, her cursed heart didn’t want him dead.

				“I really do need a little air.” He was pale. White as death.

				She eased her dagger back into its sheath and forced a half smile. Perhaps she could play him for a little longer. Just until she knew if killing him would end his spell on her or not. “I’ll open the wine and let it breathe. When you return you can help me confirm the location of the Tomb of Souls.”

				He nodded, but didn’t appear any happier at the prospect of wine and a puzzle. In fact, he looked even more nervous than before.

				§

				Ward stepped into the dim sewers. He closed the cavern door and pressed his hands against its smooth surface. His heart pounded, and all he could hear was its heavy thump and the rush of air that came with every breath. He was caught.

				How had he managed to survive the encounter? He shoved that thought aside. It didn’t matter how it had happened. He should make the best of it and run.

				With a quick inhalation that made him choke on the fumes, he pushed away from the wall and started down the pipe. First he had the Inquisitor to check on, and regardless of his Oath, this was the last visit. The Tracker would have to figure out the rest on his own. Besides, the incision seemed to be healing well. There was still a chance it would rot, but every passing day decreased that chance. The Goddess had been watching over him on that matter since many operations ended in tragedy. If only she’d been watching earlier.

				He found an access pipe and climbed the ladder to the street, no longer caring if anyone saw him. He wasn’t going back. The Goddess herself couldn’t command him to return to Celia. The fact that she hadn’t killed him, he was sure, was merely a moment of weakness. If he returned, she’d surely regain her senses.

				And what of him? Had he finally returned to his right mind? He was about to check on a patient who could arrest him and just as easily kill him. He wanted to run to the far reaches of the principalities, but the little voice of reason buried deep within the recesses of his mind reminded him that even the barren northern plains were not free of the Gentilica. Even if the Tracker let him go, and his spell on Celia ended before the Contraluxis and she turned herself into the shadow walker, there would still be the Dominus and the Master. Unless Celia took that matter into her own hands.

				There was the catch. Even if he ran, his life was still tied to Celia’s. If he ran he was dead. If he stayed he was dead. No matter what he did, it heralded his end.

				Well, if he was meeting the Goddess, he would go down fighting. He would stop Celia, and—

				A calm settled within him for the first time in days. The answer was so simple he couldn’t believe it had taken him so long to figure it out. He had picked the wrong demon to make a deal with.

				He would visit the Tracker to check the Inquisitor’s health and barter with his knowledge of the Gentilica. Surely the identity of the Dominus would buy his freedom for a lifesaving surgery. They’d even be grateful Ward—Edward de’Ath the Fourth, eighth-generation necromancer—had, in one swoop, brought down the head of crime in Brawenal. He imagined them taking him to the prince, who would shower him with titles and riches and proclaim that surgery was for the better good of all men and not an abomination in the eyes of the Goddess. There would be a small keep with a library full of books in his future, and he would never have to fear for his life again.

				But first, he had to destroy his Jam de’U and kill Celia. And he couldn’t do that from a distance. He turned around and marched back to the sewers and the cavern. He wasn’t certain how he’d destroy his spell. What he did know was that he needed to meditate to focus his concentration, then sever the magic keeping Celia from crossing the veil. And, as with any necromantic practice, he needed more blood. It was best to have physical contact to break a spell, but he’d take close proximity as another, probably safer, option.

				He reached for the door, pausing to regain an outward appearance of calm, and swung it open. Someone screamed. It sounded like Celia, but she’d never struck Ward as a screamer. If trouble was bad enough to warrant screaming, she’d just pull out her dagger and kill it. Whatever it was, it had to be beyond bad.

				Without considering the possibilities of what beyond bad meant, he leapt through the doorway and was jerked off his feet. Bakmeire grasped the front of Ward’s shirt with a thick hand, shook him, and tossed him against the wall.

				Air burst from his lungs and he sagged to the floor. Celia barked a string of curses, and over Bakmeire’s shoulder, Ward saw her struggling against her father’s grasp. He stood behind her, his height and bulk dwarfing her.

				Beside them, Karysa glanced Ward’s way, letting her bloody hand fall away from Celia’s forehead. It left a dark smear, reminding Ward of the ceremonial face paint worn by the warriors in Worben. Now that Ward finally got a good look at her he didn’t like what he saw. The rumors were true. Five gold rings in her right ear reflected the multihued light from the ceiling. The sign that she was powerful enough to have successfully created five vesperitti—creatures that were half-alive and half-dead, kept on this side of the veil by human blood.

				“Two for the price of one,” she said.

				“Get back to your spell,” Carlyle said, his voice the deep growl Ward remembered from their first meeting when he’d hired Ward to wake Celia.

				Karysa grabbed Celia’s face in both hands and began to chant. Her voice was low. She rumbled harsh, guttural words. Pausing, she sucked in a quick breath and pressed her forehead to Celia’s, repeating the chant.

				Ward wasn’t certain what was supposed to happen. He didn’t recognize the spell, and because of his mystic blindness, he couldn’t see how she manipulated the energy around her.

				Karysa stopped and turned to Ward, her eyes narrowed.

				“What’s wrong?” Carlyle asked.

				Celia twisted, squirming in his grip, and Karysa backhanded her across the face. The impact echoed through the cavern and Celia froze, her expression dark.

				“I can’t impress my will on the boy’s spell.”

				“You said you could,” Carlyle said.

				“Yes.”

				All eyes turned to Ward.

				Carlyle pursed his lips. “Well?”

				“Kill him.”

				“I thought you said I shouldn’t.”

				The Innecroestri shrugged. “I’ve changed my mind.”

				Ward scrambled to his feet. He still wasn’t sure what was going on, but it didn’t appear as if Celia was a willing sacrifice for her father’s plans. Bakmeire drew his sword and hobbled forward, blocking the entrance to the sewers.

				A part of Ward’s mind screamed at him to run and save himself, but another part, a louder part, told him to rescue Celia. But she was more capable of taking care of herself than Ward, and no matter how he tried, there was nothing he could do dead. Celia would have to wait.

				He turned and ran, praying Bakmeire’s injured leg would slow him down. It should. Ward hadn’t known a hamstring to heal so fast, if it healed at all. In retrospect, the man should still be bedridden. There wasn’t time to contemplate all the implications of that. All he could do was hope for a set of stairs on the other side of the gallery, or reach the set he knew of before Carlyle or Karysa.

				Celia yelled something, and Ward risked a glance over his shoulder. Bakmeire had fallen behind. For once Ward’s long legs were good for something. Celia had broken free of her father and faced him, fists raised. Ward couldn’t see Karysa. He scanned the landing, trying to see into the shadowed hallways that branched away from the cavern.

				“Ward.”

				He turned back to Celia, who dodged a strike from her father. His heart swelled, and he picked up his pace, unsure how he could help her, but knowing he had to.

				The shadow of an enormous man suddenly appeared before him and Ward slammed into him. Lights danced before his eyes, and he fell back onto his rear end. Before he could clear his vision, large hands grasped the front of his shirt and hauled him up. He couldn’t fathom how Bakmeire had gotten in front of him. He clawed at the hands, but knew it was futile.

				Celia yelled his name again, and whoever held him shook him. He gasped, his breath caught in his throat, choking him, wracking his body with violent coughs.

				The man—no, creature—was Solartti. Not the Solartti he remembered. That was impossible, his soul had been destroyed. It was merely the man’s flesh reanimated. Vacant eyes stared at him from a gray and mottled face as he waited for his master’s next command.

				“Kill him, pet,” Karysa said. She pressed her body against Solartti’s and ran a hand along his jaw into his limp hair.

				“Can’t we discuss this?” Ward asked, struggling against the zombie’s grip.

				Karysa tipped her head to one side, examining him like a bird of prey. She blinked, a lazy movement of her lids, as if considering his request. With the same hand that had stroked Solartti’s dead cheek, she reached for Ward. He squirmed, leaning back to avoid her touch, but she grabbed his chin. With blood on her hands she could do anything to him, enslave his soul, destroy it altogether. Instead, she caressed his jaw, her fingers sticky with the drying blood. Then she flicked her wrist and sharp pain bit the side of his face. Warmth oozed along his jaw. She withdrew her hand, her first two fingers bright with his blood. She licked her index finger. Surprise flashed across her face before she shook her head and frowned.

				“No, there isn’t much to you, is there?” She held her bloodied fingers up to Solartti, who sucked them clean.

				“Really, I’m no threat, I—”

				“You are in the way.”

				Solartti twisted, crushing Ward into the obsidian railing, before throwing him over the edge. Ward clawed at the railing, but couldn’t gain a hold on it, and the first level of the gallery raced by. Above, someone screamed. For a moment he was weightless, as if the Goddess had granted him the gift of flight, then his heart thudded, once... twice... weighing him down with mortal flesh.

				He flailed, trying to grasp the rungs as they raced by. His foot slammed against a railing, the impact reverberating up his leg. He swung backward and his head smashed into the landing. His vision blackened. There weren’t even any flecks this time.

				His mind whirled, caught up with the pounding in his chest and the rush in his ears. Had he broken his ankle, or his skull?

				His hand clipped the railing and he wrapped his numb fingers around it.

				The sudden stop shot an excruciating flash of pain through his shoulder. He ground his teeth, refusing to let go, but his fingers were slick with sweat and his grip started to slip. He opened his eyes. The rungs were fuzzy, popping in and out of focus. He grasped for one with his other hand, but it vanished, a figment of his double vision.

				His hold gave way and he grabbed at whatever he could with his free hand, barely catching the edge of a rung. The stitches tore from his bicep, making his eyes water. His hand spasmed and he lost his grip. He hit the railing below with his shins and fell forward onto the landing.

				He struggled to stand. Celia was still up there, in danger. They might keep coming after him. He had to get up, but his body wouldn’t obey his commands. His muscles twitched, sending sharp bursts of agony through him and leaving him gasping for breath.

				

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				THIRTY-ONE

				

				

				It all happened so fast. Solartti tossed Ward over the edge and her heart skipped a beat. She clutched the rail, the glass slippery under her sweaty palms, the muscles in her legs tense. Someone grabbed her shoulder and threw her against the cavern wall. The air burst from her lungs. She tried to drag her thoughts back to the present, but couldn’t get them to focus. Her father, Bakmeire, that woman. Ward. How had they found her? She couldn’t wrap her mind around how they’d gotten in. A part of her knew they’d found one of the other entrances and had come from there.

				She scrambled to her feet. Ward was dead. There was nothing to be done about it. Yet, she couldn’t bring herself to believe it. She didn’t want to. Regardless, she had to keep her head and escape. The door to the sewers lay a few feet away and Bakmeire was even farther. From the way he still hobbled, he wouldn’t be able to catch her. All she had to worry about was her father behind her, although her chances had decreased when he’d disarmed her in his initial attack.

				She lunged for the door, twisting at the last minute, hoping he’d grab for her and not strike with his dagger. His fingers brushed her shoulder.

				It was closer than she liked. There wouldn’t be enough time to pull the door open before he was in reach.

				From the corner of her eye light flashed on metal. She sidestepped and the dagger nicked her sleeve. His hand came into sight. She grabbed it and twisted, yanking him around and down. He landed in front of her with a grunt. She stomped on his hand, forcing the dagger free, and kicked it over the edge. To follow Ward. She pushed that thought away. There’d be time to mourn Ward later.

				Now her father lay between her and the door, and she wasn’t fool enough to chance getting past him. She turned on her heel and raced for the stairs. A sudden shiver wracked her body and she stumbled, grabbing for the wall to catch her balance. Darkness tugged at her consciousness. Her knees buckled and she fell to the floor. She gasped for breath. No. Not now. Not with Ward...

				A third shiver doubled her over, but not even the warmth of the floor could heat away the cold within her.

				§

				“Is he dead?” The voice was young, high-pitched. Owned either by a girl or a boy before puberty.

				“Check his breath, silly.” This voice also seemed young, but it definitely belonged to a boy, just past puberty and still with an unstable pitch.

				If he was dead, Ward couldn’t figure out why children were debating the issue. It also didn’t explain why he was in such anguish.

				“Are you going to stand there?” Ward recognized that voice. It belonged to the Tracker, Nazarius. “Or are you going to report?”

				Two sets of booted feet scurried away. Where was he? The cavern? The floor under his cheek and hands were warm like the cavern, but only he and Celia knew the cavern existed. He corrected himself. Carlyle, Bakmeire, and Karysa knew—why not Nazarius?

				A burst of panic sent his heart pumping. Carlyle had Celia. He had to get up and do... something, but just the thought of sitting up made his body burn. He groaned instead and opened his eyes. The obsidian floor and a small portion of wall blurred, slipping in and out of focus. He couldn’t tell if he had double vision.

				A pair of boots came into view, worn at the toes, with mud splashed up the sides. Celia wouldn’t like someone wearing dirty boots in her cavern. A hand pressed against the obsidian floor between the boots. It had a wide palm and stubby fingers covered in calluses, the sign of someone who worked for a living. It looked too weathered to belong to either of the children, so it could only be Nazarius’s. The boots and hand blurred, multiplied, then shifted back into focus.

				“I see you’ve found my luxury hotel,” Ward said, his voice a weak croak. He coughed and the salty tang of blood rolled over his tongue. He couldn’t remember hitting his face in the fall, but it had happened so fast, he supposed anything was possible.

				“What happened? Are you all right?” Nazarius lowered his voice, and his cool breath fluttered against the inflamed skin on Ward’s cheek.

				“Depends if you’re here to arrest me.”

				“And if I am?”

				“Then I’m dead and you’ve disposed of my body as befitting a criminal of my diabolical nature.” Besides, if he was alive and Nazarius was here to arrest him for performing an illegal surgery, or even for stealing Celia’s body, he might be better off dead.

				“You know I can’t do that. Word came down from the top. You’re to be taken to the prince.”

				Ward snorted, sending a spike of pain through his head. If told a week ago that the Prince of Brawenal requested his presence, he would have been overjoyed. Now... “I think I’ll pass on the invitation.”

				“Let’s get a look at you before the apprentices return.” Nazarius grabbed Ward’s shoulder and hip and rolled him over. His body screamed in protest. He tried to take stock of where and how he was injured, but the pain was all-encompassing.

				Nazarius sat back on his heels and clicked his tongue. “Well, you don’t look too bad.” He helped Ward sit up and lean against the wall. The effort left Ward shaking. He felt as if he’d broken every bone in his body. His heart pounded, blood rushed in his ears, and his stomach roiled. The cavern wheeled and blurred, and he prayed he’d pass out before he threw up.

				“Trust me, I feel worse.” Although, from Nazarius’s reaction, it didn’t appear as if there’d be any noticeable scars, at least until the prince got ahold of him. “You’re sure you can’t say I overpowered you, or something?”

				“Edward de’Ath the Fourth,” a new voice said.

				Ward glanced over Nazarius’s shoulder at a stocky man with a sizable girth. He wore utilitarian brown, but Ward was sure if he could get his eyes to focus properly, he’d see a Tracker’s pin at his collar. Behind the man stood a handful of apprentices, as few as six, as many as two dozen. Since they all wore the same uniform and all appeared to be twelve or thirteen years old, Ward couldn’t tell which were real and which were a result of his blurry vision.

				“By order of Prince Kalodin, of the House of Bralmoore, Sovereign Ruler of the Principality of Brawenal, you are to be taken into custody to be extradited to the Principality of Olotheal to face pending charges of desecration of the dead.”

				“Just Olotheal?”

				A thick line formed between the man’s brows. He motioned to two of his apprentices and marched away. The two youths grabbed Ward by the arms and hauled him to his feet. Fiery agony engulfed him. His knees buckled, and he prayed the Goddess would grant him the gift of unconsciousness.

				He wasn’t so lucky.

				The apprentices dragged him up four flights of stairs without any consideration of his injured state. Before him, the wide back of their headmaster jumped in and out of focus. Somewhere behind him trailed the other apprentices and Nazarius. Had Nazarius betrayed him? That didn’t make sense. He’d seemed too concerned about Ward’s well-being—but Ward’s thoughts were as fuzzy as his vision. Celia was in trouble and he had to stop her father from turning her into the shadow walker. He had no idea how he was going to do that. He was just a nobody necromancer who wasn’t even good at necromancy.

				And now he was in the custody of the Quayestri.

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				THIRTY-TWO

				

				

				Celia woke with a start. Two people nearby hissed angry words at each other, and for a moment, one of them sounded like her father. No, it couldn’t be him. He’d never let his emotions come through his voice in such an obvious way.

				More hissed words, the man’s voice rising, becoming clearer.

				It was her father. She stilled her breathing and took a quick stock of her condition. Her arms and legs weren’t bound, but her dagger was missing.

				“You said the boy wouldn’t be a problem,” her father said.

				“And he isn’t.”

				It was that woman, the one from the cavern, the one who had killed the boy from the inn with a kiss.

				“Doesn’t look like it to me.”

				“His spell will fade with his death. Even if I have to cast my own spell, which I doubt since the timing couldn’t be more perfect, there is nothing standing in my way.”

				“You said that the last time,” Carlyle said.

				“If you’d done what I instructed you to do, we wouldn’t have to worry about the boy.”

				“If you had come when I called—”

				“Brew the potion, have the girl woken, and make her drink it. How hard is that? This is destiny we’re talking about. Ours and the Union’s.”

				Now she’d done it. No one talked to her father like that. His temper was famous among the Gentilica. She’d seen her father punish better men—and women, for that matter—for lesser offenses.

				“You’ll just have to deal with it,” her father said. The edge that crept into his voice when he was furious was absent, as if the argument had suddenly drained out of him. She wanted to scream at him, tell him the woman and Bakmeire were planning on killing him, but she didn’t know if he’d listen. Heavy footsteps crunched away from her in the gravel, followed by a soft harrumph and the rustle of fabric. No one approached her prison.

				She opened one eye just enough to see through her lashes and scanned the area. A crack to her right allowed in a feeble band of light, but otherwise the room was dark. She listened for any indication that someone watched her: breathing, the rustle of clothing, the scrape of metal or leather against stone or wood. Nothing. She couldn’t even hear anything beyond the room that would indicate where she was in the city.

				Well, she wouldn’t be able to escape just sitting there with one eye half open. She had to get back to the cavern and—

				And what? Ward was dead. She’d seen him fall. No one could survive that, not even Ward, who had more lives than a cat. She swallowed past the lump in her throat. All that time she’d planned to kill him, and now that he was dead, she wanted to take it back. They had talked about Ward as if he was some unwitting fool in their plans, and now she knew, too late, he really was the gentle scholar he appeared to be.

				Her eyes burned, but she refused to cry. Action was better than tears. And while Ward would probably have understood tears, action was what she knew best.

				But for what? There was no one to go back to, not her father and not Ward. If asked a few days ago, she would have said the solitary life was for her. She could fall back on her original plan and sail to the Misty Isles, but that held no appeal.

				She pulled her loose, disheveled braid apart and retied it tightly, ready for business.

				A part of her still couldn’t believe her father had been a part of it. In retrospect, the evidence was overwhelming and shouldn’t surprise her. But he was her father. That should mean something.

				She squeezed her eyes shut and a single, hot tear traced a path down her cheek and dropped from her jaw onto her arm. She brushed the tear away and sniffed. Family had a different meaning in the Gentilica, and all were slaves to the whim of the Dominus.

				Well, she’d be a slave no more. She sat up and scanned the room. Across from her stood a door outlined by thin lines of light. They didn’t flicker, so she could rule out torch or candlelight. Which meant the chances were good she was above ground and the door led outside. Depending on where she was, this could be very good or very bad.

				She ran her hands over the floor beside her. Her father had made a mistake by not binding her. While he was aware she could escape from most bonds, she was sure he knew a few knots she wouldn’t be able to slip. Was he going soft? Could she use that to convince him to stop what he planned? And he had to have something planned or she would have been killed—again.

				It didn’t matter. An advantage was an advantage and she should maximize it to the best of her ability.

				The floor and wall beside her were smooth, like the floors and walls in the cavern, which didn’t fit with the light beyond. Admittedly, she hadn’t taken the time to explore the entire cavern but no part of it was exposed to the daylight. Someone—likely many someones—would know about the Ancients’ cavern if it could be seen from above ground.

				To her right sat a wide, squat object—possibly a table—which ran from the back wall almost to the door. To her left, a series of shelves, crammed with oddly shaped objects. She tried to match any of her family’s holdings to her present location, but couldn’t make one fit.

				She stood and crept to the door, listening for anyone nearby. Nothing. It was as safe as it was going to get. She ran her hands over the warm, polished surface, feeling for a latch or groove, but it was smooth. Perhaps it moved on a track? She pressed her palms against it and pushed. It didn’t move. She pushed in the other direction. Nothing. She leaned her weight against it, using all her strength, but it didn’t budge.

				A sudden burst of panic sent her heart racing, and she forced it calm with long, even breaths. So she was trapped. She could handle this.

				She took another moment to consider where she was. From the looks of it, along with the stone in the doorway, she had the growing suspicion she was in a tomb in Veknormai.

				Regardless, she’d been in tougher situations. She was already dead. She would bide her time and wait for them to come for her. They were going to come for her. They had to. What else was the game of cat and mouse that had taken place over the last few days? Her father and that woman needed her alive—more or less—for something. All she had to do was wait.

				She wished Ward was with her. He’d try to devise some idiotic plan to move the rock or ambush her father or something. He hadn’t deserved to die.

				

			

		

	
	

	


	
	

		
			
				

				

				

				

				

				THIRTY-THREE

				

				

				“I thought you said he wasn’t dead,” a nasally tenor said.

				Ward kept his eyes shut and sucked in a shallow breath. Oh Goddess, please. Let death bring a peaceful end.

				“He isn’t. He’s just unconscious,” another man replied, his voice milder, more indistinct.

				Maybe Ward was dead and this was his fate: eternal torture for being an Oath-breaker. Goddess. He didn’t deserve such agony. He’d tried. He really had. And against unusual obstacles. Didn’t it count that he’d been tricked, that his Oath had been used against him? No, he supposed not. An Oath was an Oath, and he couldn’t pick and choose when it applied.

				“Still, the Prince of Olotheal will be unimpressed if I let him die. It’s hard to make an example of a dead man.”

				He already was an example. How to ruin your career in nine days? Chase a beautiful, dead noblewoman out her bedroom window.

				“He won’t die today.” Those mild, even tones sounded so familiar. Was it a client? Someone he’d met recently?

				“And the Goddess sent you a vision of that?”

				“Yes, my lord.”

				“Well, I’m sending down my physician, just in case.”

				A heavy door slammed with a boom. The sound ignited a fierce pounding in his head, and for a long moment, he wished he was dead, but he didn’t really want the Goddess to take him. Not yet. He had to save Celia from her terrible fate... or at least help her to help herself.

				First, he needed to take stock of his injuries and figure out where he was. His chest ached with every inhalation, but the absence of sharp pain suggested bruised, possibly cracked, but not broken ribs. He contemplated moving his arms and legs but decided another few moments of lying still wouldn’t hurt. Concentrating, Ward kept his breaths slow and even, while focusing on the cool stone under his cheek and the quiet moans coming from his surroundings. He was sure he’d been taken to the prince’s dungeon, but still hoped he was mistaken.

				Rustling fabric, somewhere behind him, made him freeze. Only one of the men had left.

				“I told you to leave town.”

				Now he recognized those even tones. It was the Master. Ward held his breath, praying the man would think he was unconscious, or dead, or something.

				The Master released an exasperated sigh. “Get up, Edward de’Ath. You’re not as hurt as you think you are, Goddess knows why.”

				“And how would you know?” He sounded impetuous even to his ears, and, now that he thought about it, the Master of the Assassins’ Guild probably knew a lot about injuries.

				“You’ve set in motion something even I might be unable to stop. And yet I know you still influence the threads of the future.”

				“How—?” Ward craned his neck to see the Master, his question dying before he could finish it. The man’s voice belonged, without any doubt, to the same man who’d threatened him in Veknormai, but this man wore the yellow mantle and open goddess-eye amulet of a Seer. On the breast of his tan doublet, peeking from behind the mantle, was the crest of the House of Bralmoore of Brawenal, indicating he was the Seer of that house, the prince’s Seer, and the second most powerful man in Brawenal—some would argue the first.

				The Master crouched, his dark gaze capturing Ward’s. “There are very few who I permit to know both of my identities. And most don’t live long enough to tell the tale.”

				Ward swallowed. Celia had said only a few assassins had ever seen the Master, and now he knew why. What better place for the head of the Assassins’ Guild to hide than as a member of the prince’s court? As the prince’s personal Seer, he’d be privy to—and influential in—all of the political intrigues.

				“Can you really—?”

				“See the future?” The Master held out a sprig of dried herb. The four brown-green leaves on a twisted stem were oval and smooth. The hint of a bitter aroma wafted to Ward. It was cuca, a powerful stimulant that would revive him as if he’d just rested and eaten. It also had one unpleasant side effect: when it wore off he would feel worse than before he ingested it. “That was a nasty fall. Only the Goddess knows how you didn’t break anything.”

				Ward glanced from the cuca back to the Master.

				“You still have your part to play, Edward de’Ath the Fourth. But know that your life is mine, and the Goddess will tell me when it’s forfeit.”

				The cell door swung open. In one fluid motion the Master stood, turned to face the newcomer, and blew a fine gray powder into the person’s face. The man, adorned in a physician’s red jacket and powdered wig, gasped. His eyes bulged and one hand reached for his throat while the other pressed against the granite wall of the tiny cell. For a moment time stopped, frozen into this gruesome frieze, then the physician collapsed and the Master turned back to Ward. He dropped the twig by Ward’s hand and straightened his mantle.

				“Take the cuca, and finish your duty.” He stepped over the physician’s body, but paused before leaving the cell. “I suggest you relocate your shoulder first. You’ll need the use of your right arm.” Then he left.

				Ward stared at the dried sprig, his mind whirling. He couldn’t decide if he knew what had just happened and didn’t want to acknowledge it, or if he didn’t have a clue. What he did know was the cell door remained open, and that wouldn’t last long. He struggled to sit up. A wave of dizziness swept over him, but his vision didn’t blur or darken. His right arm hung limp, his fingers numb. The Master had been right. His shoulder was dislocated.

				With careful movements, but still mindful of the need to hurry, he checked the rest of his body. There was a lump on the back of his head, his ribs were tender at front and back, and every muscle felt pulled. His face burned as if he’d gone a few rounds in a ring with a pugilist, and a few teeth were loose. Some of the stitches in his left bicep had pulled free, reopening the wound. The blood had seeped into the sleeve of his shirt and dried, crusting the fabric to his arm. But again, the Master spoke true. The Goddess only knew how he’d fallen four stories without breaking anything.

				He resisted the urge to free the sleeve of his shirt, knowing he shouldn’t touch it until he could rebind it. Instead, he picked up the cuca, ripped the leaves off with his front teeth, and swallowed the bitter pieces. It wouldn’t take effect soon enough to blunt the pain of putting his shoulder back, but hopefully it would get him out of the prince’s palace.

				Before he could think twice, he laced his fingers around his right knee and leaned back. Fire rushed over him and he bit back a strangled cry.

				Just a little farther.

				He squeezed his knee, determined not to let go, and jerked, popping the joint back into place. His head swam, and he pressed his cheek to the cool cell wall, sucking in quick, painful gasps. There wasn’t time to pass out.

				He struggled to his feet and staggered to the door. The physician lay on the floor, his eyes wide and empty. The Master played for keeps. There were only a few poisons that worked that fast, and there was nothing subtle about them. Whoever found the man would know his death was unnatural. And that death would be blamed on Ward.

				If he survived the rest of the day, he’d have to leave Brawenal forever. He was running out of principalities where he wasn’t wanted by the law.

				The hall beyond the cell was empty. It stretched to the left and right with torches spaced so far apart that giant shadows danced against the walls and floor. Ward slipped into the corridor and eased the cell door shut. With luck, it would be a while before anyone noticed he was gone and the physician was dead. Unless the Master was toying with him.

				For no good reason he headed right, listening and searching for an indication that anyone was near. After an excruciating eternity, he reached a stone staircase wreathed in shadows, the only light coming from a dying torch around a corner halfway up. He paused and listened but didn’t hear anything.

				If only Celia was with him. She’d know what to do, or be able to handle whatever came their way, but she wasn’t, and he would just have to do it himself.

				He inched up the stairs and peeked around the corner. Nazarius leaned against the wall across from the guttering torch. His profile flickered in and out of shadow, accentuating the sharp planes of his face. He looked exhausted. Maybe that would give Ward an edge. What a ridiculous thought. As if he could surprise a Tracker, fight one, and hope to win.

				“I’m not going to arrest you.”

				Ward glanced around the corner. Nazarius met his gaze and pushed off the wall, but didn’t approach.

				“You mean this time. You’re not going to arrest me this time.”

				“Yes.”

				Ward ran his hands down the front of his shirt. Both arms hurt. His right fingers were still numb, and his left bicep stung where his stitches had pulled free.

				“So?” Ward asked.

				“I’m here to give you this.” He held out a sheathed dagger, hilt first.

				Ward reached for it, but didn’t take it. He didn’t know if he could use it, even if cornered. Celia had given him one when they had snuck into the records room, and he hadn’t even thought of it when they’d been attacked.

				“I don’t want it.”

				“I’m told you’ll need it.”

				“Who—” He stopped himself before he could ask the obvious.

				“I’m the Seer’s man. And so are you, now.” He pressed the dagger into Ward’s hand.

				“I’m no one’s...” He couldn’t finish the sentence. The Seer was the Master of the Assassins’ Guild. That was a dangerous combination. As a Seer, he had control of the highest law, the Quayestri. Control of the Assassins’ Guild added a whole new level of resources. If he couldn’t get what he wanted one way, he could get it with the other.

				“It doesn’t matter what you think. He’s claimed you and trust me”—Nazarius lowered his voice—“he has the power to make your life miserable.”

				Ward swallowed. “You?”

				“No, but I’ve seen it done. He’ll make you wish you were dead.”

				“Why wouldn’t he just kill me?”

				“He’s a Seer, not a murderer.”

				So Nazarius didn’t know he was the Master of the Assassins’ Guild. Regardless, he was right. The Master had proven he could destroy Ward’s life through legal means, and until Ward left Brawenal, he was in danger. He could only hope that if he got far enough away, it would be too much trouble for the Master to chase down a necromancer who could only cast the most basic of spells.

				Nazarius turned, but paused before leaving and looked back over his shoulder at Ward. “You should also go deeper into the dungeon.”

				“What kind of advice is that?”

				The Tracker shrugged. “I don’t ask why. I just obey. Something you should do, too, if you value your life.” He left, climbing the rest of the stairs and disappearing into the shadows.

				Ward glanced behind him at the flickering light. He could feel the rock press around him, and hear cries of those locked within the bowels of the prince’s palace. He couldn’t stand the thought of going deeper into such a place. He didn’t care if the advice had come from the Goddess herself—he’d had enough of underground passageways and rooms with no escape.

				He shoved the sheathed dagger between the band of his pants and the small of his back and took a tentative step up the first stair.

				Perspiration dampened his forehead and ran down his spine. He pulled the dagger free and clenched the hilt with both of his sweaty hands. He had to escape, and he had to stop Karysa. There was no getting around that. He had an Oath to Celia and an obligation as a necromancer.

				The stairs curled up and around to another hall that stretched to the left and right. Again, for no good reason, he chose to go right. He crept down the hall, his eyes scanning the shadows, his ears straining to hear even the slightest indication that soldiers were nearby, but the way remained quiet.

				The hall ended in a closed door. He eased it open and peered in. It was an empty guardroom. A half-finished game of dice on the table and a boiling pot of water hanging over the low fire in the hearth suggested the occupants had been called away. A cot sat by the hearth and a few chairs were scattered about the room. To his right was a barred door and to his left a small round window that was boarded up.

				He was not going to question his luck. He stepped into the guardroom, closed the door behind him, and headed to the door on the right. It led to a small courtyard filled with uneven cobblestones and dying weeds. All around him were the backs of other buildings. Doors led into each of them, but he couldn’t be sure where they went. One of the three had to go straight into the barracks, not a place he wanted to visit. The other two were anyone’s guess.

				Behind him the door into the guardroom opened. A soldier, as tall as Ward and twice his weight, grunted and drew his sword. Ward threw his door closed and leapt across the tiny courtyard to the door on his right.

				So far going right had proven fortuitous. Who was he to argue? He stumbled into a packed common room, filled with soldiers sitting on benches at long tables eating their breakfast. All eyes turned to him and he froze, the muscles in his legs trembling.

				For a moment he saw his death, crushed beneath a pile of angry men. Somehow, he spun on his heel, avoided the men, and dashed back into the courtyard. The soldier from the guardroom raced toward Ward and thrust his sword at him. Ward twisted to avoid the blade but couldn’t slow his momentum. He slipped on the weeds and fell, sliding under the man’s strike.

				Ward scrambled to his feet. Another door sat directly before him. Was it the door back to the dungeon? No, that was... damn it, he couldn’t remember which was which and there was no time to figure it out. He wrenched the door open and ran into a plain hall lined with many doors and many more soldiers. All were in various stages of dress: with equipment, without equipment, different shapes and sizes—and all had more muscle than Ward. He’d run straight into the officers’ quarters at what could only be the beginning of their day. Everyone was up, getting ready to report to duty or go to breakfast, and all turned to stare at Ward.

				He raced away to his right. A cry went up and men rushed into the hall on all sides of him, some half-dressed, all wielding daggers or swords.

				Someone grabbed Ward’s sleeve and he tore it free. He dodged another man’s attempt to tackle him, fell to his knees, and scrambled back up. To his left sat a wide stone staircase. He veered around an opening door and ran up the stairs.

				Shouts and cries followed him. Feet pounded on the tiles behind him, but it was muted against the rush of blood in his ears. His head throbbed and his muscles burned. The cuca had not kicked in. Great. He’d be energized just in time for a session with the prince’s torturer. He should have listened to Nazarius and gone deeper into the dungeon.
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				Ward careened around a corner, found another flight of stairs, and followed it up. His long legs gained him distance over the soldiers, but he still cursed himself on every step. One of his best options of escape was to jump out a window. It wasn’t a great option, but it beat running around the barracks. Yet climbing to the third floor decreased the chance he’d make the fall without breaking something. And he wasn’t up for testing his luck twice on that matter.

				The third floor, however, was quiet. He turned to the first door and threw it open. It was a small room with a window, a bed, a basin, and a wardrobe—that was too tiny to hide in. He closed the door behind him and raced to the window. Below sat the courtyard.

				Behind the yells of the soldiers drew closer. It was a matter of seconds before they threw open the door.

				He leaned out the window and looked up. If he stood on the sill he could reach the edge of the roof. Maybe he could work his way up. His left arm ached at the thought. He didn’t give his right time to complain and stepped out onto the narrow ledge. He shoved the dagger Nazarius had given him into the sheath at the back of his pants and grabbed the roof. Digging his nails into the wood shingles, he pulled with all his strength. He teetered, his weight pulling him down, his feet slipping against the tiny bumps and grooves in the rock as he tried to find purchase. From somewhere, he found a hidden reserve of strength and dragged his torso over the edge.

				Below, the door to the room banged open. He slithered up the steep grade, hiding his legs from sight. The soldiers called to others still in the hall and the door slammed shut.

				Ward lay on his back panting, waiting for the rushing in his ears to die down. The soldiers still searched for him, and eventually they’d checked the roof. Above, the sky promised another sweltering summer day. The sun had already chased away all signs of night to the west. It was well into the morning and he had until just after sunset to find the Tomb of Souls. The lunar eclipse would occur as soon as it was dark.

				The astrologists called this Contraluxis a good omen. They said it represented the Dark Son acknowledging the power of His brother, the Light Son, and His mother, the Goddess. It would be a very bad omen if Ward couldn’t do what the Master said he must, what Grandfather would say was his duty as a necromancer, and what his heart demanded of him.

				He rolled onto his hands and knees and studied the roof around him. It had a steep slope, like those found in colder climates to help rid them of snow—though very little snow fell in Brawenal—however that could have been what was in style when the building was constructed. He crawled along it, praying he could work his way down to the second floor before dropping back into the courtyard. This time he would follow the Master’s advice and go deeper into the dungeon.

				The Goddess was kind, and the next building over was only two stories. He turned around, lowered his legs over the side, and wriggled down until he hung by his hands. His arms screamed in protest, but he paused to steady himself before dropping those last few feet.

				This roof was flatter and easier to stand on. He crouched by the edge and peered into the small courtyard below. It was empty.

				Within, he could still hear the shouts of soldiers, most of whom probably didn’t know what was really going on, but had heard the cries of their comrades and rallied to their aid. If the Master was right, he’d be able to escape from within the palace. He’d likely botched that by not listening and arousing all the guards, but there was no way to tell until he slipped into the courtyard and opened the door to the guardroom.

				Again he eased his legs over the edge of the roof, and climbed onto a windowsill. Thankfully this one was wider than the previous one, allowing him enough room to kneel precariously on the edge and gain a solid grip. He lowered himself as far as he could, ignoring his arms, before releasing and falling the rest of the way to the courtyard.

				He staggered, but kept his balance and glanced around. No one seemed to have noticed. The yells of the soldiers were deep within the building behind him, and no sound came from the guardroom. Pressing his ear to the door, he listened for anyone on the other side but couldn’t hear past the pounding of his heart.

				He pulled the dagger from its sheath, but didn’t like the feel of it in his hands. And really, he hadn’t even thought to use it against the soldiers. Although realistically he wouldn’t have stood much of a chance if he’d decided to stand his ground and fight. What made him think he’d use it now? Maybe as a last resort he could use it on himself. He didn’t like that thought either, but it seemed better than whatever fate awaited him in Olotheal.

				The shouts in the building behind him became louder. He didn’t know if it was someone passing an open window, or if they had figured out he’d doubled back. Regardless, it was foolish to stick around and wait.

				He eased the door to the guardroom open and peered in. Empty. With a sigh, he slipped in, closed the door behind him, and headed for the other side of the room. More yells. Much closer. Followed by the slamming of two doors.

				They were definitely in the courtyard, and there was no other place to go but the dungeon. He dashed the rest of the way across the room and threw the door open. Beyond stood a surprised guard. Ward lunged at him, ramming his shoulder into his chest and knocking him to the ground. He scrambled over the man and raced down the hall to the stairwell without looking back to see if he followed. If he didn’t, others would.

				He almost missed the stairwell back down, and grabbed the edge of the wall to redirect his momentum. The stitches in his arm tugged at already tender flesh and shot pain over the left side of his body. He staggered and forced his feet to take the stairs two at a time, careless of the uneven footing and the flickering light.

				Down the stairs to the bottom. Now turn right. He ran past heavy wood doors with tiny barred windows, and smoky, guttering torches. His heart pounded against his chest, making every rib ache. The sound of his blood filled his ears until he could no longer hear the yells of the guards behind him or the moans of those locked away. He knew both were there, and he didn’t want to meet either.

				The corridor stopped at a T-intersection. Ahead, the uncertain light flickered over the bricks. Shadows to either side marked corridors leading away. He hadn’t seen any stairs, nor an exit. Surely he wasn’t as deep into the dungeons as the Master had intended. He hadn’t gone very deep at all.

				Then he realized he should have gone left at the stairs, not right. No wonder he hadn’t seen his cell as he ran, although he wasn’t sure if he would have noticed it.

				He didn’t have time to stand there and think. He chose left. Right wasn’t working for him anymore. This hall only had one torch, and three doors spaced apart. The smell emanating from them was akin to the sewers, except the sewers smelled better. He tried not to think about who was living—or no longer living—in those cells. People who had displeased the prince were locked away and forgotten about, never to see another living person, or daylight, or food, or water, or... he didn’t really want to think about all the things he’d never see again. He couldn’t decide out of all of it what would be worse. Right now, at least, people were the last thing he wanted to encounter. People meant soldiers.

				A dark archway caught his attention and he staggered to a stop. All the other archways had doors. A part of him screamed to keep going, to keep running, that they would catch him, but his curiosity got the better of him. He couldn’t deny that smaller part of him that wondered if this was the stairwell he was looking for.

				It was just another cell, strewn with rotting hay. A corpse lay chained to the far wall, his remaining flesh tight against his skull, his clothes in tatters. From a quick glance Ward guessed the man had been dead a long time, starved and dehydrated, the heat from the mountain drying his flesh like hardened leather. Without realizing it, he took a step forward, reaching out to examine the corpse, but his foot scraped against something metal, pulling him from his fascination back to the imminent danger.

				In the center of the room was a grate for the sewers. He stared at it, knowing it was significant, but unable to remember why.

				Someone yelled at the end of the hall. Ward dropped to his knees and ran his hands around the grate. It was built into the stone with four bands of steel locking it in place. They were covered in thick rust. Three had been worried away. The fourth was only half done.

				“Poor man. You ran out of time, didn’t you?”

				A yell echoed down the hall and Ward glanced over his shoulder. They weren’t there yet, but they soon would be. If only he had something to pry the band—

				The dagger.

				Sometimes he really hated Seers. So smug, and always right.

				He pulled the dagger free, jammed it between the band and the stone, and jerked it up. The band gave way with a sharp snap.

				More yells—closer this time—followed the noise. He sheathed the dagger and, with a strength he didn’t know he possessed, shoved the sewer grate aside and scrambled down. There was no time to close it. Celia would be disappointed with him.

				Racing down the sewer, he prayed he’d put as much distance between him and the soldiers as possible. He zigzagged from one pipe to the next as soon as he saw an opening. Left, right, left, left again, not caring where he ran or what he ran through. Haste was more important.

				The pale light of the witch-stone flickered. He rubbed his eyes with the back of his hand. Heat radiated from his arms and ribs and seeped up his neck toward his face. He stumbled, caught his balance before landing in the sewage, and pushed on.

				Without a doubt, the prince’s men followed. If he slowed down now, they’d catch him.

				He ran, his pace ever slowing, until he couldn’t run anymore. It felt like mere seconds and a lifetime of labor at the same time. His mind screamed, Run. Run. They’re behind you! But he couldn’t. His legs twitched, threatening to buckle with each step.

				This was it. No more. What a very sad place to die, ankle-deep in human waste. Of course, with the way things had been going, it shouldn’t surprise him. He leaned against the wall, regardless of the filth and slime.

				After a while, his breathing slowed and the pain radiating over him eased. There were no sounds of pursuit. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard the soldiers.

				Which didn’t mean anything. He’d been concentrating on running, not listening.

				He glanced behind him. The soft glow of the witch-stone made the obsidian walls appear insubstantial, carved from gauze or silk. Or maybe his vision was finally going. If the cuca had taken effect it wouldn’t wear off for a while, so it couldn’t be withdrawal. Not yet. He couldn’t even tell if it had helped. Desperation and fear could have kept him going.

				And going was what he needed to keep doing.

				He pushed away from the wall. His legs twitched but didn’t buckle. If he gave up now, the soldiers would find him. And while the Master hadn’t risked much by designing Ward’s escape, Ward certainly had. Escaped criminals were not treated with kindness in any of the principalities.

				Regardless, he couldn’t question his good fortune. Which he supposed wasn’t really his good fortune. The Master probably knew where he was going even before he did. What was worse? An assassin who could walk through walls and couldn’t be killed, or one who could see the future? At least he could prevent the first one. Maybe, if the Goddess took pity on him, he could avoid the second.

				He scanned the sewer pipe. Ahead, a pale pool of light shimmered on the murky water, crisscrossed by the shadow of a grate. He didn’t like the idea of climbing out someplace unknown, but he didn’t have much choice. All the pipes looked the same and he could wander until the end of his days and not get back to the cavern.

				The thought made his stomach churn. He couldn’t return to the cavern. Celia probably wouldn’t be there, but Karysa and her creature might be. Not to mention the Quayestri. For a secret cavern, it had become awfully popular. He still had to stop the creation of the shadow walker, but now he didn’t have anyplace safe to go and catch his breath.

				What a complete and utter mess.

				His throat tightened and his eyes burned. Grandfather would be so disappointed. Ward had ignored his responsibility as a necromancer and thrown everything out of balance. He never imagined his Physician’s Oath would get him into such trouble.

				Yet, if he hadn’t cast the Jam de’U, he would never have had the opportunity to get to know Celia. Whether it was the real her or not, he liked the Celia he saw when she thought he wasn’t paying attention. He couldn’t explain why. She hadn’t been nice to him, and he was sure she had contemplated his death more than once. And still—

				She didn’t deserve to become a monster. No one did. And as a necromancer, he couldn’t allow such an imbalance to be created ever again. Grandfather would stop it. At the very least, Ward had to try.

				All he had to figure out was how. He snorted and smiled. Celia would scoff at that, saying it was just a matter of details. The details always got him into trouble, and this first detail was difficult to ignore.

				How was he going to find Celia? She could be anywhere in the city. Her father must have hideouts all over Brawenal, not to mention all the people who might help him.

				No. Carlyle would do it alone. A man who didn’t tell his daughter he was turning her into a creature wouldn’t risk involving more people than he had to. The shadow walker was his secret weapon.

				Ward knew one thing for certain. They would be at the Tomb of Souls that night. If he were Carlyle, he’d hide somewhere near the Tomb and not come out until dark, but he wasn’t Carlyle. The Dominus of the Gentilica probably knew all manner of ways to not be seen that Ward couldn’t imagine.

				No, the best he could do was find the tomb where Celia said she’d seen the map to the Tomb of Souls, compare it with her notes in the cavern, and pray he could figure it all out before nightfall. No problem. Really.

				He sucked in a deep breath to steel his nerves, choked on the fumes, and coughed until the tears he hadn’t cried earlier trailed down his cheeks. He wiped his face dry with the back of his arm, strode the last few steps to the access pipe, and climbed the ladder before he could change his mind.

				At the top, he strained to determine what lay beyond, but only heard a steady gurgle and a soft rustling, which was followed by a gentle breeze that cooled his cheeks. There was no way for him to tell if soldiers lay waiting to pounce the moment he emerged.

				If only Celia was with him.

				With nothing else to do, he gripped the bars with both hands, braced his legs, and pushed. The grate groaned and shifted a hand’s-breadth to the right. He gasped a few quick breaths and pushed again, moving the grate to the halfway point. Thank the Goddess this one wasn’t on hinges. He had no idea how Celia had done it with such ease.

				He braced himself again, but decided he could squeeze through the opening he’d already made. Squirming, he dragged his aching body out of the access pipe and onto even, multi-colored cobblestones. They were too nice for anything but the first two rings of the city. Great. The last thing he wanted was to still be stuck in the palace.

				Scrambling to his feet, he searched for soldiers, but found himself alone in a tiny, walled garden. Across from him sat a small pond fed by a thin stream coming through a crack in the wall. It pooled in an obsidian bowl sunk in the ground and spilled over black and white stones down a sharp slope, making the gurgle he’d heard in the access pipe. The stream disappeared through another hole in the wall on the opposite side of the garden. All around him were well-tended flowerbeds bursting with whites, yellows, reds, and pinks. The flowers pressed against the stone walls and dragged on the cobblestones. Tiny petals dotted the surface of the pond, collecting at the edge of the slope by a small gathering of lily pads.

				Flashes of light from among the floating leaves drew Ward’s attention. He crawled toward the pond and peered in. His reflection stared back. He looked like he felt, regardless of what Nazarius had said in the cavern. Beaten, bruised, starved, and sleep-deprived. A dark purple bruise ran up the right side of his jaw to his temple, accentuating his gaunt cheeks and the circles under his eyes.

				He sighed. There was nothing he could do about his appearance, so he focused on what lay within the pool. Two white fish darted in and out of the pale, stringy roots, their scales catching the sunlight. Below, dark and glassy, was the smooth bottom of the pond. It seemed so familiar.

				He ran his index finger along the edge of the basin. It was smooth like the carved railings in the cavern, sliding, without flaw, beneath his fingertips. He traced a slow line deeper, watching the water engulf his first knuckle, second knuckle, thumb, and whole hand.

				The fish raced away and sunlight flashed in his face, bright pinpoints against a purple and bruised background. It reminded him of something, and he groped after the thought. Was it something Celia had said? Or had he read it in her notes? Her father’s journal? 

				The light, like that of the sun, will show the way to the Tomb of Souls.

				With a splash, he reached in and pressed his palm against the bottom. The fish darted about, creating a frenzy of reflected light. Points that flickered in his face, on the lily pads, and around his hand. Of course. The reflection pool in the cavern. Spots of light shone against the uneven bottom. Many different colors, red, green, and yellow, the color of the sun.

				He stood. It wasn’t a reflection pool at the bottom of the cavern—it was a map. Which meant Celia had lied. Again. He pushed that thought away.

				 Now, he just had to figure out how to read the map and find Celia.
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				The latch to the cavern door was warm and slimy. Ward ran his hand over it but didn’t release the catch. It was logical that the cavern was empty. Carlyle would want to be near the Tomb of Souls to avoid complications, and Karysa—with her creature—would be with him to complete the spell. And if the Master really wanted Ward to stop the creation of the shadow walker, he’d have sent the palace soldiers, and any Trackers involved, on a wild chase across town.

				Still, there was always a chance—a good chance—Ward was wrong. That the Master was toying with him, or that Carlyle now used the cavern as his base of operations.

				Ward squeezed the hilt of the dagger with sweaty fingers but didn’t draw it. Instead, he pressed his back to the sewer wall beside the door, eased the latch down, and pushed the door. It creaked open. His heart pounded as he waited for an assault.

				Nothing.

				He peered through the opening. The obsidian walkway was empty, so he stepped in and closed the door, straining to hear anything.

				The cavern was as quiet as he remembered. No footsteps, clanks, or rustles. No sounds of life. Just an eerie stillness, as if the rats and bugs and lizards in the sewers were repelled by something no human could sense.

				Which was completely ridiculous. Time was short. He didn’t have the luxury to indulge his superstitious fears. It had taken longer than he’d anticipated to find an alley he was familiar with and now there were only a few hours left until the Contraluxis.

				He’d kept, as best he could, to backstreets, servants’ ways, and alleys, avoiding eye contact with anyone he passed, and still, everyone he’d seen seemed a soldier or Tracker in disguise. Even the bright chatter of two maids gossiping as they hung laundry twisted his nerves.

				He’d wanted to run, race all the way to the cavern and then to Celia. But that would have drawn attention and he was sure he drew enough attention already with his filthy clothing and battered face. All he could do was keep his eyes downcast and hope anyone he encountered thought him a servant with an angry master. The ploy had worked. Goddess only knew how.

				And now he could run, satisfying the compulsion for haste. He rushed along the first level of the gallery to the stairs and took them two at a time, his left hand skimming the railing in case he tripped. Not that his injured arm would hold his weight if he did.

				The reflection pool was as he remembered it. A lot had happened, and he feared his memory had played a trick on him. That the pool wasn’t the solution to his problem. And yet, when he stared at the still water with the lights shining through to the uneven surface below, he couldn’t recognize anything.

				He circled the pool to gain a different perspective and find a landmark he recognized, but the bumps and ridges remained a random scattering of uneven shapes. The floor and walls also didn’t offer a symbol or mark that might help him gain his bearings.

				Time weighed on him, marked by every breath, every beat of his heart, inexorably moving toward the Contraluxis. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t make himself see the map. He held his breath and released it, slowly circling the pool.

				Nothing.

				Every moment wasted here meant he might not reach the Tomb in time, might not reach Celia.

				He circled the pool again then squeezed his eyes shut, counted to three, and opened them. It was still the same dark water, dotted with beams of light from the witch-stone ceiling. No magic map. No instant solution. No divine assistance. Goddess. Light Son. Heck, if the Dark Son was listening, he’d take the help, even if it might mean his demise later. Please, oh, please.

				But he couldn’t make his mind work, couldn’t think of what the key might be. He’d never felt so useless. Even after spending days stumbling after Celia, only getting half-answers or none at all, he’d still felt competent—more or less. He needed that map and he’d been so sure the reflection pool was it. It had made so much sense in the garden and now... now he didn’t know what to think. The pool was a pool. Nothing more. He had no way to find the Tomb of Souls and Celia would be trapped forever as the shadow walker, never able to find rest across the veil in the heart of the Goddess.

				He was a failure. A failure as a physician and a surgeon, certainly a failure as a necromancer. And now he was a failure as a friend.

				His throat tightened and he knew it was true. Celia was a friend. They hadn’t always gotten along, and he didn’t entirely trust her, but she was still a friend. He had to do something. So he didn’t have the map. There was still time to do something.

				He raced to the stairs and took the first four steps in two long strides, but stopped.

				What he needed was a plan.

				He sagged onto the step and stared at the pool. A few moments of planning could save precious time later. If he could just clear his head, ignore the need to take action and the growing urgency.

				The back of his head started to throb, or maybe it had always been throbbing and he’d only noticed it now. He had hit it during the fall. At the thought of Solartti tossing him over the railing, the rest of his aches flared back to life. Great.

				He ran a finger along the smooth step, over and over again, all the while staring at the pool, praying his mind would clear and he’d know what to do. There was not enough time for this. The moon would rise and soon after, the lunar eclipse would begin. If only the dog stars and the Goddess star weren’t in alignment, but that would mean this whole mess wouldn’t be happening.

				Maybe he should go back to the prince’s palace and find the Master. The man obviously knew about the shadow walker, or at least something. Surely the Goddess would have sent him a vision about the Tomb of Souls. Of course, if that was the case, and he had actually wanted to help, he would have told Ward more, wouldn’t he?

				No. It was too risky. Besides, there was no way to tell if the Master was still at the palace. He couldn’t afford to waste any more time. He was wasting enough as it was.

				He chewed on his bottom lip. He had to let the pain in his body go, had to let everything go. Grandfather always told him meditation was important for necromancers and Ward should practice more. If he survived, he’d work on that. He let his vision blur, not really focusing on any one thing, just trying to clear his thoughts.

				The shapes at the bottom of the pool shimmered and jumped into focus.

				He gasped. He could see it all. On the left side of the bowl, which he’d thought was smooth, was the hint of gentle waves. There lay the Bay of Veknormai as if it were drawn on a parchment, along with each tomb and monument and, on the right, against the edge, the peaks of the mountain.

				Keeping the map in focus, he scrambled down the stairs to get a closer look. He found the area he and Celia had searched yesterday, and there, just beyond, lay the yellow beam of light, pointing at the Tomb of Souls and Celia.
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				After an extensive and fruitless search of the shelves for anything she could use as a weapon, Celia sat against the wall by the entrance. She didn’t like the idea of fighting for her freedom empty-handed. Particularly against her father. But she was not going to go down without a fight, not this time. Even Ward had gone down fighting, not that it had done him much good.

				She ground her teeth, not permitting herself to wallow. She’d have time to mourn Ward’s death later, once she’d avenged it. And once the stone slab in the door was moved, there would only be her father, Solartti, and that woman in the way.

				Her father and Solartti she was familiar with, and her best bet was to flee and plan a surprise assault later. The woman, however, was still a mystery, and from what Celia had seen, she was dangerous. She’d just have to deal with it when they came for her.

				She closed her eyes and concentrated on listening, not letting any other thoughts slip to the forefront and distract her. They could come for her at any time, and she needed to be ready. Fortunately, when her father had left, his feet had crunched on gravel, likely the gravel that lined the major pathways in Veknormai. Which meant if she listened, she’d hear them coming.

				Who’d have thought that the house of Bralmoore’s strange tradition of laying a hundred bags of sandstone chips every Festival of the Mind would prove so useful?

				She considered where in the cemetery she could be. Obviously not off the beaten path, which only meant she could rule out the eastern side, where the cemetery’s slope drew steep near the edge of the Black Cliffs, and the extreme north and south ends of the Holy City.

				That was fortunate. If they came for her after dark, she could be running blind. She didn’t have a lot of familiarity with Veknormai, and it would take time to get her bearings. At least wherever she was, she wouldn’t risk falling over the cliffs or being trapped against the northern part of the mountain.

				Again, things she couldn’t control and therefore shouldn’t worry about. She strained to hear beyond the doorway. If there was one thing she wished she had cultivated better within herself during her apprenticeship as an assassin, it was patience.

				She sat like that, her breathing slow and silent, the hot dusty air in the tomb pressing around her, making her eyes and nose itch while thoughts of Ward danced at the edges of her consciousness. She willed those distractions as far back in her mind as she could and banished any thoughts of time—and how slowly it moved—with them.

				It made her feel suspended, floating in a bubble on a vast sea of swirling thoughts that couldn’t touch her. There was a peace in the nothingness, but it was a false sensation. Her father would return, Ward would still be dead, and she—

				Heavy footsteps crunched on gravel, and her pulse quickened. The imperative to live—even after she was already dead—still controlled her. She opened her eyes, and stretched with silent movements, flexing muscles tightened from inactivity. More time than expected had passed. The light outlining the stone in the doorway was still bright compared to the darkness in the tomb, but the slanting ray of sunlight that had lit a small line to the back wall was gone.

				Stone ground against stone, and the crack on the far side of the entrance grew. A hand appeared, pressed against the slab, and the crack widened. Beyond, the light seemed too bright and she could only discern an enormous figure leaning into the slab, pushing it away from the entrance. Between heartbeats, she contemplated her most immediate options: wait for them to come in, or rush out. She preferred the idea of surprise and leapt past the figure.

				Someone yelled. The pitch was too high for her father. It had to be the woman. She must have stood about five feet away and hopefully wasn’t close enough to be a threat.

				A grip, like iron, clamped around Celia’s forearm. She staggered to keep her feet under her and twisted to break her assailant’s grip, but his hand was too big, locked tight on her arm, and the maneuver didn’t work. She spun on her heel to face him. Usually men of his size didn’t expect a direct assault from a woman of hers.

				It was Solartti. Who else would be so big? She knew he was moving about, she’d seen him throw Ward into the cavern. But he was dead. So dead Ward hadn’t been able to wake him, and yet—

				Her instincts overrode her shock. She stepped toward him to gain leverage to throw him over her shoulder, while striking the nerve in his elbow so it would bend. His arm remained straight. That should have hurt.

				He grabbed her neck in his other hand and lifted until she stood on tiptoe, nose to nose with his gray, mottled flesh. She clawed at his fingers with her free hand and kneed him in the groin. He didn’t even blink, just raised his hand higher. Her toes skimmed the ground and she gasped, trying to catch her breath.

				“Your body doesn’t need to be whole for the spell to work,” the woman said as she stepped into sight. She leaned in close and ran a cold finger along Celia’s cheek. “Just your spirit.”

				The edges of Celia’s vision darkened, and she gazed in Solartti’s eyes, praying she’d find the man she once knew. They were glassy and empty, all signs of the witty, adventurous man gone.

				“And really, why would you want to run? You’ll be unique. Perfect. Forever.”

				Her chest burned and she struggled to fill her lungs. From the corner of her eye, she could see her father. Behind him, a bloody sunset stained the sky.

				“Are you done playing?” he asked. He watched without emotion, back to his usual cold self. All the anger she’d heard in his voice earlier was again hidden.

				The woman stepped back and Solartti released his hold on Celia’s neck, dropping her hard on the ground. His grip on her forearm remained. She sucked in air, but before she could get her breath back, he shambled forward and yanked her around to follow.

				§

				It was dusk when Ward stumbled past the obelisk marking the south entrance of Veknormai. His stomach churned and his muscles trembled, but he forced his aching legs to carry him up a steep rise on the path before leaning against a tombstone to rest. The cuca was wearing off and soon all he’d have to rely on was his will. If only he could sit and rest, close his eyes for a moment...

				He pushed away from the tomb and staggered down the path. If he stopped, even for a moment, he’d never get up—at least not until it was all over. And while his odds of actually stopping Carlyle and Karysa were slim, he still had to try.

				Lightning lit the sky, reflecting off the marble tombs. Thunder cracked and rolled over him like a great wave. His skin tingled with the heat, moisture, and energy captured in the storm, and his pulse quickened. He was going to his death. The night couldn’t be any more fitting.

				Another bolt of lightning and crash of thunder shook him, and he stumbled. He grasped the edge of a monument and clung to it to keep his balance. Thunderheads gathered around the mountain’s jagged top, while dark shreds of clouds, torn free by the wind, raced across an otherwise perfect evening sky, complete with sparks of stars and an almost full moon.

				The Contraluxis would begin soon. He wished he hadn’t taken the herb when the Master had given it to him, or that he was already dead. He wished he’d never come to Brawenal City or met Celia Carlyle, and yet...

				There were so many things he wished for, and so many of them contradicted each other. Most of all he wished he wasn’t himself, or that Celia wasn’t Celia, or both. But that wasn’t the way things were or would ever be.

				He’d spent too long living with his thoughts focused only on the future. Now there was no future, or at least only a slim possibility of one, and this was the here and now the Goddess had given him.

				Lightning flashed, and for a moment the marble tombstones and mausoleums were luminescent, as if they glowed with some internal light, some kind of strange magic.

				He glanced back up at the sky. Was the moon smaller? It seemed smaller. But his eyes could be playing tricks on him. The eclipse couldn’t have started already. He wasn’t at the Tomb of Souls yet. He forced his aching body forward, pushing to place one foot in front of the other faster and faster―staggering, then walking, then trotting, then finally, painfully, running.

				The path twisted and turned, first sloping down then up, curling around monuments and tombs, big and small. He climbed a steep slope and rounded another obelisk gleaming in the moonlight. He skidded on the gravel covering that part of the path, caught his balance, and raced on.

				Always, he checked his course by the mountain and the moon. Below, running parallel to the path he followed, was the way that led to the tomb he and Celia had found yesterday, but he gave it little note, only to use it to confirm he ran in the right direction. Above, the light part of the moon was being shaved away, the shadow of the eclipse creeping across its surface.

				Lightning flashed and thunder cracked and rolled. He pumped his arms, drawing more speed from his weary legs. The path turned and stopped suddenly at a mausoleum.

				Ward swung his arms to break his momentum, twisting at the last moment. His hip slammed into the marble, and he stumbled.

				Not waiting for the pain to pass, he staggered around the mausoleum, hoping to find another path, but instead found himself at the edge of a recessed circle lined with marble.

				Three steps led down to a wide area. The floor was polished white marble save for the outline of an octagon, an inch thick, made of obsidian. At each point of the octagon, fitted into slots carved into the marble, stood wooden poles. Lanterns hung from each, casting a warm glow that the marble reflected back. In the very center sat a pedestal covered in ivy. The wide, dark leaves concealed the waist-high structure, but Ward guessed that it, like the rest of the Holy City of Veknormai, was made from white marble.

				From the other side of the recess, Carlyle and Karysa stepped out of the shadows. They walked down the steps and stopped a few feet from the pedestal. Karysa looked over her shoulder, and Solartti, dragging Celia beside him, stepped into the light.

				Ward dropped to the ground, pressing his body against the weeds and short-bladed grass. A wave of nausea washed over him and he sucked in a slow breath. From this distance, Ward couldn’t read Celia’s expression, and while she didn’t struggle in the zombie’s grasp, he had no doubt she was busy calculating all of her options.

				And what were his? In theory, there was nothing he could do, but he hadn’t expected it to turn out that way in practice. He knew of no action that would help him stop Carlyle. He could run down there, brandishing his dagger, and hope Celia would join the fight. But Carlyle or the zombie would probably kill him before he could do anything, or Karysa would cast a spell of some kind before he got that far.

				There was no doubt he would die. He had just hoped it wouldn’t be an ineffectual death.

				Carlyle glanced at the sky and pointed. All other eyes followed. Ward spared a moment to see what had drawn their attention. The dark shadow of the eclipse now covered half of the moon. If the Heart of Veknormai—whatever that was—was going to bloom, it should happen at any moment. Ward turned back to the circle. Within the mass of ivy a pinprick of blue light emanated. It grew in intensity, revealing a pale bud.

				He inched closer to the edge of the first step, watching as the bud swelled until it was the size of Carlyle’s head. Dark, pulsing veins spread across the closed petals. Its light became so bright Carlyle and Karysa had to turn away. Ward shaded his eyes and squinted. He still didn’t know what he was going to do, but he didn’t want to turn away for fear he’d miss his moment.

				With one final pulse, the bud split apart and the petals unfurled over the edge of the pedestal, exposing three tall stamen dripping a thick, cloudy liquid. The light dimmed and the night seemed darker than before, the flickering glow from the eight lanterns now insufficient.

				Carlyle turned to Karysa and nodded. In one fluid motion she drew a curved dagger the length of her forearm and impaled Carlyle. He screamed and grasped at the blade.

				Bile burned the back of Ward’s throat and his eyes watered as he fought the urge to throw up.

				“You didn’t think you could cast blood magic without blood,” Karysa said as she yanked the blade free.

				Carlyle collapsed to his knees, his hands pressed against the wound as if he could stem the flow of his life onto the ground. He swayed and toppled over. Blood seeped across the white stone, staining it black.

				Celia stood still, frozen, but Ward couldn’t tell if she was shocked or patient, waiting for the right moment to escape.

				Karysa turned to her and without a word her zombie, Solartti, shambled down the steps, bringing Celia with him. As they crossed into the octagon, the obsidian flashed a bright burst of red light. The pale after-image danced across Ward’s vision. He rubbed his eyes, but the image remained, twisting and turning, making it more difficult to contain the contents of his churning stomach. The pounding in his head increased to jagged spikes shooting from temple to temple.

				“Out of blood, death shall be reborn.” Karysa knelt, ran her hand through the growing pool of Carlyle’s blood, and lifted it, palm up, toward Celia. “You will be like the Dark Son, reaping life. Unstoppable.”

				“You’ll be the first I kill,” Celia said.

				Karysa laughed and stood. She ran a finger along Celia’s cheek, leaving a dark streak. “I’m sure you’ll try, but you’ll soon discover that I am the master and you the servant. Like your predecessor, you’ll be a plague upon this world.”

				Celia twisted in Solartti’s grasp and tried to pry his fingers loose with her free hand. He shoved her to her knees, drawing a yelp. Karysa grasped Celia’s chin with her bloody hand.

				“Drink of the Nectar of Veknormai and seize your destiny.”

				Ward gripped the edge of the top step then shrunk back. He hadn’t realized how far he’d crept forward. And yet something needed to be done. He couldn’t allow Karysa to turn Celia into the shadow walker. He couldn’t allow it to happen to anyone, ever. The flower still pulsed a luminescent blue, and a pool of the translucent liquid had formed at its heart. It reflected the blue glowing from the petals and shimmered with the flickering lantern light.

				“Come and drink.” Karysa ran a hand through Celia’s hair. “Be perfect. Immortal.”

				Ward’s heart pounded, every nerve burned with withdrawal, while his mind screamed, Now. Do something, now!

				“You’ll have to kill me first,” Celia said.

				Karysa turned to the flower and ran her bloody hands over the ivy. “My dear, I already have.” She ripped off a leaf the size of her palm and dipped it into the liquid.

				Now. Go now.

				Ward scrambled to his feet. A wave of heat washed over him, and his vision wavered. His crusted sleeve pulled painfully at his broken stitches. Blood. He had blood, caked on his arm and cheek. He could try a spell. Like a reverse wake, but he hadn’t been able to cast it the last time he’d tried.

				Solartti clamped a hand on Celia’s jaw and forced her mouth open. She squirmed and clawed but couldn’t break free. Karysa turned back to Celia, the leaf cupped in her hands.

				No. He had to try something.

				Ward leapt down the first step. His knees buckled and he staggered down the next one. His muscles were on fire. He forced the pain from his mind and sucked into a steadying breath. He needed to concentrate if he was going to cast anything.

				He ran down the last step, imagining magic pulled from the storm above and the graves below gathering around his hands. If this was his last act, he would face it like a hero.

				Everyone before him froze, all eyes turned to him in a gruesome frieze. Karysa with the dripping leaf in her hands, and Solartti clutching Celia’s face with gray, meaty fingers.

				Lightning flashed. Ward imagined his hands glowing with power. He could almost see it, a building inferno, ready to burst apart like the Heart of Veknormai and reveal its true strength.

				Karysa’s eyes widened. She looked... afraid.

				But that was just his imagination, too. The most terrifying Innecroestri in all the Union wouldn’t fear him. Some things just never happened. He was a nobody necromancer who could barely cast spells.

				The imagined light within him extinguished, the power torn apart like clouds in a strong wind. His muscles trembled and cold sweat slicked his body. The cuca had finally worn off.

				Karysa’s lips curled back in a sneer, and she turned away from him, dismissing him like everyone else had.

				He was a failure as a necromancer.

				She raised her cupped hands above her head. “Drink and seize your destiny.”

				A drop of the nectar splattered against Celia’s cheek.

				Except, he didn’t want to be a necromancer. He wanted to be a doctor and Karysa was trying to kill his patient.

				He grabbed the pole beside him and swung at Karysa. “Seize this!”

				The lantern burst against her chest, spraying oil and flame. She stumbled back against the pedestal. Fire raced through the summer-dried ivy, climbing up the pedestal toward the Heart of Veknormai. She glared at Ward. The flames danced around her legs and the light gleamed in her eyes and on the rings of Habil hanging in her ear. Without a word she pointed a bloody finger and cold raced through him.

				He gasped. His flesh grew too heavy for his soul, but he couldn’t separate from it. He wouldn’t. If he left, fleeing to the eternal embrace of the Goddess, then Karysa would win. He had to guarantee the Nectar of Veknormai was destroyed.

				Cold wracked him, sending violent shivers through his body, and he fell to his hands and knees. The marble beneath him was hot and smooth and solid. He had to hold on. Had to do something. The cold kept pushing him away from himself. Away from Celia.

				Celia. Celia could stop this, and he had the means for her to do it.

				Some days he really hated Seers.

				Another shiver shook him. He pressed his forehead to the marble. Just a moment. It was all he needed. One little action and Celia could end it.

				He reached for the dagger at the small of his back. The cold numbed his fingers and he couldn’t make them work. His body screamed for him to lie down and die. Darkness threatened to consume him.

				Just one last little thing. That was all. He curled his fingers around the hilt, his flesh numb, his spirit farther and farther from his body. He yanked the dagger from its sheath. In a final burst of strength, he threw it along the ground to where he’d last seen Celia.

				Another shiver raced over him and he collapsed. He had done all he could, and some things he hadn’t thought possible, and yet the cold and pain and nausea remained. Surely the Goddess would consider his Oath to Celia fulfilled. There was nothing left for him to sacrifice. Not even his life.

				The Goddess didn’t come to collect.

				Instead, his heart pumped hot blood through his veins, burning away the cold.

				A breeze brushed through his hair at his temple. His ribs hurt. Both arms hurt. In fact, all of him hurt. But the cold was gone.

				“Ward.” The breeze brushed through his hair again. “Ward.”

				No. It wasn’t a breeze. It was someone’s fingers.

				He opened his eyes. Celia leaned over him, her face framed by wisps of dark curls. Beyond, Solartti lay in a heap, the puppet with his strings cut. A few feet away, Karysa slumped against the pedestal, the Seer’s dagger protruding from her right eye. Flames licked at her body, scorching her skin. The blue petals of the Heart of Veknormai curled, sending thick smoke into the night sky. Then the flower ignited and a part of the Ancients’ mystery was gone forever.
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				Afterward, he’d tried to sleep, but couldn’t, so he’d sat by the window and watched the sky lighten, ignoring the pain in his body and trying not to think. Except he couldn’t stop seeing the look on Karysa’s face when he’d imagined all that magic gathering around him. She really had seemed afraid, just for a moment, before the cuca finally wore off.

				Or had it been before he doubted himself?

				He pricked his finger, drew a drop of blood, and tried drawing magical energy from the things around him, but nothing happened. The image he’d seen last night, the starburst waiting to explode, didn’t reappear, proving he still wasn’t much of a necromancer. At least he’d proven that when someone needed him—really needed him—he could be counted on, regardless of the danger. And that, he decided, counted for a lot.

				A knock on the door broke his reverie. Before he could respond, the hinges squeaked. He jumped, reaching for the dagger on his belt that wasn’t there.

				Celia stood in the doorway. “Can’t sleep?”

				He shook his head.

				“Neither could I.” She stepped into the room, closed the door, and leaned against it with her arms crossed and head back.

				A seagull cried and Ward turned away, gazing out the window. The bird was a dark speck against the golden sunrise, gliding on the wind. Another joined it, flying alongside it for a moment before it swooped down, out of sight, and the first seagull was once again alone.

				“So,” she said.

				“So.”

				It was all over. He was still alive. She was still dead.

				And Brawenal was yet another principality he’d have to leave.

				The seagull dipped out of sight and his gaze fell to his hands. He supposed there were worse things that could have happened.

				“Ward...”

				He fought the urge to look at her. He knew what she wanted to ask and he had no answers for her. He’d thought about her death and his spell many times before and nothing had changed. It astounded him the Jam de’U had lasted as long as it had. Maybe it had something to do with the herbs her father had given her. He wished they could, if only for a little while, pretend he wasn’t who he was and she wasn’t who she was.

				“Ward...”

				Her footsteps drew closer, but he still refused to look at her. If he did, he knew he wouldn’t be able to answer her question. He couldn’t face her and remind her, or himself for that matter, of how little time she had left.

				She stopped so close he could feel the heat radiating from her body. To all of his senses—except his common one, which apparently had left him a long time ago—she seemed alive. Her soul was alive and she wasn’t the walking dead like Solartti had been. Maybe his Jam de’U had brought her back for a time. She didn’t fit the definition of dead, and yet she had died. Maybe he’d done a variation on the Innecroestris’ false resurrection, one that didn’t require her to drink blood. He wished he knew what he’d done to her.

				“Thank you.”

				He jerked his gaze up. That wasn’t what he’d expected. She stared out the window, a narrow line formed between her brows, her lips pursed. He tried to think of something to say, something significant, meaningful, but nothing seemed right.

				“What will you do now?” she asked.

				The image of the Master of the Assassins’ Guild cloaked in a Seer’s yellow mantle flashed through his mind’s eye. There was only one thing he could do.

				“I think I’ll travel.”

				“Where?” She continued to stare at the bay.

				“Gyja... maybe.”

				“The Divine City?”

				He nodded. “There’s a monastery there for the Brothers of Light.”

				“You’re going to be a monk?”

				“Not if you come with me.” Maybe the Brothers of Light would be able to say what Celia was, since he couldn’t say she was dead anymore.

				She turned her icy gaze back to him, but it wasn’t cold. He’d never thought eyes so pale could project such warmth. He certainly never thought Celia would look at him like that, with kindness, fondness, even affection. Maybe there was more than friendship between them. His heart skipped a beat at the possibility.

				“Come with me,” he repeated.

				“But I’m dead.”

				Maybe. Maybe not. And in truth, it didn’t really matter anymore. He knew how he felt about her. “And I could be run over by a carriage tomorrow.” It was more likely the Master would decide to kill him, but that didn’t really matter either. “Come with me. Whatever time you or I have left... spend it with me.”

				“What if—”

				“We’ll worry about the what-ifs tomorrow.”

				A slight smile brightened her eyes, and Ward was reminded of her wild expression in the records room, then she nodded.

				“Together.”
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