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    One


    Ward scrambled behind the tree trunk and crouched beside Celia, who somehow blended into the hazy moonlight and shadows with her pale skin and black hair. It had to be her assassin training, but he couldn’t help wonder if her state of unlife also had something to do with it.


    Except, he wasn’t completely sure what exactly her state of unlife was. When he’d first met her only a few weeks ago, she’d been dead, and he’d cast a Jam de’U, which had brought her soul back, making her body think it was, more or less, alive again. She didn’t look dead. The livor mortis was gone, her hair had a healthy sheen, her skin still held a pink hue. If he hadn’t known the truth, he would have thought she was alive.


    Except, she wasn’t.


    “Do you think we’ve lost them?” he asked. It was a futile wish, but maybe, just maybe, they had escaped their pursuers.


    She snorted. “I doubt it.”


    The cold mountain air, heavy with moisture from the last few days of summer downpour and pungent with pine, burned his lungs, and he struggled to catch his breath. It was just one more pain to add to the list, along with his aching body and the half-healed hole in his throbbing left arm.


    They hadn’t even had a day’s reprieve from trouble. But it seemed the Goddess and her two Sons had something more in mind. Of course the Goddess and the Light Son had nothing to do with his bad luck. It was all the Dark Son’s doing—the vengeful, fickle, cruel, passionate god who played with the fates of mankind.


    From the moment they’d left Brawenal City a week ago, the Gentilica—the source of most crime within the Union of Principalities—had sent bounty hunters after them. All because they’d been involved in the murder of the Dominus—the leader of the Gentilica and Celia’s father. They hadn’t been responsible—the man now in charge had been—they just made easy targets for the blame.


    They’d been running ever since. Even avoiding roads and traveling through the forest covering the northwest side of the Red Mountains hadn’t been enough to hide their trail.


    All Ward wanted was something normal. He was a normal man, maybe a little clumsy. But a scholar and a physician, even a necromancer, didn’t need to be quick on his feet. Books couldn’t kill you. At least, he hadn’t thought they could until he’d met Celia Carlyle.


    A crossbow bolt slammed into the trunk inches above Ward’s head. He jerked down and swallowed back a yelp, squeezing the hilt of his dagger to ensure he still held it.


    Celia growled a curse. “We’re running out of options.”


    More like they were running out of running. Their supplies had run out yesterday morning, and if they didn’t lose the bounty hunters soon, they’d starve—and as a trained physician, he knew too well how painful death by starvation could be.


    Another bolt flew by, whizzing through the leaves above his head and showering him with water. His heart raced faster.


    Celia leaned close, her warm breath washing over his neck.


    If she were any closer, her lips would brush his cheek.


    So close, and yet impossibly far away. She was dead, he was alive…for now. Up until now, he’d managed to avoid talking about anything that had happened to them—particularly, their kiss in the cavern in Brawenal City. Besides, he wasn’t even sure they were friends.


    “Still looks like the eight I counted yesterday. Where are those other two?” she whispered.


    A bulky man lunged out of the thick underbrush, swinging a heavy sword. Ward lurched out of the way, catching his heel on a root, and tumbled onto his sore arm. Fire swept over his shoulder and up his neck. Mud squished between his fingers, and dead leaves clung to his wet clothes. He scrambled to his feet and held out the dagger.


    Another man, his white shirt soaked and stained, rushed at them, while two more men followed close behind. They crashed out of the scrub without bothering to keep their movements silent.


    One of the men jabbed at Ward. He hopped back, pointing his dagger at the man’s face. The tip shook, and Ward clamped his other hand on top of the first. His assailant jabbed again, forcing him back against a tree. Someone yelled, the tone too deep to be Celia. Metal clanged against metal. Moonlight flashed on steel.


    Something moved at the edge of Ward’s sight. Shadow swooping through shadow. He dropped to his knees. A blade passed over his head with a whoosh. Celia shoved her opponent into the man in front of Ward, and they tumbled to the ground.


    “Come on,” Celia said.


    She parried a swing from yet another thug. Ward didn’t bother asking where she’d gotten her sword. She’d probably done something amazing to steal it from one of the men on the ground.


    More men barreled toward them. They had to keep running. Ward pushed away from the tree, his feet slipping on the wet leaves and mud. His rucksack pounded against his hip, his illegal book on surgery and equally illegal case of surgical implements a weight pulling not just on his body, but his soul, as well.


    Of course, it hadn’t been surgery that had gotten him into this mess, but necromancy.


    It had been his only career option after getting kicked out of the physician’s academy, and his first job, to wake Celia, had turned his life upside down and set it on fire for good measure.


    The trees opened up, and beyond lay the hint of black sky dotted with stars. But the sky, framed by gray clouds, was too low. It lay in front of him, not just above him. With a jolt, a single word formed on the tip of his tongue.


    Cliff.


    The sky meant a cliff.


    He skidded to a halt, smashing into a jagged stone outcrop. Pain shot up his leg, and he bit back another cry. Celia slammed into his back. He stumbled forward, grasping at the outcrop and teetering on the edge.


    Far below, water rushed gray and frothy, spilling over its banks, swollen from the days and nights of summer downpour. The cliff face was sheer. Not much hope for finding handholds to climb down, even if it weren’t slippery with rainfall. And they’d be exposed during the descent. Easy targets for the bounty hunters and their arrows.


    He turned to Celia. She was already scanning the area but hadn’t dragged him in a different direction because there were no other paths—they’d run through a break in the rock wall hidden by shadows and thick pines onto a wide ledge. Steep granite towered above them. Not even a bush or scrubby tree clung to its side. They could try going up, but faced the same problem either way: target practice.


    There was no place to go.


    She grabbed his arm. “Cast something.”


    “What?” The last time he’d tried to use necromancy to stop someone, nothing had happened.


    “There’s no other option. Cast something.” She lengthened her stance and held her sword ready. “I can hold them off for a little while.”


    “I can’t.” Just because he wanted something didn’t make it possible. He wanted to go to Gyja, have another kiss with Celia, live a long life, and myriad other things the Dark Son was denying him.


    “Try,” she said with a growl.


    Three thugs stormed through the break, swords drawn. In the moonlight, they looked like demons, with pale faces and wild eyes. Their shirts clung to well-muscled bodies, their wet hair hung limp about their faces. Ward’s heart thudded against still painfully bruised ribs. He drew a breath. For what? He didn’t know—to cry, fight, beg, or cast a reverse wake that would never work. There was no way he’d be able to shove the men’s souls from their bodies. But Celia was going to die…again…and he along with her.


    The closest man swung at Celia’s head. She blocked the strike, dropping to one knee from the force of the blow.


    Goddess, their options were death or the impossible.


    She shoved her assailant’s sword to the side and kicked him in the gut. He stumbled back, but another man rushed into his place with the third man at his side and two more crowding behind. There were too many. The only place to go was over the cliff.


    Of course. The cliff.


    They might not survive the fall, but they wouldn’t survive at all if they stayed.


    Ward seized the back of Celia’s shirt and leapt. She slammed into him. The demon men, the rock face, the pines, and the scrubby bushes fell away. All that remained was him with Celia cradled against his chest immersed in rushing air.


    For a moment, just a heartbeat, the heat from her body warmed him. He had his arms around her, his cheek close to hers. He was in control, his life wasn’t a complete disaster, and—


    They hit the water with a crack. Air burst from his lungs. Cold brown froth engulfed him. Celia slipped from his grasp, and the water tossed him end-over-end. He thrashed against it, desperate to escape the depths. His chest burned, and he couldn’t hold his breath much longer.


    He kicked up and broke the surface, gasping for air and struggling to get his bearings. A wave washed over him, spinning him around. He kicked up again, blinking silty water from his eyes.


    The bank rushed past, a blur of uneven shadows, mounds of rock, shrubs, and trees. A flash of something pale caught his eye downstream. He thrashed toward it, praying it was Celia.


    Another wave swept over him, and the pale object disappeared. The water surged, dark and fierce. Something shot into the air. A hand. It had to be Celia.


    With renewed energy, he swam toward her. Her head bobbed, and she looked around. She seemed calm, but her eyes were wide, as if she were taking in everything with a glance. Their gazes met as a wave pushed him under.


    He surfaced. They were closer. If he could get to her, they might just survive. He reached out, straining. Their fingers brushed.


    Just a little farther.


    Their fingers touched again, and he slammed against something. Pain shot up the right side of his body and across his head. The bank twisted, and the current pulled him under. When he broke through the surface, Celia wasn’t in sight. Only froth, shadows, and rushing water surrounded him.


    A low hanging branch grazed the top of his head. He seized it, but the current ripped it from his hand and threw him into a rock. A sharp edge scraped his ribs. He gasped, sucking in more water than air. Coughing, he hit something else and clawed at it, digging his fingers into its hard surface and hauling himself onto the bank.


    All his muscles burned. All the old aches and pains from his week in Brawenal, still half-healed, shook him. He squeezed his eyes shut and tried to calm his racing heart. If he could rest for just a moment.


    Someone yelled nearby. He struggled to raise his head, but it was too heavy. His left arm pulsed with what could only be an infection. If he didn’t do something soon, it could claim his arm, or worse, his life. And if he didn’t get up and run, the bounty hunters would kill him before his arm did.


    Was normal just too much to ask for?


    He staggered to his feet, and the mountain meadow around him whirled. Pain shot through his temple, and he struggled to keep his balance. He sucked in a slow breath but it didn’t steady him, and the warm breeze rippling the tall grass did little to make the ground level.


    The grass, broken only by a few trees, rolled in waves along the river and up a hill to an enormous house. Tiny lights danced at irregular intervals within the dark shape, and the uneven peaks of its roof cut into the night sky. The weak moonlight cast just enough light to see, and the clouds that had blotted out the stars and dumped days of seemingly endless rain on them since leaving Brawenal City had broken up. Maybe the Goddess had finally taken pity on him.


    With luck, it would take the bounty hunters a while to find a way across the river and—


    A deep voice called from somewhere upriver, and Ward realized he stood in full view. Damn.


    He ducked below the grass, making the world pitch with the sudden movement. Celia would kill him if she knew he’d been standing out in the open like an idiot. He needed to find her.


    She’d swept past him, so she had to be somewhere downriver—and, thankfully, away from the owner of the voice. He could only hope she’d escaped the torrent and wasn’t far away.


    The man called out, and another masculine voice responded. They sounded close.


    Ward peeked out of the grass. Two burly men stood a half-dozen yards away, the moonlight catching on their drawn swords. How had they gotten to this side of the river so fast?


    Something rustled a few feet from them, and a figure leapt up, lithe and beautiful. She yanked one man forward, and they disappeared into the grass. He screamed. His companion lunged, jabbing his blade where Celia had last been.


    Metal clanged against metal. Celia’s head and shoulders rose from the tall stalks. Her blade knocked her assailant’s sword aside, and she rammed her body against his arm, knocking him off balance. He stumbled forward, and she sliced her weapon across his neck.


    Ward bit back a gasp. In the last week, he’d seen more than he’d ever wanted of violence, but he could never get used to how terrifying and beautiful Celia was when she practiced her craft.


    She slunk through the grass to his side. “You all right?”


    Blood was splattered across her cheek, dark against her skin. Her hair hung limp around her face, and her wet shirt clung to her body, revealing her well-muscled figure. She was so beautiful and so deadly…and so very dead. He couldn’t figure out why she hadn’t left him. She had more than enough skill to evade the bounty hunters, and he was fully aware he was a liability. But she was still there, her icy blue gaze filled with concern, and all that concern was focused on him.


    “Are you all right?” she asked again.


    He blinked, dragging his attention away from the cold depths of her eyes.


    “You’re bleeding.”


    “I am?” He brushed his hand along his throbbing temple into something damp and sticky and glanced at his fingers. Blood. But his dizziness had passed, so it couldn’t be too bad. Even shallow cuts on the head could bleed a lot, and with the water still in his hair, the scratch probably looked worse that it was. “I’m fine.”


    Celia’s eyes narrowed.


    “Really. How about you?” Not that she’d tell him. She didn’t look hurt. All the blood on her was splattered, indicating she wasn’t cut. With dark circles under her eyes, she did, however, look exhausted.


    She glanced back to where the two men lay hidden in the grass. “It looks like we found the two missing bounty hunters. They must have been told to cross the river in case we evaded the others. So that leaves… I killed three in the forest, there were five back on the cliff—although one of them probably won’t be walking anytime soon. That leaves four.”


    “If there aren’t more sneaking around.”


    “Not yet, at least.” Her gaze traveled up the hill to the house. A wry smile pulled at her lips. “You know what? I’m hungry.”


    “Excuse me? We can’t just barge in on whoever lives there, with who knows how many bounty hunters after us.”


    “There are only four, and we’ll only visit long enough to get food. Once we have supplies, I can deal with the hunters, and then we’ll have a head start on any others. You got a better idea?”


    He wished he did, but he couldn’t argue with Celia’s plan. As if to punctuate her words, his stomach growled. “Fine.”


    Keeping low in the grass, she made for the house. Ward followed, his head pounding with each step.


    At the top of the hill, the house hunched like a misshapen monster, all sharp edges and shadow, dotted with spots of light from behind smoky-glass windows. They skirted around the long arm of a three-story wing and eased out of sight of the river and anyone combing the bank for them.


    Before them lay a gravel courtyard with a fountain in the center. The statue of a woman draped in voluminous folds of stone cloth poured water from a jug into the fountain’s bowl. Beyond stood a massive front door painted dark red with a bronze crest above it, flush with the bricks. The crest looked familiar, but Ward couldn’t place it. Massive wrought-iron lanterns hung from hooks in the wall on either side, casting a bright pool of light on the door, and the three wide steps leading up to it.


    His toe caught on a stone hidden in the grass, and he stumbled. Celia grabbed his hand, steadying him, her touch personal, comfortable, and all wrong.


    He pulled his hand from hers. He was the only one attracted in their non-relationship. And, besides, she was dead. The attraction couldn’t go in any way. Except, the reasons the living and the dead couldn’t have a relationship grew weaker the longer he spent with her. Every day, it became more difficult to remember that her soul had crossed the veil and he’d dragged it back and returned it to her body.


    Celia pursed her lips. Was that hurt in her eyes? But the usual hardness in her expression returned, and she was back to the deadly assassin. The people in the mansion had no idea who or what was about to creep inside.


    “Stay here,” she said. “I’ll look for a safe place to enter.”


    Before he could answer, she slipped around the end of the wing, the only sound of her passing a momentary silence among the crickets.


    He pressed his forehead to the bricks, but they weren’t particularly cool and did little to ease the pounding in his head. He didn’t know why he worried about her. This was what she did best. She crept around in the night and faced dangerous men. Yet he couldn’t seem to keep from fretting and didn’t know why.


    Even being chased by bounty hunters couldn’t distract him from thinking of her. He wanted to be near her, wanted to be within the radius of her confidence and determination, and have it wear off of him. Wanted the Goddess’s law to be wrong. Wanted—


    Things he wasn’t supposed to want.


    He forced his attention to the crest above the door. He could work out how he felt once they were safe on the road to Gyja. Until then, he’d distract himself with the intellectual puzzle of the crest.


    The swirls and creases of bronze formed an open goddess-eye, the staff of the Eternal Wanderer, and the cup of knowledge…cup of knowledge and staff…


    Of course! This was a waystation on the pilgrims’ old road to Gyja.


    Ward had thought all the waystations on the old road had been closed when the Grewdian Council established the new, safer road, through the mountains a few generations ago. Without the pilgrims, there was little money for food and upkeep, but this station appeared in excellent condition—save for its horrible mismatched architecture.


    They were already on a road to Gyja. Things were already looking up. Now, all he had to deal with were four bounty hunters, and then his fate would involve fewer crossbow bolts and swords.


    Something clicked, and he jerked around. A girl who looked to be a couple years younger than he rose from the far side of the fountain. He’d been so distracted by the crest he hadn’t noticed her. Blond tendrils escaping the pile of curls atop her head framed a wide forehead and square jaw. Her pink gown—far too formal for a waystation in the middle of nowhere—shimmered with pinpricks of light.


    “We don’t tend to get pilgrims at this hour.” She stared at him with dark, wide-set eyes and reached a delicate hand toward him.


    His feet, of their own volition, stepped off the grass onto the gravel courtyard, moving him out of the shadow into the light. “I’m not a pilgrim.”


    She shifted. More light shimmered from tiny beads sewn in an intricate pattern swirling from her hem up the right side of the gown and over her bodice. “You’re hurt.”


    He brushed his temple. “It looks worse than it is.” Although, he really had no idea how bad it looked.


    “Still, you should come in and have me look at it.”


    “Ah, no… It’s all right.” He inched back a step. He shouldn’t have left the shadow of the building in the first place. Celia would have jumped at the invitation, but he didn’t want to get anyone else involved in his mess. He should give some kind of excuse to make the woman think he was leaving, then return to his hiding spot and wait for Celia.


    “At least come in and get cleaned up.” She offered a shy smile. “I’m Allette.”


    “Ward.” Goddess, how he wanted to say yes. But it was too dangerous. “I’m sorry, I— I’m waiting for someone.”


    “Your friend is welcome, too. This is the Goddess’s house. All who travel on Her path are welcome.”


    He had no idea how to refuse. Her offer was so attractive, the promise of relaxing salvation, and a simple ‘no’ hadn’t satisfied her. “I can’t pay.”


    “I’m sure we can find a chore for you and your friend in return for the hospitality.”


    “That’s very kind of you, but I really should…” He took another step back. If he didn’t put distance between himself and the girl, his willpower would crumble.


    Footsteps crunched on the gravel behind him, and he spun around.


    Celia strode down the driveway toward him. Her expression revealed neither anger or relief, but that didn’t mean anything. She was a consummate actress, and very little escaped her control. “I see you’ve found someone.”


    “Yes, but we really should be going.” He struggled to keep his tone light while willing Celia to accept his plea to not bring trouble to this house.


    “No, please. Stay.” Allette grabbed Ward’s forearm.


    Celia tensed, and light flickered on something by her thigh. It was the sword she’d acquired from the last bounty hunter she’d killed, hidden by her leg. “One night would be lovely,” she said.


    “I’m not sure that fits our plans,” Ward said. Celia had just said they were only staying long enough to get food, certainly not stay the rest of the night.


    “Plans are meant to be broken,” Celia said. “We accept your generous offer.”


    “Wonderful.” Allette squeezed Ward’s injured arm, sending pain shooting through it.


    The front door opened, pouring more light down the steps and into the courtyard. The rumble of voices and the swell of music drowned out the chirp of crickets. A tall woman about eighteen, his age, stood framed in the entranceway. She was probably only an inch or two shorter than Ward, which was unusual for most women. She, too, wore a ball gown—hers was gold—and while she didn’t have Allette’s complicated hairstyle, her loose dark blond locks didn’t lessen her air of sophistication and sensuality. It was an air Ward didn’t often see in women his age—Celia being the exception. Not that he had a lot of experience with women, his age or otherwise, but he’d observed enough to make some basic conclusions.


    Celia shifted beside him. All right, maybe any conclusion, basic or otherwise, was a stretch. He could observe her for an entire lifetime and still not figure anything out about women.


    The woman in the doorway slid her gaze over Ward, and from the curl of her lip, she wasn’t impressed with what she saw. She turned to Celia. Her eyes flashed wide, then narrowed, and her attention jumped back to Ward. “Well, the promised Quirin Dagenhart from Yarbon has finally arrived.”


    “South Yarbon,” Allette said, releasing Ward and staring at her feet.


    “We expected you days ago.”


    Ward opened his mouth to correct the mistaken identity, but Celia stepped close and nudged him with her arm. “We ran into a bit of trouble on the way here.”


    The woman pursed full lips. Danger emanated from her like the kind of menace Celia radiated when she revealed her assassin-self. “I can see that. Let’s get you cleaned up. You should be presentable when you meet Macerio.”


    “Of course.” Goddess, it kept getting worse. Not only were they spending the night, but Celia wanted him to pretend he was this Quirin Dagenhart.


    “Allette, run ahead and have wash water and clean clothes sent up to Quirin’s room, and have the one beside his made ready as well.”


    “Yes, Lyla.” Allette rushed into the house.


    Lyla brushed a lock of hair away from her face. Her gaze lingered on Ward, and he shivered, feeling exposed. A narrow line creased her forehead, as if she couldn’t quite believe what she saw. He got that a lot.


    Celia cleared her throat. “Are we going to wait on the doorstep?”


    Lyla’s eyes narrowed even more. “No.” She stepped back, motioning for them to enter.


    Celia gave Ward an encouraging smile. It didn’t make him feel better, but he couldn’t very well disagree in front of Lyla. That would ruin whatever Celia planned—and she had to have a plan; she always did.


    They entered a gleaming white and gold antechamber with halls leading left and right. White and black marble tiles created an octagon and an open goddess-eye in the center of the floor. This was definitely a waystation.


    Before them stood two massive doors, opening into a great hall. About a hundred people, dressed in court finest, danced and talked and ate. Light radiated from massive chandeliers, sparkling on gold and silver and jewels on the tables and the people.


    “This way.” Lyla turned down the hall to the right, heading into the wing Ward and Celia had skirted outside. The marble floor and pale-paneled walls switched to dark wood, leaving the passage gloomy in contrast to the brilliance behind them.


    They followed Lyla to a narrow stairway that curled up to the second and third floors. She took them to the second floor, stopped halfway down the hall, and gestured to two open doors, both leading to large bedchambers.


    “The wash water and your change of clothes should arrive soon. Macerio Sanz de Cortia will be eager to meet you.”


    


    Nazarius eased up from his hiding spot. There was movement by the mansion’s front door. It was the second night since the Seer’s carriage had left him in the middle of nowhere, and true to the word of the Seer of the House of Bralmoore, someone had arrived.


    Across the dimly lit courtyard, one man and two women had stood on the front steps. They’d entered the house, and the heavy front door had thudded shut with the finality of a jail gate.


    Nazarius had seen the dark blond woman in the gold dress since his arrival. She only walked the grounds at night, and moved with a grace that set off every Tracker instinct he had, screaming that she was dangerous. If he hadn’t been there for another reason, and under strict orders to stay out of the way, he’d have donned his pin as an officer of the highest law in the Union of Principalities and paid a house call. All right, maybe he wouldn’t have donned his Quayestri pin—not without any kind of backup—but that didn’t mean he didn’t want to.


    Regardless, he was there for the other woman and the man. The blue-black sheen of hair and her own deadly grace gave Celia Carlyle away. Although, he didn’t need Celia to pick out Edward de’Ath the fourth—necromancer, physician, criminal, and now a reluctant servant of the Seer. His tall, lanky frame was hard to miss. The Seer had a job for Ward, and Nazarius was there to ensure it happened.


    As the Seer foretold, Ward and Celia had entered the mansion, and, if the events a week ago hadn’t irrevocably changed Ward’s life, what he needed to do in that house would.

  


  
    Two


    Ward paced his bedchamber, waiting for Celia. Bed to hearth and back again. The hole in his arm burned, and the flesh around the ragged scab was red and warm to the touch.


    Not a good sign. There was still a chance now that he was in dry clothes, cleaned up, and out of the rain, it would heal, and infection wouldn’t set in. Not likely, but not impossible. All he could do at the moment was ignore it and hope for the best, since all his bandages were soaked from his dunk in the river.


    Reaching the bed, he turned back to the hearth and tugged self-consciously at the sleeves of his borrowed shirt. They, like the pants, were too short as well as being a little too big across the chest and too wide in the waist.


    He smoothed the moneypouch hanging from his muddy and tattered belt, pressing the quintaro inside into his hip. A reminder, like the soggy envelope of Baarasena in the pouch, of the heist Celia and he had committed in Brawenal. Now that had been a nerve-racking situation. This wasn’t nearly as scary as that heist. He was just pretending to be someone he wasn’t for one evening. That was all.


    It was sad that lying to gain someone’s hospitality was his new normal. He supposed when he met the master of the waystation, this Macerio Lyla had mentioned, Ward could tell the truth.


    Yes. That’s what he’d do. He’d apologize for the misunderstanding and… And what? Explain that an untold number—all right, four—bounty hunters were going to pound on the door at any minute? Well, it was better than lying.


    A knock interrupted his thoughts. How was it that he was nervous about telling the truth? This was ridiculous. He sucked in a breath that didn’t calm his rising nerves, made sure to flip his collar up to hide the Quayestri brand at the back of his neck, and opened the door.


    Allette stood in the entranceway with Celia a few feet behind her in the hall. They were light and darkness. Tiny, blond Allette watched him with dark wide-set eyes in her broad forehead and square jaw—the features of a peasant. Her shadow, Celia, with the refined, sleek look of nobility, wore an elegant black gown. It accentuated the blue-black sheen of her hair and her icy eyes. The trained assassin was on the job, calculating options and probably praying Ward wouldn’t mess up whatever it was she planned.


    “Are you ready, Quirin?” Celia asked, a not-so-subtle reminder of who he was supposed to be impersonating.


    So much for telling the truth. Fine. He could pretend to be someone else just for a night. It would be easier than facing Celia’s wrath. “Yes.”


    The door to the stairway opened, and Lyla glided into the hall. “Good, you’re ready. Macerio is impatient to see if you’re everything Lauro Allard says you are.”


    “He brought proof,” Allette said, her voice soft.


    “So it would seem.” Lyla stepped back into the stairwell, her gown swirling around her.


    Allette bit her bottom lip, her hands trembling. She was nervous. But because of Lyla, or because she was lying about Ward’s identity? If he went along with the fallacy and left tomorrow, would Allette get into trouble? He couldn’t be responsible for that. He wasn’t the one who’d started the lie.


    They followed Lyla through halls that didn’t match one another. Wide passages, narrow ones, some brightly lit, some dark, up a few steps, down a ramp, twisting and turning until they reached a place where the hall widened into a strange sitting room.


    The area was twice as wide as the hall, decorated in the opulent style of Taloren the Eighth. Heavy curtains around the windows were pulled closed despite the cool night’s reprieve. In the center sat a dark red, low-backed couch and matching chair, creating a conversation area.


    Behind the couch, directly across from them, a heavy engraved door stood partially open, but the crack between door and frame wasn’t wide enough for Ward to see inside. Strange shapes swirled over the wood, and the heavy brass latch was unlike any Ward had ever seen. The keyhole was a star instead of the usual rectangle, and the front of the lock was worked in a delicate filigree, swirled to match the carvings on the door.


    Lyla opened the door farther, revealing a long hall stretching into darkness. The only light came from an open door on the left that led into an opulent parlor. Close to two dozen people lounged in the room, wearing elegant clothes of nobility at a prince’s court. At least Ward assumed they were nobility, but in the dim lighting it was difficult to see the distinctive fine features.


    He squinted. To his right, a man and a woman squeezed onto a tall-backed chair were wrapped in an intimate embrace. So was the couple…no, trio…a few feet from them, lounging on a pile of cushions on the floor.


    Oh my! He jerked his attention to the ceiling. It seemed inappropriate to be staring, even if they were in a public room. Or, rather, a slightly public room. He had no idea what this place was and wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


    Lyla wove her way through the people and furniture to a raised section at the back. A man, who could have been the Dark Son himself, sat on a low ornate chair surrounded by cushions and backed by packed bookshelves. Only a few years older than Ward, his sculpted features and fair skin proved his nobility even if he didn’t have the typical fair hair. Like Celia, he was breathtakingly beautiful, and his shoulder-length hair was so black it shimmered with a hint of blue, but unlike Celia, his eyes were dark, depthless pools. Midnight without stars or moon.


    The man smiled. It was pleasant enough, welcoming, but a chill still swept over Ward. Something about this man screamed danger—more danger than Celia, her family, and the Assassins’ Guild, combined. This had to be the master of the house Macerio.


    The thought of lying to this man made Ward’s insides twist. The thought of staying made them twist even more.


    “You’ve brought guests, Lyla.” The man’s tone was dark, and Ward sensed that an incorrect answer meant bad things would happen. The man’s gaze landed on Celia, and he raised one sculpted eyebrow. “And interesting guests at that.”


    Lyla’s lips curled into a hint of a smile. “The final apprentice-hopeful has arrived.”


    Macerio turned to Ward, examining him from his toes up to his face, as if the man could see inside Ward’s soul and discover every secret. “There’s not much to you.”


    Ward shifted, feeling on display. His mind whirled through all the possible types of apprentices this man could be looking for.


    Allette placed a hand on Ward’s arm. “But there is something.”


    “He did bring proof of his ability.” Lyla sat on the cushions beside Macerio. “That’s more than your other apprentice-hopefuls have done.”


    “It is, although, a little presumptuous if you thought I’d select you over the others because of it.” Macerio patted the cushion beside him. “Still, an interesting start to the competition. And I like a good game.”


    “Game?” Goddess above, the man terrified him, and he couldn’t figure out why. All he knew was that lying to this man seemed like a bad idea. A really bad idea.


    “I can only have one apprentice.” Macerio patted the cushion again. “Sit, both of you.”


    “It’s been a difficult journey. Perhaps we could discuss it in the morning,” Celia said.


    Ward threw her a grateful smile. Ending the interview before it began. Perfect!


    Macerio’s gaze flicked to Celia then back to Ward as if she were insignificant, a child speaking in the company of adults. “Some wine and a little food will ease the stress of your travels. You must tell me about the creation of your pet.”


    Ward glanced at Celia for help. She grabbed his elbow, sending a shock of pain up his infected arm, and nudged him forward. Guess there wasn’t any getting out this. Wonderful.


    They crossed to the cushions and sat. There, see. Not so bad. They were just sitting. They’d have some kind of pleasant conversation then go back to their rooms. He squeezed the moneypouch at his hip, the quintaro and envelope a reminder that he could do this. He’d stolen a magical key, faced off with an Innecroestri, stopped a terrible ritual, and so far managed to evade a dozen bounty hunters. This was no problem.


    Macerio clapped his hands, and servants entered with food and drink.


    “It would seem you’re more advanced in your studies than Lauro indicated,” he said.


    “I try.” A servant handed Ward a full glass of wine. It was dark, like blood, and an oily sheen on top caught the light in a hazy rainbow. Zephnyr oil. With its hallucinogenic properties, it wasn’t something he wanted to consume.


    Macerio chuckled. “So it would seem. But trying won’t be enough in the tests.”


    “The tests?” Right, the man’s search for an apprentice.


    “To prove which of you is the most capable and worthy.”


    Ward pretended to take a sip of wine. “Of course.” Just say whatever would make this man happy so Celia and he could leave.


    The door burst open, and a rotund man stormed in, his curled wig leaving a cloud of fresh powder behind him. His girth, swathed in a yellow and tan scholar’s robe, was too big and bright for the subdued lighting in the room. A middle-aged woman followed him, her hair streaked with silver. She, at least, wore a demure gray, maybe hoping to blend into the shadows.


    Everyone in the room froze, and all eyes watched them rush through the maze of furniture to Macerio.


    The large man, his face a brilliant shade of red, opened his mouth. Macerio narrowed his eyes, and the large man snapped his mouth shut, a small, strange beard on his chin quivering with the sudden movement.


    “My lord,” the woman said, clutching bent arthritic hands to her chest. “We’ve just heard the news.”


    “I’m sure you have,” Macerio said, his voice dry.


    “We’re so thrilled the last apprentice-hopeful could finally make it.” Sweat broke out on the man’s round face, and he dabbed at it with the lace jutting from the sleeve of his robe.


    “I’m sure,” Macerio said.


    A wicked smile pulled at Lyla’s lips and lit her eyes. “A little more competition never hurt.”


    “No, of course not.” The woman bowed her head.


    That made Lyla’s smile even deeper. “Enota, Rodas, meet Quirin. He brought his pet as proof of his abilities.”


    All eyes turned to Celia then jerked back to Ward. The man, Rodas, glared at Ward. Enota shrunk a little more in on herself.


    “You’ll still get your chance to prove your worthiness.” Macerio sat forward and pushed his loose hair back, revealing a collection of gold hoops in his ear.


    Ward’s stomach clenched. He was sure his eyes had gone wide at the sight of the earrings. They couldn’t be Rings of Habil. That wasn’t possible. It would mean Macerio was an Innecroestri with the power to maintain control over vesperitti—one creature for each earring. But there weren’t any Innecriestri left alive. Celia had killed the last known Innecroestri in Brawenal.


    Macerio stood, towering over them. “Tomorrow night, I’ll invite one of you to join Habil’s sacred ranks. I hope you’re ready.”


    Ward’s mouth went dry. This was wrong, all wrong. But all the pieces of the conversation fell into place with sickening clarity. Macerio really was an Innecroestri, he was looking for an apprentice, and he thought Ward was interested in the job.


    “I won’t let you down,” Rodas said.


    “I’m sure you won’t.” Macerio stepped off the raised section. “If I pick you.”


    Rodas bobbed his head while Enota shifted beside him.


    “Until tomorrow night, hopefuls.” He strode out of the room.


    Oh no. No no no. They had to get out of there. Now.


    Grandfather would say it was Ward’s duty to do something about Macerio, find his soul jars, free those he’d enslaved, and right the balance of life and death. But Macerio had over half a dozen vesperitti, and Ward hadn’t seen the man’s other ear. He’d heard vesperitti were deceased people brought back from the dead by a false resurrection spell. These monsters were stronger, faster, and harder to kill than any man. There was no way Ward could stand against one of them if even half the legends were true.


    No, his duty was to get out of there and tell the Necromantic Council of Elders about Macerio.


    Rodas growled and knocked the glass from Ward’s hand, spraying wine over the cushions. “You think you can just show up here with a vesperitti and take my place?”


    Celia tensed but didn’t attack.


    Lyla giggled. “I think he just did.”


    “I didn’t—” Ward said.


    “You’re right,” Enota hissed, her meek behavior gone, her back straight, and her clawed hands rigid at her sides. “You didn’t, and you won’t.”


    Ward staggered off the cushions. Goddess above, he was in a madhouse. They thought he had a vesperitti, that— Oh, Goddess, they thought—


    Celia. His spell on Celia. The Jam de’U he’d cast on her should have ended days ago. But then, he had no idea what he’d really done. He’d improvised on everything, the components, using human blood, even the meditation, to get her awake long enough to prove who’d murdered her.


    Rodas and Enota strode out of the room.


    Lyla raised her glass. “Welcome to the House of de Cortia.”

  


  
    Three


    Celia perched on the ledge outside the window to Ward’s bedchamber. The breeze chilled the still-damp shirt and pants she’d changed back into and brought with it the heady aroma from the rosebushes two stories below. Inside, Ward sat on the edge of one of the overstuffed chairs, his rucksack by his foot, ready to go. In the light from the single candle on the table before him, he looked pale, almost ashen. He needed rest and food. Except, even if she wanted to consider Allette’s invitation to stay, their situation had become more complicated. Their host was an Innecroestri—the tiny gold hoops in his ear a sure giveaway—and the last time they’d encountered a dark necromancer, that woman tried to kill them…or rather kill Ward, since you couldn’t kill a dead person twice, could you?


    Celia cleared her throat and stepped into the room. Ward leapt to his feet and whirled around to face her, his hands balled into fists.


    “Thank the Goddess.” He blew out a breath. “You can’t possibly be entertaining the idea of staying. We’re not safe here,” he said, his voice so low she had to strain to hear him.


    “We only need to stay long enough to fill our packs. Exactly as planned.” She scanned the room, checking the corners for anyone hidden in the shadows. No one. Good.


    He scowled. “I thought you said plans were meant to be broken.”


    “I needed to say something.” The large window she’d just entered presented an optional means of escape if the door was blocked—although, it also offered a way for trouble to enter. “And why are we whispering?”


    “If you hadn’t noticed, Macerio is an Innecroestri and has six Rings of Habil on one ear alone. His monsters could be listening. We shouldn’t even stay long enough to get food. Who knows what Macerio would do to us if he caught us stealing?”


    “Leaving without supplies is not an option.”


    “Not an option?” His voice cracked, and she bit back a smile. There was the Ward she knew. “The last time we faced an Innecroestri, I took a four-story dive from a balcony, and you almost got turned into a shadow walker. I have no idea how powerful Macerio is, but he’s got at least half a dozen vesperitti and who knows what else under his control.”


    “Just think about this for a moment.”


    “Think about what? There are no options when vesperitti are involved.”


    “Ward—”


    “The name from the old Susain language translates to ‘soul devourer.’ They survive on the soul magic within a person’s blood. Even if their hunger isn’t insatiable like the myths claim, I doubt they’d think twice before deciding we’re their next meal.” He grabbed his rucksack and slung it over his shoulder. “Every moment we stay is a moment we’re in danger.”


    “We can at least grab a few things on our way out.” Although, if even a fraction of the myths were true, they needed to leave now.


    “Grab a few things? I’ve already introduced myself to the girl Allette with my real name. She knows I’m not this Quirin person. What makes you think she isn’t telling Macerio who I am right this very moment?”


    “Because she didn’t correct Lyla’s assumption.” So they were good there, at least until Allette revealed her reasons for lying. They’d be long gone before then. “Perhaps she really wants to help, and letting Lyla believe you’re Quirin is the easiest way to do it.”


    “You don’t really believe that.”


    No, but she’d hoped Ward would.


    “We can’t risk getting caught. We have to leave.”


    She couldn’t argue with his logic—as much as she really wanted to. Macerio was a greater danger than the bounty hunters and starvation combined. “Fine. Let’s go.”


    “Really?”


    “You think we should discuss this further? I might change my mind.”


    “Nope, now is good.” He rushed to the window and looked down. “Roses? Really? What are the odds we can sneak out through the front door?”


    “There’s a servant in the hall. She’ll probably alert Macerio if it looks like we’re leaving.” Dropping two stories into the rosebush had little appeal, and Ward didn’t have the skill to scale along the wall until it was safe to jump down. “However, we might be able to use the front door if we just look like we’re going for a walk.”


    “With you dressed like that and me with my rucksack?”


    “I’ll have to change. But if you drop your bag out the window, all we’ll need to do is get outside. Then we can make our way back to it.”


    “Do we think Quirin would go for a late night walk? Particularly since he just arrived?”


    “If we can get out the door before the servant tells Macerio, hopefully it won’t matter.” She brushed past him to the window ledge. The brief contact between them tingled through her, and she clenched her jaw against the sensation. “Give me a few minutes to get back into that dress, then come to my room.”


    Relief flashed across his face before melting back into exhaustion. Goddess, how she wished she’d already taken care of the remaining bounty hunters and this place was safe.


    She climbed back to her window and hopped into her room. A soft thump and rustle of dry leaves indicated Ward had dropped his rucksack into the rose bushes. Now, all they needed was to saunter away. She changed out of her old clothes—tossing them and her sword out the window to join Ward’s bag—and pulled the dress back on. A knock on the door a moment later, and Ward entered.


    She turned her back to him, revealing the untied laces of her bodice. He stepped close, his fingers brushing her bare back as he reached for the ties. A shiver swept over her. The memory of his deft fingers bathed in multicolored light tracing the veins in her hands flooded her, and the feel of him checking her lacerations with a feathery touch burned across her cheeks. They had kissed. Twice. But she didn’t know what that meant, and there hadn’t been a good time to figure it out since they’d left Brawenal City. It seemed the time would never be right.


    Perhaps that was the way it should be. The nature of her existence made things complicated, and the nature of who she was, or rather who she’d been, made it worse. Ward gave life. He might have power over the dead, but life was his true skill, his calling. Hers was death. She even embodied it now.


    She wondered what kind of spell he’d done to her. If there were a way to figure out how long it would last. Or if he could do it again.


    He tugged the laces tight, closing the bodice, and she concentrated on the restriction to her ribs and breath instead of the myriad questions. She would close up all thoughts of Ward and what she was until… Until she didn’t know when.


    Bound, physically and emotionally, she gripped Ward’s arm and they headed out the door. The servant didn’t stop them, and they slipped down the stairs. Music drifted from the great hall. The muted roar of dozens of conversations mingled with a lively tune. The party was still going on even though it had to be approaching dawn.


    A woman laughed, the bright sound cutting through the ruckus, reminding Celia of carefree days. Although, really, her days hadn’t usually been carefree. The activity that had filled her with joy was the thrill of the chase, the challenge of an assignment. She hadn’t thought it was normal, just the way she was. But now the chase wasn’t so thrilling, not when Ward’s life was on the line.


    They passed through the pretentious white and gold antechamber and out the front door into the chilly summer evening.


    Almost there. As easy as breathing.


    She’d never been this high in the Red Mountains before, and while she knew it got cold at night, even at the height of summer, she hadn’t anticipated just how cold. For a heartbeat, she wished she were back in Brawenal City. But home was an impossible dream now, a seven-day hard run from here. She could never return, just like she could never go back to what she’d been.


    Ward had changed everything.


    Which wasn’t really true. Her father had changed everything by murdering her. Ward— gentle, intelligent, determined Ward—had just opened her eyes to that terrible truth.


    She glanced at him. So unassuming, so much more than what anyone saw at first glance, so much more than even he realized.


    And so damned distracting. She’d become as bad as he was, lost in thought in the middle of doing something important. But there were too many unanswered questions more difficult to ignore every passing day, hour…at this rate, every passing minute.


    Their footsteps crunched on the gravel. Steady, relaxed. They couldn’t look like they were fleeing. Ward’s pulse raced under her fingers. He wanted to run, and she couldn’t blame him, but they needed to play their part for a little while longer.


    She led him down the lane. The gravel trailed off into a rutted and weedy path and presumably to a road. They needed to get far enough away that if someone glanced from one of the windows they wouldn’t notice Ward and her. Then they’d double back, get Ward’s rucksack with his illegal surgical implements and her weapons.


    Almost there.


    Just a few more steps.


    Something snapped a few feet ahead, and a man-sized shadow eased away from a lone tree guarding the lane. “I thought you said you were tired?”


    Macerio. She’d never met anyone with a voice like that. Silk on a sword’s edge and much older than he looked.


    Ward froze beside her. She couldn’t blame him. In the darkness, Macerio’s menace became clearer. The man she’d seen back in the house had been a pleasant façade hiding his true nature.


    “We are tired, but with the excitement of arriving here and meeting you…” She hoped he’d fill in the rest himself and not end up with, ‘we were running away.’


    “It can be quite thrilling to take the next step in your destiny.” He stepped onto the path. “But remember, even though you come with a recommendation from Lauro Allard, you’re not the only one vying to become my apprentice.”


    Ward’s arm trembled under her hand, and she hoped he didn’t bolt right this minute. The last thing they needed was to add an Innecroestri to the troubles chasing them. “Quirin is more than ready to prove himself, again.”


    Macerio’s gaze never left Ward, as if he’d spoken and Celia hadn’t. “You do know how to make a first impression, although your spell is rather unusual. I’m sure the other hopefuls are trying to figure out how to create their own pet as we speak.”


    “I’m sure they are,” Ward said, his voice surprisingly even given the shaking under her fingers.


    Macerio took another step toward them, and the muscles in Ward’s jaw clenched. “You haven’t told me everything, though.”


    Ward hadn’t told him much of anything, and Celia intended to keep it that way. “All Innecroestris have their secrets.”


    “But this isn’t something you should keep from your host.”


    “And what’s that?” Ward asked.


    “Unwanted guests.” Macerio sliced a nail through the palm of his hand, drawing blood, and barked a string of harsh words. Magic tingled across Celia’s skin, and he stretched his hand toward them.


    Celia shoved Ward aside. He stumbled but didn’t fall. She brought her hands up, ready to fight—as useless as it probably was to combat an Innecroestri without a weapon or magic. But Macerio wasn’t looking at them. Instead, he stared at the grass a dozen feet behind them. Two men, bounty hunters by their appearance, lurched out of the waist-high stalks and staggered toward them.


    “You should have told me you ran into trouble getting here,” Macerio said, his voice more sword than silk. “I protect what’s mine.”


    “We thought we’d eluded them,” Celia said. And Ward was not going to belong to anyone.


    “Apparently not.”


    The bounty hunters shuddered to a stop before Macerio, grunting and whining as if they couldn’t control their mouths to form words. They writhed with desperate movements that did nothing to free them from Macerio’s spell.


    “Why are you here?” Macerio demanded.


    The bounty hunter on the left gasped. His trembling increased, his right hand clenching and unclenching. The other man, shorter but broader across the chest, twitched and growled.


    Macerio flexed his fingers, and the man on the left moaned, his face contorting in pain. “Why are you here?”


    “To kill the necromancer and the girl.”


    “See. That wasn’t so hard. Who sent you?”


    The man jerked and gulped air. Celia couldn’t allow him to tell the truth. She slapped the bounty hunter—trying to look more like a girl and less like an assassin—making him stagger into his accomplice. “Because of me. Because of what I am.” She grabbed the front of the man’s filthy shirt and shoved him, knocking him to the ground. “Tell my family to leave us alone.”


    “Unfortunately, I can’t allow that.” Macerio knelt and caressed the man’s cheek with a delicate finger.


    The man shuddered. He opened his mouth and a strangled gurgle came out. His face contorted in agony, and he clutched his stomach. Black veins shot across his hands, up his neck, and across his face. The gurgle turned into screams. His eyes widened even farther, and the flesh around them peeled back, black and rotting. The stench of decay burst around him, choking the air with suffocating fumes. More skin on his face blackened. His hands cracked, his fingers falling away and turning to dust. Screams shook the quiet night. He collapsed, oozing black liquid and a reeking dust cloud.


    Celia stepped back, bumping into Ward. He grabbed her arm, his grip so tight her fingers started to go numb.


    The bounty hunter’s body continued to rot, his clothes crumpling, leaving his head, his wide eyes, and his shrieks. Even after his eyes burst, he screamed. One last nauseating wail that turned into gurgles and finally, thankfully, he went quiet.


    Macerio turned to the remaining bounty hunter, who gasped around whatever spell constricted his throat. He panted, the vein in his neck pulsing with rapid, useless desperation.


    “You, on the other hand, have magic in your soul. I think it’s time to start the competition for my apprentice.” Macerio brushed the bounty hunter’s cheek. The same sickening caress.


    The man burbled. Blood dribbled over his lips and welled in his eyes like tears. With a blink, they streamed down his cheeks. He sagged to his knees, a crimson bubble forming between his lips. With a moan it burst and frothy blood oozed out his mouth and poured from his eyes, nose, even his ears. With a strangled grunt, his eyes rolled back and he tumbled to the ground.


    A sour tang filled Celia’s mouth, and her skin crawled. She’d seen death before, but never so gruesome. And all with a few words and a touch. Two more bounty hunters down. Two left. But at what cost?


    Macerio closed his eyes for a heartbeat as if concentrating on something, then turned a wicked grin on Ward. “Come, Quirin.” He draped an arm across Ward’s shoulders. “Let’s see if one of my other hopefuls has enough will to create a pet, too.”


    Macerio led Ward, still trapped under his arm, with Celia following a step behind, back inside to the strange sitting room with the heavy door and star-shaped keyhole. They stepped into the dark hall, passed the parlor filled with men and women in intimate embraces, to the end where a pale glimmer of light cut across the rough hewn wall. The sweet aroma of Susain smoke and something else drifted toward them, and the light brightened.


    Inside, fifteen people with Lyla at the center, stood along the back wall before a raised dais filled with red and gold cushions. Most were dressed as nobles—even if their features said they weren’t—and radiated danger as if she’d just walked in on an assassins’ gathering. The others, those standing slightly behind the nobility, were servants.


    She didn’t want to enter the room, and she certainly didn’t want Ward to, either. It was too perilous. But they had no choice, so she stepped across the threshold, fighting to keep her expression calm.


    At the center of the room stood a long table in the middle of an octagon carved into the floor with alternating open and closed goddess-eyes. Towering candelabras on either side offered the only illumination. There wasn’t any other furniture. The walls were rough-hewn granite, and save for the door they’d entered, the only other potential means of escape was a plain door behind the line of people.


    “Take your place,” Macerio said, gesturing to the right of the table.


    Celia nudged Ward into position as Macerio took a seat on the cushions on the center of the dais. He turned to Lyla. “I thought I told you to assemble the family and call for the other apprentice-hopefuls.”


    Lyla bowed her head but didn’t look in the least contrite. “The messenger isn’t as quick as I’d hoped.”


    “I told you to do it. If I’d wanted someone else, I would have given them the instructions.”


    “Yes, my lord.” She started to cross the room when the apprentice-hopefuls arrived, led by Allette. Rodas glared at Ward with beady eyes made small by his too-round face. While Enota focused on Macerio, the only indication she was feeling anything was the trembling of her arthritic fingers by her sides. Ward’s competition didn’t look any more impressive now than they had an hour before. Neither seemed dangerous from a martial perspective. Celia doubted the woman could hold a dagger and strike a blow with any force with those hands, and Rodas, with his excessive weight, wouldn’t have the agility for an attack. That didn’t mean they weren’t potent necromancers…or rather Innecroestris. Even then, power didn’t mean much. It came down to determination. She and Ward were proof, although she couldn’t deny she’d sensed something powerful within Ward when they’d faced that Innecroestri in Brawenal.


    The other two took up positions on the opposite side of the table. Rodas shifted from one foot to the other, his impatience swirling around him like the purple Susain smoke in the room. The woman stood immobile. Celia had seen that stillness in fellow assassins and reevaluated her assumptions about Enota. She might not be able to stab anyone, but there were other ways to kill, and this woman wouldn’t hesitate.


    The narrow door at the back of the room opened and someone Celia thought she’d never see again entered, carrying the bloody bounty hunter’s corpse over his shoulder. Val Rous.


    His gaze traveled from Macerio to the table, to her, and her heart skipped a beat. His dark eyes widened, the only indication he was surprised to see her. She had no idea how to explain her presence. Although, what in the Goddess’s name was Val doing here? They both belonged in the prince of Brawenal’s court. Not in the middle of nowhere at an Innecroestri’s mansion.


    The last time she’d seen Val, she’d turned down another of his marriage proposals, and he’d left Brawenal City. She had no idea why. She was sure she hadn’t broken his heart. Everyone knew his marriage—just like hers and every other noble marriage—would be arranged for the best political union for the family. It didn’t matter what anyone wanted.


    He set the corpse on the table and took up a position beside Lyla and Allette. The corpse’s hand fell over the edge, dangling, blood dripping from its index finger and landing in sticky plops on the floor.


    Ward and she needed to get out of there. If she’d needed proof before to determine who was the most dangerous—Macerio or the bounty hunters—she had more than enough evidence now. She’d take the bounty hunters any day.

  


  
    Four


    Ward couldn’t stop staring at the corpse and the blood pooling around its head. Macerio had killed him—killed both of the bounty hunters—with a touch. As simple as breathing. A little blood, a few words of power, and a painful death. What had he and Celia gotten themselves into? There wasn’t any good way to get out of the room, not until Macerio was done. Ward could only pray they wouldn’t draw the Innecroestri’s attention. If he stood still enough, maybe Macerio would forget they were there.


    “Now that all the family has gathered,” Macerio said.


    Ward glanced to the group at the back of the room. They all looked to be around Macerio’s age, save for a few, but there was no family resemblance in any of them. They were mixed in hair and eye color, and only half had the distinctive noble features.


    “I think we should have a test. Quirin has already proven his strength of magical ability with a pet.” Macerio caressed Lyla’s cheek, then rested his hand on the shoulder of the stunning blond man who’d entered with the corpse. “Creating a vesperitti is the first true test of the Innecroestri. It takes power and skill and strength of will.”


    All the blood drained from Ward’s face. Macerio’s family were his vesperitti, and Goddess above, he didn’t just have six, he had up to fifteen. Fifteen possible monsters staring at him. If the myths were true, they all hungered for what little magic was in his blood.


    He was so dead. Tortured first and then dead.


    “Quirin?” Macerio asked.


    Ward shivered.


    “Which of my hopefuls should join you in the ranks of the Innecroestri?”


    “I ah…” He clenched his jaw to still his rattling teeth. He had to pull it together. If he didn’t look like prey, they wouldn’t attack. “You know your hopefuls better than I do. Both should be up for the challenge.”


    “I guess we’ll find out. Pick one.”


    Both Rodas and Enota glared at Ward, their jealousy clear. He was the new favorite, and he didn’t doubt either of them would do anything to replace him. Which did he turn into a black necromancer, into everything his family, the de’Aths, had spent generations thwarting?


    “I’m waiting,” Macerio said in a singsong.


    Just pick one. “Enota.”


    Rodas’s eyes narrowed. Another enemy to add to the list.


    Macerio eased to the table. “Interesting choice.” He snapped his fingers. Allette scurried to his side and handed him a narrow leather-bound book.


    “Within these pages are the darkest secrets of the Innecroestri.” He cradled the book, caressing the closed goddess-eye seared onto the cover. Below the goddess-eye, in Vys—an ancient language of magical power—was the symbol of death.


    The rest of Ward’s blood drained away, freezing in his veins, and the world twisted. He hadn’t seen that right. Ward blinked, but the book’s cover didn’t change. The only grimoire in all the Union of Principalities that had that sigil was Habil’s Book of Death, one third of the first Innecroestri’s spell book. A book enspelled with death magic that imbued the owner with even more dark power. It was impossible for this to be the real Book of Death.


    “Prove you belong among us.” Macerio opened the book to a page near the middle and placed it on the table by the bounty hunter’s head. Blood oozed toward the cover.


    “Enota, join the sacred members of the Innecroestri.” Macerio tapped the open page of the spell book.


    The pooling blood caressed the cover. Red light flared from the open pages, and flames danced along the black scrawling text. The blood swept up the table, flooding the book until only a few drops and one jagged smear remained. Ward’s heart stuttered. He couldn’t breathe. The book was Habil’s.


    Enota bobbed her head, and her lips moved, but Ward couldn’t hear anything. His thoughts crowded against each other, screaming for attention. She limped to the table and ran an arthritic, hooked hand over the bounty hunter’s body.


    Ward fought the blinding need to bolt. But if he fled now, Macerio would surely know he wasn’t an apprentice-hopeful. Distance didn’t mean much when the Innecroestri had the kind of power Habil’s grimoires gave the owner.


    Enota caressed the spell book with affection and reverence like Macerio had, her eyes gleaming with anticipation.


    “I’m waiting,” Macerio said, his voice dark.


    Enota twitched, the anticipation gone. “Yes. Of course. The blood?”


    “You should have everything you need right there.” The wry smile returned to Macerio’s lips.


    There wasn’t much blood left on the table, and Ward doubted the grimoire would give any of its magic to Enota. Legend said only the owner, in this case Macerio, commanded the power of the book, without need for physical contact with it.


    The grimoire had to be destroyed. Macerio couldn’t be allowed to keep it. Which meant…


    Goddess above, it meant Ward had to destroy the book.


    Fighting Macerio to get the grimoire was impossible, but he could stay long enough to figure out how to steal it. He’d have to pretend he was Quirin—and pray the man didn’t show up.


    Ward couldn’t believe he was contemplating this. He might not be a very good necromancer, but he knew his duty—which he was really starting to hate.


    He had to find a way to steal the book.


    Just get through the test and get back to his room. Then he could figure out a plan.


    Enota dipped a shaking finger in the quatro-sized pool of blood by the bounty hunter’s shoulder. Mumbling, she drew a goddess-eye on the corpse’s forehead. She dipped her finger in the blood again and crouched, drawing a line across the octagon on the floor. A hint of red flashed, burning the shape into Ward’s vision.


    She raised her hands and hissed words of power. Then, she placed one hand on the bounty hunter’s forehead over the goddess-eye she’d drawn and the other over his heart. She leaned over the grimoire and began to chant, slowly at first and then faster and faster.


    Nothing happened.


    Come on. Come on. Finish the test so he could get out of there.


    Macerio crossed his arms, and Rodas smirked.


    Enota sucked in a breath.


    “Too much for you?” Rodas asked.


    Macerio glared at him, and he inched back. Enota didn’t seem to notice. She yelled the chant again. Still nothing. She slapped her hands into the smear of blood on the table. With a growl she ran her palms up her cheeks into her hair, leaving red streaks. She slammed her hands back into position and resumed the chant, once, twice.


    The gray-purple smoke in the room began to swirl above her, turning in time to each verse. The candles flickered. The room dipped into darkness, then light.


    Rodas inched away, the smirk gone. Shadows bounced around them, and the smoke billowed. Enota cried the chant again, her breath ragged gasps between words.


    The urge to flee pounded through Ward. He shouldn’t be witness to this, he shouldn’t allow it, and he shouldn’t be so close to all those monsters.


    Movement on the table drew his attention. He strained to see what it was—the bounty hunter’s finger, his hand? Had this woman really brought him back? If he wasn’t mystically blind and able to sense magic, he’d be able to feel her casting the spell.


    Enota screamed and collapsed on the bounty hunter. Her wail sent shivers racing over Ward. The purple Susain smoke whirled around the room, but neither Enota nor the bounty hunter moved.


    Ward’s heart pounded, loud in the sudden silence.


    Still nothing.


    Lyla plopped onto the pillows on the raised dais. “That was a disappointment.”


    Rodas looked stunned, his eyes wide.


    Enota staggered back from the table, her face smeared with blood, her silver-streaked hair disheveled. She turned to Macerio. “Let me try again. I almost had it. I could feel it just out of reach.”


    Macerio cupped her cheek in his hand, the Innecroestri’s expression soft. They were a strange frieze, the beautiful lord, perfect and young, gazing at the old woman. He strong and tall, she weak and hunched. She seemed even older now, her cramped hands more disfigured.


    “Please,” she whispered.


    Macerio leaned close, his lips brushing hers. “No.”


    He grabbed the back of her head and smashed his mouth on hers. Enota whimpered.


    Everything within Ward froze, breath, body, soul, as if even a flicker of life would draw Macerio’s attention.


    Macerio pulled back a little, his mouth open. Red smoke, her soul, poured out of Enota and into him. He groaned, a lover in the throes of ecstasy.


    Time moved too slowly. Every moan, every whimper, every wisp of smoke was seared into Ward’s memory in horrific detail.


    Lyla rocked back, clapping, her gleeful laugher drowning out Enota’s cries. The other vesperitti cheered and jeered as if they watched a mummer’s play put on for their entertainment. Except this was real, and Ward was helpless to do anything but watch. Killing with a touch was terrible, but the victim’s soul crossed the veil into the heart of the Goddess. Macerio enslaving Enota’s soul kept the victim trapped in torment on this side of the veil to increase the Innecroestri’s magic.


    Imprisoned in eternal darkness, conscious, unable to escape, the soul was stretched thinner and thinner.


    Macerio released Enota, and she sagged to the floor, her lifeless eyes staring at the ceiling. Red smoke curled over his lips, caressing his chiseled features. He snapped his fingers, and Allette scurried to his side with a clay jar. She pulled out the stopper, and he vomited Enota’s essence into it with great heaves.


    It poured, cough after cough, into its prison. He shoved the jar at Allette, and she pushed the cork stopper back in.


    Ward clenched his jaw, fighting waves of icy panic. Stay still. Stay calm. Don’t let Macerio see him.


    “She had power. It’s a shame she couldn’t focus.” Macerio wiped a thumb across the edge of his mouth. “Now, scurry along. The lesson is done for this evening.”


    “But—” Rodas said.


    Macerio raised an eyebrow.


    “Yes, of course.” Rodas bowed and rushed out of the room.


    Macerio’s gaze landed on Ward.


    Please, no.


    “Seems the competition is back down to two.”

  


  
    Five


    Ward pressed his back to the bedchamber door. It didn’t have a lock, although barring it with his body didn’t make him feel better. The Innecroestri had over a dozen vesperitti. He had Habil’s famed Book of Death, for goodness sake.


    Something scratched at the open window. His heart leapt into his throat.


    Celia slipped inside, her black skirt tangling around her legs. Her pale face accentuated her grim expression. Ward wished she hadn’t seen how dangerous Macerio was firsthand. He wished he hadn’t seen, either.


    “I think, given our options, the rosebush and thorns is the best choice.” She held the curtain aside for him. A hint of daylight edged the peaks of the Red Mountains.


    Ward pressed his back harder against the door, as if that would force his feet to stay put and not to take him to the window and safety—relatively speaking. “I can’t.”


    “What do you mean you can’t?”


    “I—” Why was this so hard to say? Because he wasn’t a fool and staying was beyond foolish.


    “The jump will hurt, but it won’t kill you.”


    “It’s not the jump. I have to stay.”


    “Have you lost your mind?”


    He was pretty sure he had. “I thought I could just report Macerio to the Necromantic Council of Elders—”


    “And you should.” She grabbed his arm and tugged.


    He shrugged out of her grip—or rather, she let him go. If she’d wanted, she could have dragged him to the window and tossed him out. “I can’t risk him fleeing before they get here.”


    “Yes. You can.”


    “No. He has a powerful grimoire with terrible spells that must be destroyed.” There, he’d said it, but saying it out loud didn’t make him feel any better. Goddess be damned, he was smarter than this. He’d been at the top of his class at the Physicians’ Academy before he’d been expelled. He was fluent in five languages. He knew the illicit, intimate workings of the human body. But he knew next to nothing about necromancy and even less about stealing.


    “Ward, please.” Was that fear? Concern? He couldn’t tell. “You were right, Macerio is too dangerous.”


    “You don’t have to stay.” He didn’t want to have to do this without her, but it wasn’t her responsibility. It wasn’t really his, either, but if he left now, it would haunt him for the rest of his life—however long that was.


    “You know I won’t leave you here alone.”


    Her words sent a flush sweeping through him. She wouldn’t leave him. Him. There was something between them. Beautiful, ferocious Celia wouldn’t leave him. That meant something. Didn’t it? “I can’t confront Macerio, he’s too powerful. I think the best option is to steal the grimoire.”


    She raised a delicate eyebrow, drawing attention to her icier-than-normal eyes. “This will take planning. You’ll have to continue pretending you’re Quirin Dagenhart. If Macerio finds out you’re not Quirin…”


    “He’ll kill us. If we even look at him wrong, he’ll kill us. Likely in some horrible way.” He was sure this was a death sentence, but with Celia helping, they might just be able to do it. They’d figured out who’d murdered her and stopped that other Innecroestri. Of course, that Innecroestri was powerless compared to Macerio.


    “We’ll have to pray the real Quirin Dagenhart doesn’t show up while we’re here.”


    “Oh, trust me, I’m praying.”


    “Ward.” Her gaze bored into him, as if she could see the depths of his soul and freeze it in place.


    He wanted to see kindness, respect, affection, but this was business—Celia’s business. He could see her calculating the odds and coming up short when it came to him.


    He dropped his gaze to his feet. “This has to be done.”


    Silence stretched between them. He wanted her to say “yes” and stay with him, but she wasn’t a fool, and this was a fool’s mission. His damned honor was getting in the way again, and yet, if he abandoned it, he wouldn’t be any better than Macerio.


    She growled and plopped into the closest chair. “All right, fine. First thing we need is information. The girl Allette obviously wants something. We can use that to our advantage. I also need to know more about vesperitti so I don’t do something I shouldn’t. What’s myth and what’s truth?”


    He couldn’t believe she’d agreed. “Their origins are the same as yours. They were dead, but the spell cast to bring them back is dark, darker than just a Jam de’U. It requires great will and focus and usually a blood sacrifice, although it looks like Macerio is trying to disprove that by not giving Enota much blood to work with. Myth says they have heightened senses, are strong and fast, can heal the gravest wounds, and can enthrall unsuspecting victims. But I wouldn’t begin to know what’s real or not.” This was going to be more challenging than he thought. “Maybe we could just avoid everyone.”


    “You really think that’s possible while getting information?”


    “No.” He’d just hoped it might be. “There’s also the catch that only someone with strong mystic sight can tell who’s a vesperitti and who isn’t, which means neither of us will know who’s a monster.” And he already couldn’t remember everyone who’d been in that room. All he remembered was the book absorbing the blood, and Macerio sucking out Enota’s soul.


    “I think it’s safe to assume everyone here is a monster.” She tapped her nails against the chair’s arm. “If this goes sour, how do I kill a vesperitti? Is the part about a silver blade to the heart true?”


    “I don’t know. With so many in the house, it might be easier to kill Macerio. If he dies, the magic sustaining all his vesperitti ends, and they die.”


    “Good to know.” She stood. “We’ve got a day to figure out if we can pull this off or not. Talk to Allette and see what you can learn about Macerio’s grimoire. I’m going to scout out the place and learn about vesperitti. The more information we have, the more likely we’ll get out of this in one piece.” She strode to the window and hopped on the ledge but didn’t swing out. Instead, she gripped the frame, her back to him, a picture of beauty and deadly grace. “The first sign of trouble, and we’re out of here.”


    As if being in a house with an Innecroestri and his vesperitti wasn’t trouble enough. “I have to destroy that grimoire.”


    “You can’t destroy it if you’re dead.” She slipped out the window, ending the conversation before it could really begin. Though there wasn’t much left to say, at least about the grimoire. With everything else, there was far too much unsaid. Like the nature of their relationship.


    Celia slipped back into her room and hugged the shadows to stare into the pre-dawn grey. Below were Ward’s rucksack, her clothes, and the sword hidden in the rosebush and ready for a quick escape. Beyond lay the field of grass and the swollen river. She strained to catch a glimpse of the remaining two bounty hunters, but couldn’t see anything.


    The only saving grace to this latest disaster was, with just two men left, they wouldn’t storm in. They’d likely check out the place, count people, then decide whether sneaking in or waiting for backup was their best bet. Ward and she had at best a day, perhaps two… If they saw their compatriots die at Macerio’s hand, hopefully they’d fled back to Brawenal City.


    Which was the very reason Ward and she couldn’t stay either.


    Goddess above, Ward had lost his mind!


    The hum of danger coursed through her. A fine vibrating thread cutting through her weariness, straining her senses. Why couldn’t Ward have stuck with his original plan to run? With only two bounty hunters, now was their best chance to lose them. But no, he had a duty, an obligation.


    Ward and his Dark Son-cursed Oaths. Sure, his Physician’s Oath to help any soul in need or face eternal torment had suited her needs when she’d first met him, and she’d used it to manipulate him. But whatever his necromancer Oath was, it was going to kill him. Honestly, couldn’t he have a glimmer of self-preservation?


    She fought the urge to punch the wall. The Goddess was cruel— Ward didn’t deserve any of this, especially the grief Celia had brought him. But she hadn’t known that when he’d woken her from the dead two weeks earlier, which seemed like a lifetime ago. She was not the person she’d been before her murder…before Ward.


    He’d changed things, made her see that what she’d held true—the weak and foolish were killed and the strong stayed strong—was wrong. Except now she didn’t know what was right or who she was. Family didn’t count for anything anymore. The love of her father had never been real.


    Something in her chest contracted.


    She didn’t want to examine the truth. A person could only soul-search if they had a soul. Hers was borrowed from the Goddess. Any time now, the Goddess would take it back.


    The something within her squeezed again. She didn’t want to die, not when Ward needed her so badly. She’d gotten him into this mess, it was her responsibility to get him out of it. Surely the Goddess would give her enough time to get Ward to safety.


    But things didn’t often work that way. Celia hadn’t experienced any sensations that might indicate Ward’s spell on her was about to end…but what if whatever kept her alive wasn’t just a Jam de’U?


    Macerio thought she was Ward’s vesperitti, and Lyla, a real vesperitti, had made the same assumption. They saw something Ward couldn’t. But he was mystically blind and couldn’t see magic—the reason he couldn’t entirely explain what he’d done to her. Sure, he’d cast a Jam de’U, but from everything he’d said, the spell should have ended over a week ago.


    Which meant maybe that wasn’t what he’d cast. He had said he had to improvise parts of the spell. Maybe he’d cast something else. He might not believe he was powerful enough for anything else, but she knew different. She’d seen a glimmer of something amazing when they’d faced that last Innecroestri. Maybe he cast a vesperitti’s false resurrection spell on her. Except, if she were a vesperitti, why wasn’t she driven to consume souls?


    She needed more information, and she’d start with Val Rous, her former suitor. If she could rekindle their flirtation, she’d learn what she needed about what a vesperitti could do and if she was one herself.


    Fear and hope fluttered through her. Being a vesperitti meant she wasn’t going to die again and could fix the things she’d ruined in Ward’s life; she could even remain with him. But what would Ward do if he discovered she was a monster? Would he think twice before trying to kill her?

  


  
    Six


    Ward jerked awake. There was someone in his room.


    Maybe it was just his imagination.


    The flame of the candle on the bedside table flickered. He’d been so tired he hadn’t even blown it out. He’d seen horrible things, knew monsters lived in this house, and the door to his room didn’t have a bolt.


    Movement flitted at the edge of his vision, and something scratched. That side of the room was dark, filled with shadows. It had to be Celia.


    But she didn’t appear or call out.


    The curtains billowed again, revealing a man-sized shadow. Ward’s mouth went dry. He needed a weapon, but he didn’t have anything, and even if he did, he wasn’t skilled at using it. He was a necromancer and not a very good one at that.


    In truth, he was a physician. He’d been good at that. But his dream of pursuing the illegal activities of surgery had destroyed that life.


    The candle. It might distract the intruder long enough for him to escape. He inched up the bed and reached for the holder.


    “Not your wisest move, Doctor Death.”


    Ward froze, straining to see who was in his room. The masculine voice sounded familiar, but he couldn’t quite place it. Whoever it was knew him, so it couldn’t be anyone from the house. It had to be a bounty hunter.


    “That’s de’Ath, not death. It’s two syllables. And what isn’t wise?” Just stay calm.


    A large muscular man with short-cropped dark hair stepped from the shadows of the curtains. Both his build and his hair were signs of his occupation: warrior. Or in this case, a member of the highest law in the Union of Principalities, the Quayestri. The Tracker Nazarius, a warrior with divine backing.


    The man crossed his arms, the fabric of his shirt straining against his well-honed muscles. “You were going to throw that candle at me. It wouldn’t have worked and would have just made a mess.”


    The goddess-eye brand at the back of Ward’s neck began to itch. It did every time he faced the law, and he was reminded he’d been caught digging up a corpse in Wildenmere and branded a criminal. Wonderful. If he thought he had enough to deal with before with Macerio and his monsters, now the law was involved. And that was never good.


    “Would it at least have set the mansion on fire?”


    It was bad enough the Tracker could arrest Ward in a heartbeat for anything, but Nazarius was a special agent for the Seer of the Prince of Brawenal. The Seer who also lived a secret life as the Master of Brawenal’s Assassins’ Guild—affectionately called the Master. Not that Nazarius was aware of the Seer’s secret identity. It seemed only Ward was allow to live with that particularly dangerous honor.


    “No, it wouldn’t burn down the mansion, and besides, that would interfere with your assignment.” Nazarius tossed Ward’s worn canvas rucksack onto the bed. “You left this outside. Not to mention a sword that should be better taken care of, and some old clothes. Those are still in the rosebush.”


    “An assignment?” Ward bit back his instinctual refusal. It might be easier if he could make Nazarius think he agreed to whatever the Master wanted so he could escape. “What assignment?”


    “And don’t think about refusing.” Nazarius sat in the chair and leaned back. All too comfortable with the fact he’d crept into Ward’s bedchamber and was in the process of threatening him.


    Ward opened his mouth.


    “Or thinking of agreeing and then not following through. The Seer has already foreseen how it will turn out if you don’t do what he asks.”


    Nazarius didn’t need to spell out the consequences. The Seer likely knew every move Ward might make to avoid this so-called assignment. He’d already proven his capabilities by predicting the direction Ward needed to take when he’d fled the prince’s dungeon and that he’d require a dagger to rescue Celia. Both times Ward had doubted, and both times he had gotten into deeper trouble. If he refused, who knew what would happen this time?


    Damn cursed Seers. “I’m a little busy right now, but my schedule opens up next week.” If he was still alive.


    “Next week doesn’t work.”


    “Of course.” There was a special place in the Dark Son’s Abyss for men like Nazarius and the Seer.


    “The Seer needs you to acquire a locket.”


    “And by ‘acquire’ you mean steal since there aren’t any shops in the immediate vicinity.”


    “The Seer has foreseen its need, and therefore the acquisition is sanctioned by the Goddess.”


    “So a very fancy way of saying ‘stealing.’”


    Nazarius sighed and rubbed a hand over his face and into his short-cropped dark hair. “Call it what you will, the Seer needs it done.”


    “I hate to argue semantics with you—”


    “And yet you do.”


    “But wouldn’t you be better off acquiring this locket?”


    “Of that I have no doubt. But the Seer has given you the task and only you. Your companion, Carlyle’s girl, isn’t to get involved.”


    “Fantastic,” Ward said, unable to keep his frustration from coloring his tone. He didn’t want to argue with a Tracker, or a Seer—or the Master of the Assassins’ Guild for that matter—but he was exhausted and hungry and sore, and people, many people, wanted him dead. And he already needed to acquire a grimoire from an Innecroestri who could kill with a touch.


    “Fine. If I’m the only one who can get this locket then I need you to get a message to the Necromantic Council of Elders.” He doubted Nazarius would agree. The man probably had no idea how to contact the Council in the first place. Necromancers and Quayestri didn’t keep the same social circles. But hey, at some point the Goddess would have to take pity on him and change his luck.


    “The closest village is days away. I’m not in a position to leave.”


    So much for hoping for pity. “You sure?” Maybe they could trade thefts. Ward could take the locket, Nazarius the grimoire. “How about—?”


    Nazarius stood and rested his hands on the hilts of his matching sword and long dagger at his hips. It could have been an unconscious action, typical of a man trained to fight, but Ward betted it was really a subtle warning… All right, a not-so-subtle warning. They might have the same master, but they were not friends. In Nazarius’s eyes, Ward was a criminal. There were still warrants out for his arrest. Nazarius was probably disgusted that he had to work with Ward at all.


    There was no way to get Nazarius to help him with his Innecroestri problem, and no getting out of stealing the locket, at least not right now, and probably not later, either. “So why does the Seer need this locket?”


    “Seriously? You’re questioning a Seer?”


    “Good point.” The sooner he got the job done, the sooner he could go back to committing suicide by trying to steal Macerio’s grimoire. “All right, where would I find this locket?”


    “Third floor.” Nazarius pointed to the ceiling. “Two rooms down and on the other side of the hall.” He indicated toward the end of the wing. “It’s a golden oval engraved with a rose on the front and a ruby chip set at the rose’s heart.”


    “And once I have it?”


    “I’ll find you.”


    That was pretty much the answer Ward had anticipated. He didn’t know if he liked the idea that a Seer could predict his every move, that the man knew where he’d be minutes, hours, days from now. Dare he ask if he was alive in a year? Maybe he would eventually get to Gyja and go back to a normal life. Dare he ask if Celia was still alive…or rather still undead?


    “It would probably be best if you not keep the locket on your person. I’m told it will draw unwanted attention.”


    “I’ll keep that in mind.”


    Nazarius snorted. “The Seer says your best opportunity to get the locket is tomorrow when you wake. The hall and the stairwell will be empty.” Nazarius’s expression softened. Ward wasn’t sure how, but something about it seemed kind, almost apologetic. “Enjoy the bed. You deserve the rest.”


    “Ah…thanks.” He had no idea why he was thanking the Tracker. The man hadn’t helped him with the Master/Seer, had held him at knifepoint to perform surgery on his Inquisitor partner, and now couldn’t help with Macerio.


    He supposed in his heart he knew Nazarius wasn’t bad. Just bound up in a complicated relationship, kind of like Ward. But, boy, it was going to be a shock to Nazarius when he found out who the Seer really was. Ward couldn’t decide if he wanted to be there when it happened or far, far away.


    Nazarius headed back to the window, his steps silent on the hardwood floor.


    “Hey, Nazarius.”


    The Tracker glanced back. In the shadows, all Ward could see was his outline and the candlelight reflecting on the hilts of his weapons.


    “How’s Pietro?”


    “Good.” He dipped his head. “You saved his life.” And with that, he stepped onto the sill and out into the night.


    Ward stared at the empty window and scratched the puckered flesh at the back of his neck, drawing a flash of pain through his arm. At least Pietro was alive. His first unsupervised surgery was a success. Maybe he could convince Nazarius saving his partner was worth something, like convincing the Master that Ward wasn’t particularly useful as a servant—if his attempt to steal the locket wouldn’t end up as proof enough.


    He wasn’t one to manipulate someone or steal something. Those were Celia’s strengths, but he couldn’t confide in her because Nazarius had forbidden it.


    It was best to do what the Master wanted, get it over and done with, and pray it didn’t draw Macerio’s attention.


    


    Nazarius wiped a thumb over the blood beading along his forearm from the half-dozen scratches. Damn rosebushes. He’d be happy when this particular assignment was over.


    The light in the window to Ward’s bedchamber went out. The necromancer looked better than the last time Nazarius had seen him. The bruises on his face from his four-story fall in the cavern in Brawenal City had turned a mottled yellow and brown, and while he still looked exhausted and underfed, overall he didn’t look bad—all things considered. He even had some fight left in him.


    The Seer of the House of Bralmoore, Severin, hadn’t lied. Edward de’Ath, the necromancer-turned-surgeon, made a promising—if unpredictable—servant. Asking him to do a favor in return for obeying the Seer? How ridiculous. Things didn’t work that way. The Seer commanded and you obeyed, or everyone and everything you loved would be taken from you. You’d be proclaimed a threat to the Union of Principalities and the Goddess’s divine law.


    The thought didn’t sit well with Nazarius. Not much about the situation sat well with him. He had sworn himself to the Grewdian Council when he’d joined the Quayestri and became a Tracker. He’d wanted to uphold justice, help the helpless, do what was right. Sure, there were politics in the Quayestri and with the Union’s spiritual leaders, but that was the way it had always been. He was still doing good work.


    He’d been the Council’s man for a few years when Severin claimed him and his partner Pietro as his personal Quayestri, his personal servants. But Ward hadn’t taken the vows of service. He was a criminal—now no longer even a reformed criminal because of the surgery Nazarius had forced him to perform to save Pietro.


    For which he thanked the Goddess every day. They’d been partnered six years ago and hadn’t worked separately since. Ward had cut Pietro open, pulled out his guts, and saved him. Law or no law against surgery, Nazarius was grateful he’d stumbled across Ward in that café. It was bed rest for Pietro for at least two weeks, probably more, and then light duty for another month, but he was alive.


    Except that left Nazarius with no one watching his back while he manipulated a necromancer who didn’t have the skills for the job Severin had assigned him. It would have been better if the Seer needed a surgery or something medical related. That was where Ward’s talents lay. Regardless, the Seer had foreseen something terrible, and Ward, experienced or not, was somehow significant.


    Nazarius turned away from the window and slunk around the side of the pilgrims’ old waystation.


    The young necromancer seemed to survive against all odds, but from the details Severin had let slip, things were only going to become more difficult for him.


    Everyone had his role to play. Who was he but the Seer’s man? Sworn to uphold the Dark Son’s justice. If he didn’t play his part, he’d likely face charges of desecration of the Goddess’s sacred mysteries by assisting an illegal surgery. That wasn’t a charge a Quayestri survived. One of his Inquisitor brothers-in-arms would be assigned to take his head, probably Pietro’s, too. Besides, he had his own assignment.


    He headed for the mostly abandoned south wing. Half-hidden by ivy, a small wood door stood in the shadow of a jutting buttress. Nazarius tried the latch. Locked.


    Somewhere in the basements of this monstrous house was a key Severin needed to prevent the looming evil. How or why, Nazarius had no clue. In fact, it surprised him Severin had revealed as much as he had.


    Ward needed to get that locket. It would lead him to one of three blood magic grimoires locked within a magically-hidden reliquary. Something about a spell hiding the grimoire and Ward’s unique magic allowing only the necromancer to find it. Nazarius wasn’t sure of the details. All he knew was that Severin wanted the book.


    A chill swept over him at the thought of blood magic, of using such evil to stop whatever was coming. But if embracing darkness was the only way to save lives, then so be it. Nazarius was a swordsman and barely understood magic. What he’d learned at the Collegiate of the Quayestri had been brief and confusing.


    He glanced around. There was no one in sight. The area was quiet. Crickets and cicadas chirped, and the long grass rustled in the cool pre-morning breeze. This was the door Severin said he had to use. He gave the latch a good shake, but it didn’t budge.


    He was a detective and fighter, not a thief. Quayestri didn’t usually require stealth. He stepped back and rammed his foot against the lock. The wood splintered and the door crashed inward.


    Crouching in the shadows of the mansion, he waited to see if anyone had heard the noise. His heart thudded, and he strained to hear beyond his pulse. The crickets and cicadas had gone silent. Even the breeze had stilled.


    No one came. Lights didn’t flicker to life in the windows, and no one called out.


    Severin was true to his word. His entrance into the mansion wouldn’t be challenged.


    Nazarius pulled a witch-stone globe, which fit easily in his palm, from his pocket. The heat from his skin brought the stone to life, casting a pale glow into the dark passage before him. Now, if only the Seer had been more specific about where this key was hidden.

  


  
    Seven


    Daylight streamed through the bedroom window. Ward hadn’t slept well. He’d worried about Macerio and Nazarius, and the possible infection in his throbbing arm. Now it was morning, and he had a job to do. The sooner he got Nazarius’s locket, the sooner he could get the grimoire, and the sooner he could get out of this madhouse…and back to the bounty hunters.


    One problem at a time.


    He could do this.


    Maybe if he said it enough times, he’d eventually believe it.


    For goodness sake.


    With a quick breath, he opened the door, and rushed into the hall.


    No one in sight. The Master had spoken true. He hurried up the stairs, unable to believe he was doing this. It was ridiculous he’d be nervous about stealing the locket when he planned to steal Macerio’s grimoire, but logic never dictated emotions, and he couldn’t help himself. Macerio may or may not notice when the locket went missing, but without a doubt, he’d notice when his grimoire disappeared.


    Ward cracked open the third floor door and peered into another empty hall. He squeezed the quintaro and envelope of Baarasena in his moneypouch, focusing on the fact that he’d already stolen from someone before, though that thought did little to calm his racing heart. That theft had gone smoothly. But would this one? Stealing the locket was practice for stealing the book. The Master, whether he knew it or not—and he probably did—was giving Ward an opportunity to test his nerve before it really mattered.


    All he needed was to figure out how Celia would go about stealing the locket. The first thing would be to stop acting suspicious, like loitering in the stairwell.


    That’s what he should do. He’d open the door and walk down the corridor. Celia would do that, and she’d look completely normal doing it.


    Fine.


    He squared his shoulders, stepped into the hall, and headed for the room three doors down.


    See, easy. And there was no one around to see him, anyway. There was nothing to worry about.


    Until he grabbed the door latch and froze. What if someone was inside? Ward didn’t know what he’d do or say if caught. What would Celia do? Not get caught.


    Nazarius had said the Master had foreseen the way would be clear. Goddess above, he hated Seers. He gritted his teeth and opened the door.


    Empty.


    Blowing out the breath he’d been holding, he eased the door shut behind him. He’d entered a lady’s sitting room with a large loom taking up one side. Heavy drapes pulled partially closed threw the room into a semi-twilight. A writing desk sat by the window, and above it hung the portrait of a breathtaking woman.


    She was everything Celia wasn’t, her skin shimmering honey, her hair strands of sunshine, and her eyes warm golden brown. She couldn’t be more than a few years older than Ward, but something about the way the artist had painted her eyes suggested wisdom and compassion beyond her years. She wore a white dress from an era long past and an oval pendant—the same shape as the pendant Ward planned to acquire. The artist had painted the necklace with a hint of radiance, as if it glowed with magic.


    And there, on the desk, lay an oval, gold locket with a small dark stone.


    Light Son’s blessing! He grabbed the locket, shoved it in his pocket, and rushed out of the room. He returned to his bedchamber, nudged the door shut, and pressed his back against the wood. His heart pounded.


    He’d done it. Just like that. It had been so easy. The Master had told the truth, no one had stopped him. He was not going to question whatever good luck had suddenly befallen him.


    Ward slipped the locket in the case with his illegal surgical implements, stuffed it in the bottom of his rucksack, and slid the bag under the bed, still stunned at how easily he’d stolen it.


    One theft down, one to go, repeated through his mind. He could do it. He was already doing it, and the sooner he finished, the sooner he and Celia could get out of here. Next mission: Allette.


    He threw open his door, framing Allette in the doorway.


    Ward jumped. How did she know he wanted to talk to her?


    “We need to talk,” she said.


    “Ah…yes.” About where Macerio kept his grimoire and, more importantly, why she’d lied about his identity. He glanced back at his room. He didn’t like the idea of inviting her in, but their conversation definitely required privacy. “Come in?”


    She pursed her lips. “It’s not proper for a lady to enter a man’s bedchamber.”


    “No one will know, and I’d rather not talk in the hall.”


    “I was thinking Macerio’s public library. It’s just down the hall, and no one goes in it.”


    “You’re sure we won’t be interrupted?”


    “It would be just as bad for me if we were. It’s safe and then no one can catch me coming out of your room.”


    “All right.”


    Allette led him to a large room filled with books. More windows, with heavy drapes partially pulled open, lined the back wall. Save for a hearth against the left wall, the rest of the walls held floor-to-ceiling shelves.


    Allette gestured to the room. “Macerio’s public library.”


    And most likely not where Macerio kept his grimoire, but this could be Ward’s opening. “So he has a private library as well?”


    “Yes. In the east wing. Where he keeps his darkest, most powerful books.” She perched on the edge of a red couch in the center of the room. It made up one half of a conversation area consisting of a high-backed chair and a dark wood table. Her blond curls, artfully free from the intricately braided pile atop her head, accentuated her wide face, as if she purposely drew attention to her peasant heritage. She picked at the skirt of her light pink day-dress, her wide eyes downcast. “He’ll only let those he’s accepted into his household see them. Servant, pet, or apprentice-hopeful.”


    “I thought he already had accepted me.” Just what he wanted to know. Today was a good luck day all around. Now all he needed was to find the private library in the east wing and learn why Allette had lied.


    He sat in the chair and chewed on the inside of his cheek. Birds fluttered and chattered in the bushes and ivy outside the open windows. If he closed his eyes, everything would seem normal. But he didn’t bother. Once he opened them again, he’d be back in this nightmare.


    It was a nightmare of his own choosing, but that didn’t make it any less of a nightmare. He could have ignored his family responsibility and carried on with Celia to Gyja, but if there was only one thing he knew about himself, it was that he couldn’t turn his back on his responsibilities. Which meant he needed to get down to business, and there was only one way to ask what he needed to know. “Why did you lie?”


    “I saw something in you that I needed. I’m sorry, I really am, but I need your help.”


    “You could have asked.”


    Determination hardened her eyes. “Would you have accepted?”


    Two weeks ago…without a doubt. Now? “I’m not sure.”


    While his heart wanted to help her, her plea was too similar to Celia’s the night he’d woken her from the dead, and unless she called on his Physician’s Oath like Celia had, she wasn’t his responsibility. Stopping Macerio was.


    “An honest answer, at least. I’m sorry you have no choice,” Allette said.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “Macerio is aware of you now. He knows you’re a powerful Innecroestri and won’t let you leave until you swear fealty to him.”


    Ward snorted. “Me? Powerful?”


    “Your vesperitti is proof of your strength, even if the spell is unusual and your aura is faint. If you’re not powerful enough on your own to have created her, then you’re resourceful. Macerio likes that.”


    “And by resourceful you mean…?”


    “Blood sacrifice.”


    Oh, Goddess. She thought he’d used a human sacrifice, bleeding a person to death to power his spell. That ritual destroyed the soul and left nothing to cross the veil. “It wasn’t like that. I’m just lucky, that’s all.”


    “You’re not lucky. And you’re not weak. No matter what your aura suggests. I know you didn’t use blood sacrifices. You had a moment of clarity where you somehow became unblocked.”


    “Excuse me?” He’d never heard that explanation before. How could an ability be blocked? A necromancer could either channel the magic in blood or he couldn’t—and an Innecroestri embraced that blood magic fully, not caring about maintaining the balance between life and death.


    “You’re blocked. I’ve only seen it twice before. In another necromancer and in a Brother of Light. The Brother managed to free his gift. There isn’t much difference between a Brother and a necromancer. I don’t see why what he did won’t work for you.”


    “I’m pretty sure there’s a big difference between the two.” A Brother’s innate ability to channel magic was focused through strict regulation of devout worship and celibacy. They weren’t sullied by using blood magic and only drew on the power within them granted by the Goddess.


    Red seeped up Allette’s neck and across her cheeks and forehead. “The block is similar. Not the magic used. There was a small temple in the village where…” She swallowed and the blush seeped away. “Where Macerio found me. A Brother there had lost his divine connection, but I could see the power in his aura. Faint and only visible from the corner of my eye.”


    “And you think I’m blocked?”


    She bit her lip and nodded.


    “But if you saw the block in him and presumably in me, why hasn’t Macerio seen it?”


    “Macerio never saw the Brother when he was blocked. I think if you haven’t seen it before you don’t know what you’re really looking at. Macerio couldn’t see it in the other necromancer either. No one could. But I’m guessing your symptoms are the same.”


    “What symptoms?”


    “You can’t sense magical energy, can you? You’re blind to it, but that doesn’t mean you’re not gifted. It means something is in your way. If you didn’t have the gift, there wouldn’t be anything in your aura.”


    There was truth in what Allette said. The question was, how much? The Necromantic Council of Elders had tested him and found him weak, but still a necromancer. No one but Grandfather—and now Celia and Allette—knew about his mystical blindness.


    “Blind men can still move about in the world. It doesn’t mean they’re weak, just different. If we unblock you, you can reach your full potential and free me.”


    “Free you from what?” Here was the catch, the reason for her lie, and he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.


    “Macerio has cast an exilo de’U on me.”


    Ward sat forward. “Excuse me?” But he didn’t doubt what he’d heard. An exilo de’U was a terrible spell, binding the soul of the victim to the Innecroestri who’d cast it. It was like a vesperitti’s enthrallment, except the victim was completely aware that her body no longer belonged to her and lasted a lifetime.


    “I’m trapped.”


    “I can’t break an exilo de’U.” Only a really powerful necromancer—or an equally powerful Brother of Light—could break that spell. “I’m not strong enough.”


    “Ward, please.” She reached for him but stopped before making contact, her fingers trembling.


    He wrapped his hands around hers. Her skin was cold, a sign of her fear—and something hard to fake. His throat tightened. “Even if I’m blocked, and I figure out how to access my potential, the odds aren’t good I’ll be able to break Macerio’s spell.”


    “Yes, you can. You only need a part of your potential.”


    “It takes a great deal of power to break any spell. Macerio has what? Fifteen vesperitti?”


    “Only a dozen, actually.”


    “Oh, only.”


    “There’s a counter spell. You don’t have to force your will against his, you just have to be strong enough to sever the bindings.” She glanced over his shoulder at the door, then turned back to him. “It’s in his grimoire.”


    Everything within Ward stilled. Allette needed the grimoire. He could use her to help him steal it. Celia would be so proud of him; he was using resources, though the thought disgusted him. But what was worse? Using someone, or letting Macerio keep the spell book. “I don’t have access to his grimoire.”


    “I do. I can get it. I just need someone to cast the spell.”


    His soul was going straight to the Dark Son’s Abyss. “How do I unblock my power?”


    She smiled a beautiful, hopeful smile.


    It made his stomach churn just looking at it.

  


  
    Eight


    Celia opened the wardrobe in search of appropriate clothing. To her relief, two day-dresses hung inside, one green, one blue. Traipsing around this place in the heavy black gown held no appeal—not that they would be here long.


    Which meant she needed to figure out how to steal Macerio’s spell book and get Ward away from this madhouse before he and his ridiculous honor got them killed. Even if it was that ridiculous honor that appealed to her so much.


    She changed into the simple pale blue dress, but not the matching slippers—if she needed to run cross country, she preferred her boots. Then she set out to find her former-suitor Val and learn everything she could about vesperitti, Macerio, and his spell book. Hopefully, she’d also discover if she was a vesperitti and how to deal with the bounty hunters tracking them.


    Swell. Only three things on the to do list. They’d be out of there by midnight.


    It was nice to dream.


    Funny how just a few weeks ago the prospect of eluding killers and stealing from powerful men would have excited her. The challenge of manipulating Val to reveal secrets, devising a plan to grab the book, even the thrill of a fight with the bounty hunters still made her pulse race. But the weight of keeping Ward alive was like a dunk in the Bay of Tranaquai during winter. That their entire plan revolved around him playing games and manipulating people made her insides churn even more.


    She shoved her thoughts to the back of her mind. A good assassin ignored unnecessary distractions.


    In the hall, a serving boy of about thirteen leaned against the wall by the stairwell. He straightened when he saw her, dropped his gaze to the floor, and mumbled something about breakfast.


    “Yes, thank you.” Perhaps Val would be in the kitchen, or great hall, or wherever the boy was going to take her. It was a place to start.


    The boy led her through the maze of hallways to a parlor filled with delicately carved furniture from a different era. She bet if she asked Ward, he’d be able to identify the principality and time period. Along the far wall stood a bank of floor to ceiling windows, the glass in the palm-sized diamond panes ever-so-slightly foggy, filtering the sunlight beyond into soft, glade-like shadows. In the center, blending in with the windows, was a glass door open to a shaded patio and the gardens beyond.


    A few guests sat at tables and couches by the windows, and a few more were on the patio eating breakfast. None of them had been in the room when Macerio had killed Enota—and were therefore not family members—and none looked dangerous. Save for a few eating daggers, no one carried a weapon. The place was safe, relatively speaking.


    Fruits, pastries, and cured meats were spread on a long table, and the room smelled of freshly baked bread mixed with the bittersweet aroma of jahalva—a black beverage preferred for breakfast in the southern principalities. Her stomach rumbled. It had been too long since she’d had a proper meal, but she didn’t know if vesperitti ate normal food as well as their mythical diet of souls.


    The boy left her under the watchful eye of another servant—a middle-aged woman—who stood by the breakfast table presumably to serve the repast. It seemed there wasn’t any place she could go without being monitored. This would make finding Val challenging. She was going to be spending more time than she liked climbing out her bedchamber window and dodging thorny rose bushes.


    She had the servant put food on a plate—she didn’t care what—and sat at a table that gave her full view of the room and both doors. A woman near the patio laughed, her head thrown back, exposing the tanned length of her neck. The man across from her chuckled as well. They seemed an odd pair. She with streaks of white in her dark hair and he barely more than Celia’s age.


    The woman fanned her face with her hand, a genteel motion that accentuated her lack of genteel features. Her face was too broad for true nobility and her clothes—the cloth and cut—suggested a working woman. The man, on the other hand, had the long narrow features of a nobleman with honey-blond, shoulder-length hair.


    A striking figure darkened the hall doorway, and Celia slid her attention to the new arrival. Val. He stood on the threshold of the parlor. His dark gaze landed on her, and his pale brows pinched together.


    Not the expression she’d hoped for.


    She’d hoped for even a hint of the flirtation they’d shared at the Prince of Brawenal’s court a year ago. But something about her troubled him—maybe because he thought she was a vesperitti. But did that mean he figured she was competition for souls, or was he upset she was undead?


    He strode to her table with all the confidence she remembered, but without the cockiness. This wasn’t the carefree man she used to flirt with in the palace. For a heartbeat, she feared her plan to reignite the attraction between them and seduce information from him wouldn’t work.


    “Celia Carlyle. Not the person I ever expected to see at the House of de Cortia. Looks like we’re destined to be together after all.”


    “So it would seem, although I don’t take much stock in destiny.”


    Val flashed his heart-melting smile. “How can you refute it now? You’re here. I’m here. It doesn’t look like you’re leaving anytime soon. I’m sure your father would have given me your hand in marriage eventually.”


    “Oh, eventually. Without a doubt.” She filled her tone with playful sarcasm.


    “I know he has his eye on the Estwinshire estate in southern Brawenal. I’m sure if I’d put that in my next offer he would have taken it.”


    “You would’ve paid a bride price?” That defied all Brawenal custom. Usually the bride’s family set a dowry to attract husbands. “I didn’t realize you felt so strongly about me.”


    He leaned forward, capturing her hands against the tabletop. “There’s something special about you, Celia. Every man in court could see it. And now we find ourselves here and everything—”


    “Everything has changed.”


    “It doesn’t have to be so different. Our…condition has made our old life impossible, but the Goddess has seen fit to bring us back together. Things don’t have to be so difficult anymore.”


    “Yes.” She wanted to ask what he meant by difficult, but had no idea if that would reveal her lack of knowledge about vesperitti.


    The patio door opened, and a blond girl in a yellow day-dress twirled into the room, followed by a tall, dark-haired man. She wasn’t that old, perhaps fourteen or fifteen, and looked familiar. Celia had seen her around court, in fact…


    “Isn’t that your sister Brina?”


    The muscle in Val’s jaw ticked.


    “But she went missing—”


    “Two years ago. Yes.”


    The man took Brina’s hand. She threw her head back and giggled. Just like the woman sitting a few seats over had done. The man, easily twice her age, laughed with her as he escorted her to a table on the other side of the parlor. She glanced around the room, saw Celia, and her eyes widened. Her smile blossomed, and she excused herself from her companion and crossed the parlor. “Celia Carlyle. I didn’t know you knew Lord de Cortia.”


    Val shifted in his chair.


    “I’m surprised you remember me.” They’d only met once years ago at court.


    “I don’t think I could forget you. My brother talks about you all the time. Every time we’re at the Prince of Brawenal’s court, he points you out. I think he fancies you.”


    “The Prince of Brawenal fancies me? I’d say he’s a little too old and a little too married for me,” Celia said, knowing full well she meant Val. It seemed strange Brina would talk about him as if he wasn’t right there.


    “No, my brother.” Brina giggled and turned to Val. “Excuse me, I’ve been rude. I’m Brina Rous.” She held out a delicate hand.


    Val took it and brushed his lips across the back. “Val.”


    “That’s the same name as my brother.”


    “Isn’t that funny.” Val’s tone remained light, but Celia could hear the strain.


    “It’s a pleasure meeting you. I hope we have more time to talk at the festivities tonight.” Brina curtsied and skipped back to her companion.


    “Oh Goddess, Val. What’s wrong with her? She doesn’t know who you are.”


    “She’s entranced. It’s like our enthrallment except more powerful. Macerio has cast it on everyone who isn’t a vesperitti. None of them realize where they are, exactly.”


    “But she knows she’s in Macerio’s house.”


    “Yes, but she thinks it’s in the southern county and that it’s still the same day of the Festival of Souls when she went missing two years ago. That’s the strength of Macerio’s power.”

  


  
    Nine


    Ward was starving when Allette finally ended the magic lesson and left to tend to her household duties. It was well past noon, and even if the morning’s exercises hadn’t been a complete failure, he wouldn’t have been able to concentrate past his growling stomach, the ache in his head, and the throbbing in his injured arm.


    He shoved out of the chair and headed in search of the kitchen.


    Allette had assured him he’d get it, he just needed more practice. Use his imagination to trick his mind into seeing the magic radiating around her.


    But it didn’t matter how he concentrated, or breathed, or meditated, there was nothing but plain, magic-less reality, whether he stared at her or closed his eyes.


    He couldn’t bring himself to pretend he possessed great magic. It was too heartbreaking. Only a flicker to help him cast wakes and usher the dying across the veil. And he couldn’t even sense that because of his mystical blindness.


    He was magically weak, she was enspelled, and he had bigger problems—like stealing Macerio’s grimoire.


    He was starting to sound like Celia, which left a sour taste in his mouth. But if he didn’t have a lot of magic, he couldn’t free Allette, and if she ran, Macerio would call her back or snuff out her soul.


    An exilo de’U was nasty like that.


    Ward could try casting a counter spell with the magic in someone else’s blood to bolster his lack of power, but he’d need lots to have any hope of overpowering Macerio. He doubted he’d find enough donors to provide all he needed, particularly without killing anyone.


    On top of all of it, he still had no idea how he felt about Allette. He wanted to help her, wanted to believe her story was true, but he’d been burned by the helpless woman act before.


    He rounded the corner to the main wing and tripped on the half-step up to the new level. By flailing, he managed to catch his balance, but the sudden movement ignited an inferno through his injured arm. Trying to ignore the pain until he had time to deal with it, he headed down the hall to the antechamber. Two large men with swords at their hips stepped through the front doors.


    Ward froze. Bounty hunters. Except their clothes were finer than those he’d seen on the other thugs.


    The closest man glanced up. His eyes widened, drawing Ward’s attention to the chiseled lines of his face. A nobleman. “Hey.”


    Ward tensed to run, but the other man turned, revealing the black and red crest of the House of Bralmoore embroidered over his heart. They weren’t bounty hunters, they were the prince’s soldiers. Except the Prince of Brawenal didn’t employ noblemen in his guard.


    “He fits the description,” the other man, with the wide forehead of a peasant, said.


    “Edward de’Ath,” the nobleman said. Light flashed from a pin on his collar.


    Cold recognition flashed through Ward. The prince didn’t employ noblemen, but the Quayestri did. If Ward fled, he’d reveal he wasn’t Quirin and all hope of stealing the grimoire would be lost. At least the pin said the man was a Tracker.


    “Who?” Ward asked. Please don’t let the Tracker be partnered with an Inquisitor. He could lie to a Tracker, but there was no chance of lying to an Inquisitor—his memories would be projected into the air with seeing smoke and that would be that.


    The Tracker dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword—like Nazarius always did. It had to be a Quayestri thing. “Edward de’Ath.”


    “I think you have me mistaken for someone else.” He fought to stay put while his mind screamed at him to run.


    “Well, there’s an easy way to prove it. The criminal who escaped from the Prince of Brawenal’s dungeon has already been branded.” The Tracker stepped toward Ward, his hand gripping his sword hilt.


    The prince’s soldier sneered. “It’d be more fun to drag him back to Brawenal to face an Inquisitor.”


    “That’s an option, too,” the Tracker said.


    Ward shifted back a step, unable to help himself. “You’d be wasting your time. I’m not this Edward you’re looking for.”


    “Then show me the back of your neck,” the Tracker said.


    “Yes,” a silky, feminine voice said. “Show him the back of your neck, Quirin.”


    Lyla eased from the dark hall opposite the men. She wore a blood red dress with black embroidery swirling over it. Her hair was piled atop of her head, wound into complicated plaits. The style accentuated her neck and drew attention to her low-cut bodice.


    The Tracker flicked a quick glance at her and returned his focus to Ward. All business. “My lady, please. This is a dangerous criminal.”


    “Oh, is he?” Lyla asked, her voice breathy. She glided to the soldier’s side and traced her finger across his cheek.


    He shivered, and his eyes grew glassy. She was so powerful, just a touch and the soldier was enthralled.


    “I’m only trying to help.” She then drew up beside the Tracker, leaving the dazed soldier swaying ever so slightly. “How dangerous is he?”


    “Show me your neck,” the Tracker demanded.


    Lyla clutched the Tracker’s arm and brushed her lips against his cheek. “Yes, Quirin. Show the nice Quayestri your neck.”


    The muscles in the Tracker’s jaw flexed, and he extracted himself from her grip. “My lady.”


    With a growl, Lyla grabbed the front of the Tracker’s doublet and threw him against the wall. His head slammed into the pine paneling, and his eyelids fluttered. His knees buckled, but he sucked in a harsh gasp and straightened. His hand never left the hilt of his sword.


    He jerked his weapon from its sheath as Lyla lunged at him. She knocked the blade away and grabbed his face. “You’ve looked. The man you want isn’t here, but you’ll stay the rest of the day and night.”


    The Tracker bucked, but Lyla pinned him with one hand.


    “You can’t fight it. My will is stronger than yours. The man you want isn’t here.”


    “Not. Here,” the Tracker gasped.


    “That’s right. He’s not here.”


    The Tracker tensed. Lyla brushed her lips against his. A hint of red smoke drifted from her mouth and curled around him.


    He sagged, and his eyes glazed over like the soldier’s. “I appreciate the hospitality. We’re looking for an escaped criminal.”


    “Are you?” Lyla stepped back and smoothed her hands down the sides of her dress, all feminine and innocent. “I’m glad we can offer you shelter during your search.”


    The Tracker glanced at Ward, but there was no recognition in his eyes. He turned to the soldier. “Find Yates, see if he’s found de’Ath. Then dinner and a night’s rest. We leave at dawn tomorrow.”


    The soldier nodded and lurched out the front door.


    The Tracker offered a court bow to Lyla. “My lady, will I see you at dinner tonight?”


    “Of course. You can tell me more about this terrible criminal.”


    The Tracker bowed and followed the soldier out the front door. He left Ward alone with Lyla. This wasn’t an improvement.


    “Such a pain when they resist the thrall.” The vesperitti raised an eyebrow, her lips curled back in a sneer…or was that her version of a smile? “So, are you going to show me the back of your neck?”


    “I think a man should keep some mysteries to himself.” He wouldn’t stand a chance if she got ahold of him. She’d thrown that Tracker as if he’d weighed nothing.


    “I thought that was women.”


    “Hmmm. I should look that up.”


    “Macerio is looking forward to chatting more with you.” Her gaze lingered on him. Hungry, like he was her next meal. “Edward de’Ath.”


    Ice churned in Ward’s gut. “I don’t know who that is.”


    “I do.”


    Ward went numb. “You do?”


    “A number of years ago, he tried to kill me. If I squint, I can imagine you look like him.”


    “Kill you?” He’d never met Lyla and certainly had never faced a vesperitti before. His father had never mentioned an encounter with a vesperitti, either. But the magic maintaining a vesperitti’s soul in her body froze her at the age she’d died. It was hard to believe, but not impossible, that Grandfather or Great-grandfather had encountered her. Which implied Macerio was much older than he looked.


    “Yes, kill me. That’s what necromancers do to vesperitti and Innecroestris. Try to kill them.” She rolled her eyes. “You really aren’t going to last long. If Macerio doesn’t eat you, someone else will.”


    “I suppose so.” He wanted to say something witty, maybe cocky, but, with his luck, that would only make Lyla more interested in him, not less.


    The hungry smile returned as if she could hear his thoughts, and she stalked across the antechamber to him. He staggered back and bumped into the wall.


    “Shall we take care of you now? There’s not much to you,” she purred.


    “And yet he did arrive with a pet,” Macerio said, striding down the hall toward them.


    Lyla’s lips curled back in that smile-sneer again. “Quirin’s creativity can’t be denied.”


    “Should I be jealous?” Macerio asked, his tone light yet somehow filled with menace.


    Ward remained immobile, praying they weren’t discussing him as a dish for dinner.


    Lyla reached to caress Ward’s cheek, and he flinched. She retreated and laughed, the sound dark and rich and filled with ice. “No, my lord. Creativity will only get him so far. He’ll have to have substance, as well.”


    “Good. Now go ensure our Tracker and his soldiers are comfortable. He has a promising energy I’d like to examine later.”


    “I thought you would.” Lyla blew Ward a kiss and sauntered off.


    The Innecroestri turned his attention to Ward and frowned. “Did you sleep in your shirt?”


    Ward ran a hand over his sleeves, brushing his sore bicep and drawing a flash of pain. He’d been so tired last night he hadn’t even thought to change. “Habit.”


    “Ah yes, your trouble.”


    Ward needed a logical explanation, or Macerio would suspect something. No. Macerio already suspected something—Ward was sure the man suspected everything. “It’s not an issue I like to make public.”


    “We should talk about that. About acceptable and unacceptable mistakes.”


    Fear churned his stomach. He opened his mouth but had no voice.


    The door to the great hall opened and a couple danced out, hand in hand, saving Ward from having to come up with a response. Their gazes slid over Ward as if he weren’t there and, with conspiratorial giggles, scurried down the hall to the guest rooms.


    “Tell me about making your first pet.”


    Ward shrugged, hoping his gesture looked casual. “There isn’t much to say.”


    “Discreet and modest. I’d say ingenuity isn’t something to be modest about.”


    “I wouldn’t say I was—”


    “Let’s not play that game, shall we? I know how you created your pet and while your initiator Lauro would say it’s the power within an Innecroestri that makes an Innecroestri, we know differently. Enota was a sad example of that. All the magical strength an Innecroestri could want, but no focus.”


    Ward nodded as if he understood what Macerio was talking about. An Innecroestri without magical strength couldn’t make a vesperitti unless he took the power from someone’s soul—again, the assumption Ward had used human sacrifices to create Celia. It was foolish to think a man as powerful as Macerio wouldn’t notice Ward’s obvious weakness.


    “I do find it interesting, however, that Lauro would recommend you in the first place.”


    “I don’t question Lauro’s decisions.”


    “Unless Lauro has designs on claiming the position of Lord of the Blood Council for himself. Maybe he thought he would send me a weakling, hoping I wouldn’t have any better prospects.” Macerio snorted. “He thought you’d go along with that, but there’s more to you than meets the eye.”


    A woman in a red and gold gown turned to the door, but her gaze, like the two revelers before her, slipped over Ward.


    “I suppose there is,” Ward said.


    “How do I know you won’t betray me as well?”


    Ward swallowed against the lump in his throat. He met Macerio’s hard stare and forced himself to stand his ground. “Lauro couldn’t see my potential. He thought sending me here would distract you and get rid of me. I’m serious about learning, and I think I’ve proven it.”


    “You’ve certainly proven Lauro a fool.”


    Misrepresenting his capabilities had apparently led Macerio to see him in a new, dangerous light. Hopefully, a light Macerio liked. If Ward looked too ambitious, Macerio would kill him rather than risk being dethroned. Ward couldn’t tell if wariness or appreciation colored Macerio’s expression.


    Macerio laughed and slapped Ward on the back, jarring his sore arm. “We’ll have to see if Rodas is up for the challenge you present.”


    Ward bit back a sigh of relief.


    The woman in the red dress stepped into the antechamber and gave a startled squeak. “My lords, I didn’t see you there. The festivities are about to begin, come and dance.” She grabbed Macerio’s hand.


    He twirled her and tugged her into his arms.


    Ward held his breath. The last time Macerio touched someone, they’d rotted in a matter of heartbeats.


    Macerio brushed his lips against the woman’s. “Another time, perhaps.”


    She shuddered in pleasure, and her gaze grew unfocused. “Another time.”


    Macerio turned the woman to face the great hall, and she wandered back inside.


    “Festivities?” Ward forced out. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but Celia would say the more he knew, the better.


    “A peculiarity. You’ll find all my long term guests slightly…unusual.”


    “Long term? Because this is a waystation? I thought all the ones on the old road were closed.”


    Macerio laughed, motioned for Ward to join him, and strode out the door onto the wide front step.


    Ward didn’t want to walk with this madman, but he had to stay in character and made himself follow.


    A hint of a smile pulled at Macerio’s lips as if he could sense Ward’s discomfort. “The old waystations were closed, as far as the Grewdian Council knows. But this house has always been special.” Macerio nicked his palm with his nail, whispered something, and caressed a curve in an ivy tendril carved around the doorframe, leaving a bloody smear. Red light seeped up the wooden tendril to the bronze crest over the door. “My master’s trick. My master’s house, actually. I just maintain the spell.”


    “And what spell is that?”


    “Magic calling to magic. Soul to soul.” Macerio patted the ivy carving and turned toward the bright sunlight bathing the courtyard. “A whisper to those who have untapped potential. It draws them here, a handful every year. Not enough to be noticed, but the numbers eventually add up. Those worth keeping, I entrance. The ones who show up unbidden and are of no use, I erase this place from their memory and send them away…or give them to my pets.”


    This place was a trap. It called to those with the strongest magic unaware of their ability. “How perfect. Ample supply of potential vesperitti.” He struggled to keep disgust from his tone.


    “As well as their sustenance. And for those with soul strength who resist my pets’ thrall, there’s the soul jar or death.”


    Death would be the kindest option. Ward forced a smile to hide the fear racing through him. Macerio didn’t have to go out and find victims; they came to him. So long as he had the will to control his minions, he had enormous power. Vesperitti were walking magical wells, an extension of his magic bound to him by the spell chaining their souls to him. It was an ever-renewing resource.


    Whoever Macerio’s Innecroestri master was, he had no scruples or mercy to set a spell that summoned victims to face eternal torture.


    “So about your master?” Please let that Innecroestri be away. One Innecroestri as powerful as Macerio was bad enough. Two was certain death.


    “He was a very powerful man.”


    Was. Past Tense. Thank the Goddess.


    Macerio led Ward back into the house.


    “What happened?” It was dangerous to ask, but maybe it would give Ward ideas about how to stop Macerio—not that he was strong enough, but inside information could be helpful to the Necromancer Council of Elders.


    “The other Innecroestri got jealous and abandoned him,” Macerio said, his tone crisp. “My master was a great man.”


    Ward nodded. Macerio’s master was also a terrifying man, and Ward was grateful he was dead.


    “Urson Neot Habil.”


    Ward’s foot snagged on an uneven floorboard. He stumbled, caught his balance, and jerked upright. Macerio frowned, as if seeing Ward in a new light. A bad light. Best to keep the man focused on his Innecroestri lesson. “Habil? You studied with Habil?”


    “The greatest Innecroestri to ever live. He knew the secrets of death and power and the ecstasy of blood magic. All blood magic.” Macerio ran a hand absently along the gold hoops in his right ear. “He knew the depths of its strength. You and I have only seen a glimmer of blood magic’s true potential.”


    Oh Goddess, the man’s master was the Habil. The first and most powerful Innecroestri ever seen in the Union of Principalities, the man who’d figured out how to make vesperitti. That would make Macerio over 150 years old, and the man didn’t look a day over twenty-five. The myth that an Innecroestri and his vesperitti could extend their lives was true. “And that’s why you’re here? To understand the true potential of blood magic.”


    “No. To continue my master’s mission to harness it.”


    They rounded a corner, stepping into the strange sitting room with the door to the east wing and star-shaped lock. The door was closed now.


    Macerio hissed “open” in Vys and the lock burst into light. It pulled away from the door, turned twice and sunk back into the wood. The light vanished, the lock clicked, and the door swung wide. Ward crossed his arms, a weak defense against Macerio’s magic, and brushed his wound, sending another stab of pain through him.


    “Habil created the east wing for his magical studies. He kept his pets in the suites above, entertained with them in the many parlors, studied in the workroom, and kept his knowledge in the library.”


    Macerio led Ward into the dark hall of the east wing. Flames burst on the wicks of the candles in the wall sconces as they approached. Now Macerio acted more like a true blood magi than an Innecroestri. The kind of power he wielded was incredible because it had nothing to do with his magical gift to manipulate souls. Ward was obviously there to witness Macerio’s massive abilities.


    “All of Habil’s journals and the books he collected on blood magic are still in his library. When he faced the Necromantic Council of Elders without the cowards from the Council of Blood, he locked up the waystation and its secrets. I returned, as planned, after the Elders became complacent, thinking they’d murdered every Innecroestri in the Union.”


    They passed Macerio’s…no, Habil’s…workroom, where Macerio had enslaved Enota’s soul, and climbed a staircase up two flights to a door. Inside, the candles on either side of the doorway magically lit, revealing a large room filled with shelves packed with books and scrolls and sculptures. From its size, it took up most of the third floor. Before him lay three passages with no indication if one was more used than the others. There wasn’t a window in sight.


    Macerio flicked his hand and more candles lit.


    “This is spectacular.” Even though the books contained the darkest knowledge known to man, the room was amazing. Maybe if he focused on that, he could keep his attention on Macerio instead of the panic racing through him.


    “Not as spectacular as I’d hoped. When Habil realized the necromancer Oralia Bornay was on the verge of destroying everything he’d created, he divided his grimoire into three sections and hid them in this house.”


    “The Book of Death, the Book of Blood, and the Book of Souls.” Ward at least knew that. From his necromancer education, he also knew that Oralia Bornay, the hero who killed Habil, never discovered the grimoires’ locations.


    Macerio’s smile actually reached his eyes. “You do know your history. The Books of Death and Blood have spells to increase magical strength and cast false resurrections.”


    “So the legend goes.”


    “I have them. Would you like to see how true the legend is?”


    Ward’s heart skipped a beat. “You have both the Book of Death and the Book of Blood?” Goddess above, he had two of the grimoires? That made him even more powerful, even more dangerous. There was no way Ward could steal two books, and risk facing Macerio.


    Run. That was the only answer. He had to get out of there now. He—


    —had to stay calm. Running now would guarantee death. Play this out. Live the lie. He could do this.


    Macerio took the passage to the right and Ward followed, turning this way and that at random intersections. “I have the Books of Death and Blood. What I don’t have is the Book of Souls. It’s supposed to be in this mansion, but I’ve searched the library, and it isn’t here.”


    “Did you really expect Habil to leave a part of his grimoire shelved under ‘S’ for Souls?” Ward asked before he could stop himself.


    “For all I know it, could be. Habil hid it with a powerful spell so only an Innecroestri as strong as him could uncover it. Very soon I’ll be strong enough, worthy enough, for it.”


    If Macerio had all three grimoires, not even the most powerful necromancer elder could stop him alone. Not even Grandfather. They could face another cataclysm similar to when Habil destroyed the balance. Famine, plague, terrible storms, and war had nearly torn the Union of Principalities apart. “And when you have the Book of Souls? What then?”


    Macerio turned a corner and stopped. Before them lay an open area flooded with sunlight from a window built into the ceiling. On the far side, near the wall, stood three pedestals, their wooden bases and posts carved into a mass of curling vines. The grimoires sat on the outside two columns, closed goddess-eyes burned into the center of the covers, the Vys symbol for death on the one on the left, and the symbol for blood on the right.


    In his mind’s eye, dark red light pulsed from the books, thick and malicious. He blinked, clearing his sight. Now was not the time to let his imagination run wild.


    “I’ll be strong enough to rule the Council of Blood. None of the other Innecroestri will be able to stand against me.”


    The room spun. He couldn’t let the Innecroestri find that book, but he had no way of stopping him. Ward didn’t even know how he’d get out of this house alive.


    “With Habil’s grimoire complete, I will lead the Council of Blood to a new era of glory. And my guests, playing in my gardens, eating my food, dancing, and loving, all unaware of where they are and what they’re doing, reliving the same day over and over again, will ensure my success.”


    By sucking their souls dry with agonizing slowness until there was nothing left of them to cross into the Goddess’s eternal embrace. “Won’t they eventually die?”


    “Only of old age. I’m using a spell from the Book of Blood. I take a little piece of their magic every day. Just like my creatures consume magic from my guests’ souls without killing them. If we only take a little and maintain the proper spell, their souls replenish. It’s a never-ending supply of magic, filling jar upon jar.”


    Ward fought to breathe. Once Macerio had the Book of Souls, there would be no stopping him.


    What had he gotten himself into?

  


  
    Ten


    The sun sat low on the horizon when Val led Celia back to the breakfast parlor—now containing mid-afternoon tea, jahalva, and repast. They’d wandered all over the house, talking about their times at the prince’s court. If Brina hadn’t been visible—through a doorway, across the room, or beyond the open windows—Celia could almost pretend nothing had changed between them. Certainly the feeling of friendship and flirtation had returned as if they hadn’t been apart for a year.


    Val pulled out a chair from a table by the windows and motioned for Celia to sit, but his gaze remained trained on the patio. Brina wasn’t there, but Celia was certain she’d arrive soon. She’d been everywhere else.


    Celia eased into the chair. “How long have you been watching her?”


    “Is it that obvious?”


    “You know where she’s going to be before she even gets there.”


    “She’s relived the same day pretty much without variation, except when we talk, since I got here. Probably since the moment Macerio’s spell lured her here. She can’t remember me or anyone else who isn’t entranced, but she also can’t remember half the people here who are. Every day, she reintroduces herself to the same brunette as if it were the first time. She still thinks her thirteenth birthday is next week.”


    “Goddess, Val—”


    Brina rounded the outside of the building and stepped onto the patio with two other women, one a brunette Brina’s age in a maid’s dress, and the other a woman with graying hair in a green gown with long sleeves. Val’s posture eased, his shoulders loosened, and his jaw relaxed. Not enough to be truly at ease, but enough for Celia to know he wasn’t on guard anymore.


    “I don’t want your pity. We all must accept what She has given us,” he said.


    “Or Her fickle Dark Son.”


    “I didn’t think you’d willingly choose this…existence.”


    For a heartbeat, heartbreak overwhelmed her, for Val, for Ward, for the life she’d never have. She swallowed the self-pity. “The circumstances of my unlife were out of my control. Still, there are benefits.”


    “The myths are exaggerated. Lyla assures me they’re not, I’m just not old enough yet.”


    “Do you believe her?”


    “I don’t know. I’m only marginally stronger and faster than I used to be.”


    “Same here.” Thank goodness she didn’t have to pretend she possessed that.


    Brina giggled, the bright sound carrying through the open patio doors. The older woman joined her, sounding more like a youth than an elder.


    “And seeing magical essence isn’t worth being blinded in the full sunlight.”


    So that explained why they hadn’t left the house. Worst-case scenario, Macerio’s monsters wouldn’t be able to chase Ward and her if they fled during daylight.


    The older woman said something and the brunette in the maid’s dress responded with a wide gesture to the gardens beyond.


    A shadow stepped onto the patio. No, not a shadow, Rodas, swathed in a voluminous black robe. The women went quiet, and Val tensed. Ridiculous as the apprentice-hopeful looked in his robe and powdered wig, Celia couldn’t deny he was dangerous. Not like Val or Macerio, but Rodas was a Macerio in the making.


    “You.” Rodas pointed at the brunette. “Come here.”


    She scurried to his side. The older woman opened her mouth, but Brina grabbed her arm, silencing her protest. Fear radiated from the women. Even if they couldn’t remember Rodas, their instincts still worked and warned them he was dangerous.


    “And here we go again,” Val growled.


    “What does he do?”


    “Whatever he wants. Almost every day,” Val said,


    A cold rage ignited within Celia. The fear radiating from the woman indicated whatever Rodas did, it wasn’t pleasant. Goddess, they lived this day over and over again. They probably didn’t even know why they feared him, they just did. Did they ever change what they did? Did they ever fight back?


    Someone needed to teach Rodas a lesson. Killing him would be a service to everyone. She jerked to her feet.


    Val grabbed her hand. “Don’t.”


    “Someone needs to do something.” A knife lay on the sideboard between the cured ham and the loaf of rye bread. That would do the trick.


    “You’ll only make it worse.” His fingers dug into hers. “I’ve tried before. Pets don’t question masters, and Rodas is a master-in-training. That’s close enough in Macerio’s eyes.”


    “But everyday?” One quick slice across that fatty throat. That’s all she wanted.


    “Your master may have shown up with proof of his abilities, but Macerio won’t let an attack on a hopeful by a vesperitti go unpunished. Hopefuls can do anything, at least until Macerio gets bored with them. Pets can’t.”


    “You have to take her and leave.”


    He barked a bitter laugh. “If only.”


    Macerio had been able to magically freeze the bounty hunters; what could he do with Val? Myth said vesperitti were connected to the Innecroestri that made them, but she had no idea what kind of connection that meant.


    Rodas shoved the brunette toward a path into the garden, and Brina and the older woman sagged onto a bench. The woman dabbed at her eyes with the long tear-dropped sleeve of her gown—a cut that had gone out of style forty years ago.


    Celia eased back into her chair. “There has to be something you can do.”


    “You really haven’t been a pet for long, have you?”


    Brina stared into the parlor, tilted her head to one side, then jumped to her feet and rushed in. “Celia Carlyle! I didn’t know you knew Lord de Cortia.”


    “Ah, yes.”


    “My brother talks about you all the time. We met last year at the prince’s masquerade.”


    That masquerade had been three years ago, but Celia only nodded. There was no recognition in Brina’s eyes. She didn’t even remember having the conversation that morning.


    “Excuse me, I’ve been rude.” Brina turned to Val. “I’m Brina Rous.”


    “Val.”


    “That’s my brother’s name.”


    Celia wanted to scream. It burned to know he relived this moment again and again.


    “Isn’t that funny.” Val brushed his lips across the back of Brina’s hand. “It’s a lovely sunset this evening. I’ve heard it’s best seen from the patio off the west wing. Care to join me?”


    “That would be lovely.” Brina blushed, not knowing she flirted with her brother. “Would you like to join us, Celia?”


    Val gave a slight shake of his head. He wanted this moment even if Brina would never realize who he was and wouldn’t remember him once he was gone.


    “I think I’ll get ready for dinner. You know how long it takes us ladies to get ready.”


    Brina giggled. “Of course.”


    “Enjoy the sunset,” Celia said.


    Val led Brina from the parlor, and Celia turned to the bank of open windows. A breeze, heavy with the scent of roses washed over her. She traced a finger over the lead stripping between the smoky-glass panes. As an assassin, she’d needed a heart of ice to avoid thinking about the people she’d been assigned to kill, but even with that frozen layer of protection, it hurt thinking about Val. The unlife he was forced to live was a nightmare, a thousand shallow strikes across his stolen soul every time he reintroduced himself to his sister. She couldn’t imagine repeating it day after day.


    He hid how much it bothered him—like a good son of a Brawenal noble. But his pain, and more importantly his rage, were clear to Celia. That impotent fury could be harnessed. In fact, it was best if she harnessed it. While having one of the vesperitti on their side wouldn’t make it an even fight, it would help.


    Movement outside the window drew her attention. Two men crouched on a rise overlooking the gardens then slunk out of sight. The two remaining bounty hunters. She couldn’t tell if they’d noticed something was wrong with this house or if they were just counting occupants to determine the odds of their success if they snuck in. If they realized the danger Macerio presented, they’d have been long gone by now.


    Which meant by tomorrow night, whether they had Macerio’s spell book or not, they needed to leave. Except Ward wasn’t going anywhere without the damned book. She’d seen that look in his eyes before, that insistent, “I’m going to do this even if you’re going to kill me” look. And she had foolishly vowed to make his life right.


    She eased away from the window and headed out of the parlor to find Ward, confirm he was still alive, and come up with a plan.


    


    Nazarius crouched in the grass and watched two men slink down the rise overlooking the mansion’s garden and return to the river. A little battle and Ward’s problems would be taken care of, but Severin had commanded otherwise. As much as it frustrated Nazarius, he obeyed. It wasn’t his place to question the Seer, and who knew, killing those bounty hunters might irrevocably change Severin’s plans.


    Plans that depended on Ward doing what he’d been told.


    With luck, he’d followed orders and stolen the locket—and Ward was certainly lucky. Nazarius had never met a man with more lives than Edward de’Ath the fourth.


    Of course, that begged the question, when would he run out? At some point, luck always ran out.


    The wind shifted, rustling the grass around Nazarius. He ran his hands over his hair then shoved them into his pockets before he could repeat the habit. Pietro would laugh at him. Pietro would do a lot of things, and would continue to do so, thanks to Ward. The least Nazarius could do was to keep an eye on the necromancer. Severin had said he couldn’t assist with getting the locket, or even deal with the men chasing Ward, but he hadn’t said Nazarus couldn’t keep an eye out for Ward. Nothing else specific had been banned. Maybe nothing else would happen.


    That was a bet Nazarius wasn’t willing to take.


    Nazarius gripped the witch-stone globe in one pocket and the strange spherical key he’d found in the bowels of Macerio’s waystation in the other. Ward would be less than happy to learn stealing the locket was just the first step of his job. There was more to do, more only he—according to Severin—could do. Here was hoping Severin’s visions remained true and Ward’s uncommon luck continued to hold.

  


  
    Eleven


    Ward closed the door to his room and raced to the window to climb out, get Celia, and leave. Macerio had two of Habil’s grimoires. He was so much more dangerous than Ward had guessed, and his arm hurt. Dark Son’s curses, it hurt.


    He struggled to focus his attention on anything but the pain. He’d left Macerio and returned to the library where Allette had given him the magic lesson. He’d hoped being there would help release his magic—books always calmed him—but he couldn’t stop thinking about two books in particular. The next thing he knew, he was sitting in the dark library and the sun had already set.


    Celia was going to kill him. They were supposed to meet—he didn’t know where, but his room was the logical assumption—except he’d spent all afternoon and who-knew-how-much-of-the-night in the library.


    The curtains in the window across from him ruffled.


    Thank the Goddess, Celia.


    But a large shadow detached from the curtains, and Ward shrank back against the door.


    The shadow stepped into a pool of moonlight. Nazarius.


    Ward blew out the breath he’d been holding. It wasn’t lost on Ward how strange his situation had become when Nazarius, a man who could arrest and sentence him to death on a whim, didn’t scare him any longer.


    “I was wondering when you’d reappear,” Ward said, rubbing the back of his neck with his good hand.


    Nazarius leaned against the overstuffed chair and rested his hands on the hilts of his weapons. Definitely a Tracker thing.


    “Don’t get cocky.”


    Ward snorted, realized he was scratching his brand, and slid his hand away. “You’re the least scary thing in this house. Anything you or the Ma—the Seer choose to do to me can’t compare to anyone else here.”


    “Cocky with me means cocky with others. As you pointed out, I’m the least dangerous person here, so watch yourself.”


    “If I didn’t know otherwise, I’d say you were almost concerned for me.”


    “I’m not. I’m concerned for the assignment.”


    “Well, the locket is in my rucksack, so you don’t have to worry about that anymore.” At least that had gone off without a problem. Ward strode to the bed, pulled his bag out from under it, and removed the locket from the soft leather case protecting his surgical implements.


    “Did it show you where the reliquary is?”


    “The what?” Ward suppressed a groan. Of course the job couldn’t be as simple as Nazarius made it out to be. “What has the Seer seen?”


    “Habil buried a reliquary before his death. The locket was supposed to show you where it is.”


    “And from your tone, the Seer has predicted that it only shows me where it is.”


    Nazarius raised an eyebrow. “You catch on fast.”


    “One of my few talents.”


    Nazarius’s expression darkened. “The Seer said the reliquary is buried outside the house, but the very process of you acquiring the locket would show you where that is.”


    “Well, it didn’t, so take the locket and come up with something else.”


    Nazarius glared. Compared to Macerio’s dark everything, it was almost laughable that Nazarius had terrified Ward in Brawenal last week. Which only proved how much worse everything had gotten. “It doesn’t work that way.”


    It never did, not in any of his recent experience. He’d just hoped maybe it would, just this one time.


    “You have to go back to the room and find what you missed.”


    “And how has the Seer foreseen that I’ll do that?”


    “The Seer is otherwise engaged at the moment.”


    So the Tracker was without his master. Did that mean he’d be harder on Ward or softer? Did it matter? And why couldn’t his arm stop hurting?


    Nazarius sighed. “All I know is that, while acquiring the locket, you’ll learn the location of the reliquary, and the locket will glow in its presence.”


    “How about you take the locket and roam around the countryside? It’s not the most efficient choice, but it’s safer than me sneaking around this house.” Not that Ward wasn’t already sneaking around the house for his own reason.


    “This job wasn’t assigned to me.”


    They were both in situations they didn’t like. Wonderful. Now he was feeling sorry for a Tracker. What was next? Feeling sorry for a vesperitti?


    “The locket won’t respond to just anyone. It has to be you, and you can’t be seen with the locket,” Nazarius said.


    “What’s that supposed to mean?”


    “It means you need to get back into that room and hope inspiration strikes. I’d help if I could, but I can’t.” He strode back to the window.


    “Nazarius.”


    The Tracker turned. In the dim light, he seemed bigger, more dangerous than before. But he was just another monster in a mansion of monsters, and really, he wasn’t a monster at all.


    “Thank you.”


    He snorted. “Don’t thank me yet. I haven’t done anything.”


    “But you will.”


    “Are you a Seer now?”


    “Just hopeful.” And Ward was. He couldn’t explain it. He shouldn’t have any hope in his fellow man, not after what he’d seen, but there was something about Nazarius, just like there was something about Celia. A core of honor, maybe.


    “Your faith in people will get you killed,” Nazarius said.


    “Oh, probably.”


    “But not your faith in me.” He climbed out the window.


    Had he misplaced his trust in someone? Celia? He didn’t think so. There wasn’t really anyone else he trusted. It was just Tracker stoicism. He needed to deal with his arm above and beyond everything else. He couldn’t ignore the pain any longer.


    He hid the locket under his pillow, grabbed his rucksack, and headed to the kitchen. With luck, he could take care of his arm there. He’d need boiling water, wine, and oil. Please don’t let the injury require re-stitching. Doing that by himself was a challenge he didn’t want to face.


    Thankfully, the kitchen was empty. Even the spit boy was elsewhere. The fire in the hearth was banked low, but the room was hot. Ward set his bag on the clean worktable and pulled out his surgical implements. The silver plating gleamed in the low light, as mesmerizing as when he’d first opened the case. His bandages, while wrinkled, had survived the dunk in the river. He found oil and wine and poured generous amounts into separate bowls.


    Once he’d lit candles for better light, he sagged onto a stool beside the worktable, dragged his shirt off, and examined the wound. It didn’t look good. The flesh around the scab on the front of his arm was redder and more inflamed than it had been the night before. Thankfully, the back of his arm appeared to be healing normally.


    He sucked in a quick breath, dipped a piece of linen bandage in the wine, and wiped the area around the wound. The alcohol stung, and he ground his teeth. This was nothing compared to what needed to be done, though.


    He selected a slim blade, drew in another breath, and pressed it against the edge of the scab.


    His hand shook in anticipation of the pain.


    Come on. Do it.


    He pressed harder. Agony shot up his arm as he drew a careful line through his flesh. Blood and pus oozed from the incision.


    Panting, he held the cut over a large bowl, picked up his tweezers, and poked them into the wound to release any pockets of pus. Just a little longer. The infection didn’t seem as bad as it felt. Please let me have caught it in time. He removed the tweezers and poured wine into the wound.


    An inferno exploded over him. He bit back a scream. Tears filled his eyes, and his head swam. Oh Goddess, this was worse than waking up after falling four stories. He had to focus on his breathing. Stay conscious. Finish the job.


    Two more steadying breaths, and he poured more wine into the wound.


    More fire.


    He squeezed his eyes shut. He would not pass out.


    He. Would. Not.


    That was the worst of it. He was almost there.


    Someone gasped, and his eyes flew open. Allette stood in the archway to the kitchen. He opened his mouth to say something, anything, but couldn’t come up with an explanation.


    “What happened?” She rushed to his side.


    “I’m all right. Or I will be.”


    She pursed her lips.


    “Fine. I hope I will be. I could use your help.”


    “What do you need?” She pulled up a stool and sat.


    “To dry the wound, wipe it with the oil, and bind it.”


    She picked up a clean piece of linen and dabbed the wine and blood from his arm. “It looks like you’ve left me the easy job.”


    “You have no idea.” His breath still hadn’t returned to normal, and his arm still burned.


    She paused mid dab. Her blond locks hung loose around her face, and concern filled her eyes. Her gaze leapt to his then flew back to his arm. “You don’t like asking for help, do you? Do you think less of me because I asked?”


    “No.” He didn’t think less of Celia, either, but she hadn’t asked for his help. Not really. “I still don’t know if I can free you.”


    She resumed drying his arm. “I have faith in you. Even Macerio believes in your ability. He wouldn’t have shown you his grimoire if he didn’t.”


    “You should add an ‘s’ to grimoire.”


    “It’s all one book, just divided into sections,” she said.


    “Kind of an important detail.”


    “There’s something special about you, Ward.” She said his name in a whisper, but that hushed word held so much emotion, desperation, hope, relief.


    Her feathery touch drew gooseflesh up his arms and along his neck. She had everything figured out. Except her plan rested entirely on him being able to break Macerio’s spell, and he’d spent all day failing to draw even a hint of magic.


    That wasn’t what made his stomach churn, though. He needed to use her to steal the grimoires, but he also wanted to help her. It wasn’t right to use someone, except he couldn’t see any other option.


    “This waystation was built on hope and love,” she said.


    Two words summarizing Ward’s wants. Hope and love. Neither of which he could hold onto at the moment. Certainly not with Celia. “Macerio said this was Habil’s waystation. It’s hard to believe the first Innecroestri built anything with hope or love.”


    “He had to be something before he was an Innecroestri.” She offered a tentative smile, a hint of blush coloring her cheeks. “Habil was a necromancer like you. All Innecroestris start as necromancers with the gift for blood and soul magic.”


    “But he fell to the blood magic lure.” The compulsion to cast with blood again and again, dragging the necromancer’s soul down the darkest magical path. “Habil founded all the Innecroestri spells, upsetting the balance between life and death, creating monsters.”


    “Because of love,” Allette said.


    “Love of blood magic.”


    “Love of a woman. Ita Prias. A fellow necromancer. She died before her time, and Habil dedicated his life to finding the true resurrection spell to bring her back. He broke every law to be reunited with her.” The blush deepened, and her hands on his arm stilled.


    “The true resurrection spell is just a myth.”


    “Habil didn’t think so. He kept her room unchanged and spent hours staring at her painting. Can you imagine a love like that?”


    A love like that was powerful. Powerful enough to drive a man mad, and yet Ward, too, yearned for that. It was silly, but he wanted it.


    Allette leaned closer, her head turned to the side, exposing her neck. Her hair swayed over her shoulder, and a single lock curled in front, brushing her collarbone. In her own way, in a way obtainable to someone like Ward, she was a gentle beauty, earthy and pleasant. She had none of Celia’s feline grace and none of her deadliness, either.


    Her gaze traveled up his arm and met his eyes, and he realized, for the first time, he sat before a woman shirtless and wasn’t ashamed of his thin physique.


    “What happened?” She reached a tentative finger to his face and followed the line of his jaw. Shivers raced over him.


    “What?”


    Her finger traveled over his cheek into his temple, and he realized she was tracing his bruises.


    “I had a run in with… I had a run in.” With a four-story drop and a handful of railings on the way down.


    “And that’s what happened with this?” She cut her gaze to his arm.


    “More or less.” The hole in his arm had been Celia’s doing. He’d been kidnapped by the Master, and when he’d been released and returned to Celia’s hideout, she’d stabbed him, thinking he was someone else. She’d been aiming for his heart, and only a Goddess-blessed trip had saved him.


    “More or less?” She wiped more oil over his bicep.


    “Yes.” In that moment, he realized he wanted Allette to touch him more. He wanted to touch her back.


    He cupped her cheek, drew her close, and stared into her icy blue eyes. He ran his hand through her black hair—


    His throat constricted.


    Allette’s eyes were brown, and her hair blond. That’s what he should have been expecting, but instead…


    Instead, he’d forgotten whom he was with.


    Allette’s lips parted ever so slightly, an invitation to kiss her. But they weren’t Celia’s lips. Goddess above, it wasn’t just any love he wanted. He wanted Celia. And even if she wanted him back—a ridiculous thought at best—she was still dead and there were laws. Love couldn’t transcend death. Habil had proven that.


    Someone cleared her throat, and Ward jerked back.


    Celia stood in the archway, like Allette had done moments before, except her expression was hard, unreadable. “I hate to interrupt.”


    Allette stood, her stool screeching against the stone floor. “No, of course.”


    “I’d like a moment with…Quirin.”


    “Yes.” Allette glanced at him and fled the kitchen, her head down.


    Celia crossed her arms. “It’s time to talk.”

  


  
    Twelve


    Celia strode into the room and sat on the stool Allette had just abandoned. She’d been looking for him for hours, worried Macerio had him—or worse, he was dead—and yet here he was in the kitchen, looking as if he’d been about to kiss Allette. The guilty expression added to the evidence. They barely knew her and didn’t know if she could be trusted. What was he thinking?


    But it wasn’t any of Celia’s business. Ward could kiss whoever he wanted. Just like she could kiss whoever she wanted. Except she didn’t want to kiss anyone else.


    “Can you talk and tie?” he asked, pointing to the bandages on the table.


    His arm didn’t look good. The flesh was red and swollen around the wound she’d given him.


    “Fine. And then we’re leaving.” She picked up a bandage and placed it on his arm.


    “I can’t.”


    “Don’t give me some silly excuse about duty or honor or some shit like that. It’s too dangerous here.” Perhaps, if she left him no choice, he’d give in. She wrapped the linen around his arm with more force than she intended, drawing a hiss. Served him right for almost kissing Allette. “You grab your bag, and we’re out of here.”


    He pursed his lips.


    That thing within her chest twisted. His silence spoke louder than any words. “You want to stay. Why?”


    He looked at the floor.


    Shit. “You’re staying because of her.”


    “No.”


    The word came out too fast. She should have seen it coming and knew she shouldn’t be angry at Ward, but she couldn’t help herself. He should have said something to her. That was it. He should have mentioned he was interested in Allette right from the beginning. Friends didn’t keep secrets from each other, and that meant he didn’t think of Celia as a friend. He didn’t trust her.


    She twisted the bandage into a knot and pulled it tight, drawing another gasp.


    “Celia, she’s bound to Macerio with a terrible spell.”


    She ground her teeth against the horror: magically bound, forever imprisoned by someone else’s will. But Ward and she needed to keep each other safe, not invite another helpless person to join them. “You think that changes anything? You think you can save her?”


    “I don’t know.”


    “You’ll only get yourself killed. And probably me as well.”


    “I won’t ask you to stay.”


    She stood and shoved the stool under the table with her foot. “You don’t have to ask. I’m stuck with you whether I like it or not.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    He looked up at her with those eyes. The ones she’d thought of as weak, puppy eyes. Now, she knew they were compassionate and caring, which made her even angrier. She didn’t ask for his pity, and she wasn’t going to have it. “Do you know when your spell on me will end? Do you even know what kind of spell it is?”


    “No, I—”


    “That’s right. You don’t know. I’m betting if you die, I die. Isn’t that the way it goes with vesperitti? You said if we kill the master they all die.”


    “But you’re not—”


    She slammed her hands on the table. “How do you know?”


    He stood, courageous in the face of her rage. There was so much more to him than he gave himself credit for, and he was going to sacrifice himself on the first helpless maid he came across.


    “You don’t know,” she said between clenched teeth. “All you know is that I’m different from them. But how different?”


    “He doesn’t just have one of Habil’s grimoires, but two. He’s even more dangerous than I first feared.”


    “All the more reason to leave.”


    He reached for her with his good hand, but she jerked back. His expression grew stony. “I’m not a complete fool without a plan. Allette needs one of the grimoires to sever the spell on her, and she has access to Macerio’s private library. We can use her to help steal the books.”


    “Fine,” she said. It was a smart plan—if Allette could be trusted. “It happens tomorrow night or it doesn’t happen at all. Get Macerio to invite us into his private parlor after dinner. I’ll sneak out and help Allette steal the damned books. But if your damsel in distress slows us down, I’ll leave her behind.”


    She spun on her heel and stormed into the dark hall. Her chest burned. So did her eyes. Someone had to protect Ward from himself and now from that girl.


    And yet, perhaps Allette was the girl for him. It couldn’t be Celia. He’d made that clear already. She was dead. All she had left in her control was to make things right for him, and then he could run off and save whoever he liked.


    Dark Son’s curses. She stormed back to her room and slammed the door behind her. She should get some sleep, prepare for tomorrow night—although it was almost dawn. Tonight…whatever. But she couldn’t stop thinking about Ward. Why couldn’t he see reason? Helping Allette, helping anyone at the moment, was impossible. They needed to help themselves. Except she hadn’t said anything reasonable in the kitchen.


    The conversation whirled through her mind. Heat burned in her cheeks. He just frustrated her so much. She wanted to shake sense into him, grab him and—


    She sagged onto the bed.


    Grab him and kiss him.


    She shoved that thought away. Business first. With Ward, it would have to be business always. Her throat tightened, and she forced herself to head to the door. It probably never occurred to Ward to confirm Allette’s story with an outside source.


    Well, if he wasn’t going to find the truth about that girl, she would. There was only one person she trusted: Val.


    The sleepy servant by the stairs took her to Val’s room, leaving her—probably to stand guard around the corner—in the empty hall staring at the intricately carved bedchamber door. The pattern of leafy flowering vines swirled over the wood, knotting and unraveling. She couldn’t tell if they were in conflict, battling for space, or in harmony, embraced by each other.


    Perhaps it was both. It felt like both within her.


    Goddess above, she needed to hit something, take action, use her skills…feel like herself again. She should find those remaining two bounty hunters and kill them. That would make her feel right again. Except Ward wouldn’t want her to kill anyone just because. Well, what Ward wanted and what was good for him were two different things.


    She raised her hand to knock, and the door opened, revealing Val. His disheveled pale hair hung around his chiseled face, accentuating his sharp noble lines. He wore pants, but no shirt, and her attention was drawn to his wide, well-muscled chest. Ward would never be as broad, but a month of solid meals would give him a sleek, lithe form just as attractive. More so because of the heart beneath those muscles.


    “Well, you’re standing in my doorway, but you’re not really here, are you?” Val said.


    She squeezed all thoughts of Ward to the back of her mind. It was unrealistic to try to banish them completely. “I’m sorry about…about Brina.”


    Val’s eyes grew haunted, and his mouth tightened into a hard line. She shouldn’t have brought it up if she wanted information from him, but she didn’t know how else to start the conversation.


    “Macerio has taken an interest in your master.” He said the word as if it left a bad taste. “You should convince him to leave if you value your unlife.”


    “I’m planning on it. I just need to take care of something tomorrow night…tonight.”


    She could see the question in his eyes. But Val blew out a ragged breath. Self-preservation apparently won out over curiosity. “You probably have about that long. Two at the most. Macerio likes to draw things out for his playthings, but he’s been different since you and Quirin showed up.”


    So, they had one night’s reprieve. All she had to figure out was what to do about Allette. “Care to go for a walk?”


    He glanced out the window. “Almost dawn. We’ll have about an hour to enjoy the gardens before the light gets too bright.”


    He grabbed a shirt and shrugged into it as they walked down the hall. They made their way to the breakfast parlor in silence, the only sound the sigh of her boots and the slap of his bare feet on the floor. If Macerio’s guests weren’t in bed, they weren’t celebrating in this part of the house. In the quiet, the mansion seemed even more ominous, as if it lay in wait for Ward and her.


    Why couldn’t she get him out of her mind?


    Val opened the patio doors and ushered her into the garden. A nightingale trilled in a tree above her, and water gurgled somewhere within the foliage. They wandered along a gravel path to an open area. Here, the garden was pruned and ordered in boxes, creating a patio around a reflection pool. Rose bushes, heavy with white blooms, filled the boxes in front and across from her. It astounded her someone as malicious as Macerio would create a place so beautiful.


    Val broke a rose from the bush and offered it to her as they sat on the edge of the pool. “A flower for a flower.”


    The bloom was full with a hint of blush at the heart, but the thorns were long and wicked. “I’m not sure if I’m that kind of flower.”


    A sad smile pulled at Val’s lips. “You are now. Beautiful and deadly and—” He jabbed his thumb into a thorn and ripped open a gash in his flesh. Blood swelled and curled over his knuckle. He dipped his thumb into the pool, washing the blood away, revealing how deep the wound was, but as she watched, his flesh closed, sealing together into a jagged red line. Then even the line disappeared. “Immortal.”


    Celia turned away, pretending to stare at the garden until she was certain her surprise wasn’t clear on her face. Ward had been right. Vesperitti could heal wounds.


    “Do you think we’ll ever get used to it?” she asked.


    “Lyla says yes. But I don’t know if I believe her. I’m pretty sure I won’t ever get used to…our dining habits.”


    If it was anything like the myth that they consumed the soul magic in human blood, Celia had to agree. “Me neither.”


    “That’s at least one thing Macerio is good for.” Val barked a harsh laugh. “Perhaps good isn’t the word I should have used.”


    Celia placed a hand on his arm.


    “But it’s easier to keep a thrall on…dinner’s next course if the first course isn’t dying from blood loss. That and killing them would ruin the master’s plans. Straight soul consumption is the only method allowed.” He laughed again, just as mirthless. “That frustrates Lyla. Straight soul consumption is a poor, slower alternative to opening a vein. Unless you’re an Innecroestri, it takes a lot of energy to suck out soul magic without the conduit of blood. We get a fraction of the magic we would the traditional way, just enough to sustain ourselves and Macerio.”


    So vesperitti could consume souls without devouring blood, but blood made getting the magic required to survive easier. She hadn’t needed anything like that to stay alive and wasn’t sure what Val had meant by sustaining Macerio.


    The rose still hung, forgotten in his hand. She took it, twirling the stem between her fingers. “There’s got to be a way for you and Brina to get free.”


    “Death is our only freedom.” He held up his thumb. All signs of the cut were gone. “And for me, the only way is a silver blade to the heart, and even then…”


    “Val—”


    He crossed his arms and stared into the foliage. “At least Quirin doesn’t seem half bad…for an Innecroestri.”


    “He’s not.” The image of Ward with Allette flooded her mind, and her throat tightened. He wasn’t bad at all. Everything about him was good.


    “Perhaps the others know of a way to free you.”


    “The others?”


    “Macerio’s vesperitti.” It was a long shot. She suspected Lyla wasn’t interested in leaving—she seemed to enjoy her position in Macerio’s court too much. But there had been fifteen people in that room when Enota had died, and almost all of them exuded the vesperitti air of danger.


    “If there was even a whisper of rising against Macerio, Lyla would torture the dissident into submission. She’s not the oldest of us, only about fifty years older than me, but she’s the strongest. My only hope is to pray when I’m her age I’ll be stronger than her.”


    “But that doesn’t help you with Macerio, and she’ll still be older,” Celia said.


    Val offered her a dark smile. “The advantage to being the baby. Every time Macerio casts the spell, he gets better at it, making stronger vesperitti. When I’m fully into my unlife, I’ll be stronger than everyone.”


    “So that means—”


    “You’re like Allette. The first. You’ll be the oldest but the weakest of Quirin’s pets.”


    “I’ll be what?” Surely she hadn’t heard that right.


    “The weakest of Quirin’s vesperitti. Though the spell on you is strange. Perhaps he’s done something different. We won’t really know our full potential for about fifty or so years.”


    The garden spun around her. Shadowy white flowers bled into red and purple and yellow. Around and around. Allette was a vesperitti. And Ward had almost kissed her. He had to be told.


    Celia gripped the stem of the rose. Pain bit her palm, and she focused on that, jerking the whirling to a stop. She wasn’t sure Ward would listen to her warning, but she’d find a way to make him believe.

  


  
    Thirteen


    Ward woke with a start. The sun sat high in the sky, either late morning or early afternoon, indicating he’d been unconscious for a while. He got out of bed, put on a clean shirt that didn’t quite fit, and flipped up his collar to hide the back of his neck.


    It surprised him he’d managed to sleep, although he supposed no matter how dangerous a situation was, eventually exhaustion and starvation caught up to a man. His arm, however, felt better. The swelling and redness had gone down.


    In fact, he almost felt good. Physically, at least. Exhaustion didn’t pull at him now like it had for the last week, and his muscles had stopped aching. His bicep still hurt, but not nearly as much. Things were finally turning around.


    Emotionally, however, things were still complicated. He hadn’t meant to tell Celia Allette was enspelled—he still hadn’t decided if he trusted Allette or if he had the ability to free her. But Celia had been furious. She’d acted like…like she was jealous.


    Which was ridiculous. She more likely thought him a fool for trying to be kind.


    There was also Nazarius and the locket, and now the reliquary.


    In the last two weeks, he’d cast more spells of significant size with greater frequency than he ever had before—most of which he had no idea how he’d accomplished—and he hadn’t been meditating afterward like he was supposed to, which increased the risk of falling to the blood magic lure. Though, with his mystical blindness, he doubted he was susceptible.


    Regardless, he’d try to unblock whatever magic he had to free Allette, he would steal Macerio’s grimoires—or die trying—and he would do as the Master commanded and find Habil’s reliquary. All in one day.


    No problem.


    The catch to tackling something large was to do it one step at a time. He should start with the reliquary since that didn’t require great necromantic ability.


    See, easy enough.


    Nazarius said the location of the buried reliquary would be revealed in the room where he’d stolen the locket.


    Allette’s words from last night flashed through Ward’s mind—Habil had embraced the darkest magics to find a way to bring his lover back to life and had kept her rooms unchanged.


    The room with the locket had felt like a shrine to the beautiful woman in the painting.


    He opened the door, strode to the servant by the stairwell, and asked to see Allette. The servant escorted Ward to a parlor filled with the opulent, delicately carved furniture predominant in the time of Taloren the Eighth, leaving Ward standing in the doorway while he, presumably, went off to find Allette.


    Light poured through expensive floor-to-ceiling windows along the far wall. Guests gathered around tables and chattered with each other. Their clothes ranged from modern to three generations old, and all were a mix of peasant and nobility, but no one seemed to notice. A man with dual-colored slit-sleeve doublet currently popular in the prince of Brawenal’s court strode across the parlor to a long table piled with pastries, dried meats, and fruits. Steam curled from the spouts of three silver kettles, and the room was filled with the rich, bitter aroma of jahalva.


    Ward’s stomach growled, reminding him he wasn’t sure when he’d eaten last.


    “I thought I’d find you here.” Lyla’s sultry voice slid over him. A cool finger traced a delicate line across the back of his neck, drawing down his collar. “So you are branded.”


    “Lyla.” He spun around, stepping out of reach.


    She pouted and crossed her arms. “Is that any way to treat a lady? An interested lady.”


    “You’re not interested in me.”


    “But I am.” She tilted her head, and her eyes narrowed.


    Something billowed within his head, hot and hazy. He couldn’t place the sensation.


    “I’m very interested in you, Quirin. Or is that Edward like the Tracker believed?”


    The heat swirled his thoughts. He struggled to grasp onto one, regain his mental balance, but they slipped away like smoke when he reached for them.


    Lyla grabbed the front of his shirt and urged him back into the hall. Stepping close, she pinned him against the wall beside the door and ran a cold finger from his temple to his jaw.


    Celia had touched him like that, back in…where had they been?


    The thought melted and joined the vortex within him.


    “Who are you, really? What makes you so special? Are you just mistaken for a de’Ath? Maybe you are one, a distant cousin, and you changed your name so they’d never know what you’ve become?”


    “No, I’m not— There’s nothing—” Why couldn’t he make his mind work?


    Lyla pressed her body against his. The heat enveloped him. She had asked a question. One that didn’t make sense. But he couldn’t remember what or why. All he could focus on was her, mesmerizing and deadly.


    She blinked, her dark lashes brushing her bronzed skin, then up again, drawing him to her eyes. Golden-brown abysses. He was falling, falling.


    “Tell me.” Her breath caressed his cheek, whirling him farther into her golden depths.


    Yes. He should tell her. Tell her Allette thought he could free her. Tell her—


    “You’re spending a lot of time with Allette.” She stroked his temple again. “Why?”


    That thought, the one about Celia touching him, took form again. It stuck, sending jagged spikes shooting through his mind.


    No. This was wrong. Lyla was wrong.


    He pushed at the swirling gold, clinging to that one thought about Celia. Beautiful, determined Celia. He could trust her. She’d proven he could, even if he didn’t approve of her methods.


    “Come on, Quirin. One word then the next. It’s easy,” Lyla said, but there was an edge to her voice.


    He shoved again at whatever threatened to consume his mind. It pulsed, whirling him around once…twice. He shoved harder.


    Snap.


    He jerked back and cracked his head against the wall. Pain shot through his skull. Lyla staggered back, her eyes wide. Then they hardened, and she leapt at him, grabbing his face. Her fingers dug into his cheeks.


    “You will tell me.”


    “He’s already broken your thrall,” a new voice said from the end of the hall. It sounded like Allette but was so confident and strong it couldn’t be her. “And the master hasn’t given him to you for a plaything.”


    “Not yet.”


    “Until then, I suggest not breaking what’s his, before he does.”


    Lyla released Ward’s face and ran her hand down his neck, along his chest to the waistband of his pants. “Macerio will tire of you soon. And then you’ll be mine.”


    She glared at Allette and stormed off.


    Ward kept his back to the wall, waiting for his legs to stop trembling. “What was that?”


    “Proof you have powerful magic.”


    He snorted. “Because Lyla is interested in me?”


    “Because you resisted her thrall. Not many can do that, not even most Innecroestris.”


    He didn’t know what Lyla would do with that information, but it couldn’t be good.


    “We need to do the spell tonight and then we need to leave.”


    “I couldn’t agree more, but I’m still blocked.” Or a magical weakling. At that moment, Allette sounded eerily like Celia.


    “I have faith.” She offered a gentle smile, turning back into the shy, uncertain woman he’d first met in the courtyard.


    He didn’t know how much he believed that smile.


    “We should prepare.”


    But before that, he needed to get back into the locket room. Which meant he had to use her even more. “I couldn’t stop thinking about what you said last night about love.”


    A hint of a blush blossomed on her cheeks.


    “About how the house was built on love and hope. You said Habil never changed her room.”


    “Yes.”


    “Can I see it?”


    The blush vanished, followed by the rest of the color in her face. “We’re not supposed to go in there. We should work on unblocking your magic.”


    “Just a peek.”


    “I shouldn’t have said anything.” She inched back a step.


    “Please. What you said about Habil means I don’t have to turn into Macerio. Celia was…unintended. Going down the Innecroestri’s path was an accident. But if Habil could keep his love—” He bit the inside of his cheek to stop from talking. If he didn’t, he’d confess that bringing Celia back from the dead had started something he couldn’t stop, and that she couldn’t care for him the way he did for her.


    “All right, but just for a moment.” She led him away from the parlor. They returned to the west wing and up to the third floor. She grabbed the latch but turned to Ward before opening it.


    “Just for a moment,” she said.


    He nodded.


    She opened the door. The room looked as it did before. Allette crossed to the window and opened the drapes a little, allowing more light into the room. Still, the loom, the chairs, the tables, gave no hint of anything save that this place was untouched by time, person, or dust—nothing within indicated where the reliquary was buried.


    The Master had to be wrong or Nazarius hadn’t understood the message.


    The breathtaking woman Ita stared down at them from the painting, her expression loving and demure. She was so young, not much older than Celia or him. Habil had given up everything to bring this woman back, including his soul. It broke Ward’s heart. Loves like that weren’t found often.


    The locket around her neck still radiated light. Boughs of an oak shaded Habil’s lover, the leaves brushing her hair. Behind her stood an intricate wrought-iron gate, partially open as if inviting the viewer to cross the threshold with Ita and discover what secrets lay beyond.


    “We should leave,” Allette whispered.


    “Just a few more minutes.” With enough time, Ward could figure out anything.


    “But if we’re caught—”


    “I’ll explain I was trying to better understand the path of the Innecroestri and pay homage to Habil.” The lie slid so easily off his tongue.


    Habil had embraced the darkest of magics in his madness to bring his lover back to life. The madness hadn’t happened from one breath to the next. It happened one neglected value at a time.

  


  
    Fourteen


    It was midmorning, and Celia paced her room, her mind whirling, always coming back to the same question: what was she?


    She wasn’t blinded in full sunlight, she didn’t need to eat souls to survive, and she wasn’t faster or stronger.


    She drew the dagger hidden in the front of her bodice and pricked her finger. Blood welled, beading on the pad. She sucked it away and watched the blood well again. She didn’t heal like Val, either. But she’d been dead and now she wasn’t. That meant, regardless of what Ward believed, he possessed great power.


    Which didn’t make him or his plan any less crazy. The more she thought about it, the less she liked it, particularly since it involved Allette. That Allette was a vesperitti made everything more complicated.


    She hated knowing Ward was being manipulated. It didn’t matter that she’d manipulated him first—she was trying to atone by saving him, even if he made it next to impossible to achieve.


    Celia left her room and asked the servant to take her to the breakfast parlor. Once there, she’d ask him to find Val, so she could convince him to help her cripple Macerio. Given his rage over his sister’s miserable existence, persuading him wouldn’t be difficult.


    The servant led her into the narrow stairs down to the first floor. He grabbed the door latch and, stepping aside for her to go through first, opened it.


    Rodas, in a pale green robe, filled the doorway. He sneered when he saw her and ran a hand over the greasy patch of hair on his chin she supposed was a beard. “Hello, pet.”


    “Good morning to you,” she said, managing to keep most of her disgust from her voice. She shifted forward, indicating she’d like to pass, but he didn’t move.


    His gaze slid down her body in blatant appraisal. “You’re mistaken if you think you and that boy can breeze in here and take my rightful place. He doesn’t have it in him to become Macerio’s apprentice.”


    “That would be up to Macerio, wouldn’t it?”


    The man’s scowl deepened. “You may have tricked Macerio and his pets, but I have a true gift. I can tell the difference between a real vesperitti and a fake one.”


    She leaned close and lowered her voice, letting a hint of menace darken it. “Are you so sure I’m just pretending?” It was a risk, guessing the man would be as fearful of a vesperitti as everyone else.


    His eyes widened. “I—”


    “Do you really want to test that theory?” She seized his fear—or surprise, she didn’t care which—and dug a nail into his cheek.


    He jerked back. “Quirin’s spell will be easy to destroy.” But he didn’t sound sure. “It doesn’t even look right.” He straightened, his eyes hardening. “But that doesn’t matter. He’s still not as powerful as me.”


    Damn. She’d lost her advantage and didn’t want to think about whatever sick plan he’d come up with.


    “That has yet to be seen, Rodas,” a soft tenor said from behind Rodas. Silk on a sword’s edge. Macerio.


    A shiver raced over Celia. Darkness lay within his voice.


    Rodas stiffened and went white. “Easily proven.”


    “Are you so sure?”


    Rodas turned to face Macerio in the hall, and while his words were confident, his body trembled. “Of course I’m sure.”


    “Then you have nothing to worry about,” Macerio said.


    “I don’t, and I’ll prove it tonight.” Rodas almost sounded pleased.


    “If I decide to have a test. Tonight, there will be a midnight feast.”


    Rodas paled further. Any more and he’d be as white as the powder on his wig.


    “You probably should be studying. Just in case.”


    “Yes, of course.” Rodas bobbed his head.


    “Now.”


    He spun on his heel and hurried away, followed by Macerio’s laughter.


    Celia eased into the doorway and leaned against the frame. The servant remained hidden in the stairwell. Macerio stood a few feet away, still as stunningly beautiful as his voice suggested, and exuding just as much danger. His black hair hung loose about his shoulders and, as seemed usual, he wore all black. With his sculpted features and dark eyes, he was mesmerizing. A careful manipulation to instill awe and fear.


    She’d seen his type before.


    A hint of a smile pulled at his lips.


    He knew exactly what effect he had on women, and if she hadn’t planned to leave that night, she’d use it to her advantage.


    “We haven’t had much chance to talk since you arrived.” He bowed with an old-style courtly gesture, but she couldn’t shake the feeling it was all in jest. “I have business in the courtyard. Shall you escort me to the antechamber and continue our conversation?”


    “Depends on the topic.” It was a risk being so blunt, but she could tell he’d see right through any other act.


    He raised a sculpted eyebrow. “I can see why Quirin selected you. Or was it you who did the selecting?”


    “Call it fate. Our partnership was unexpected but mutually satisfying.”


    “How satisfying?” Macerio’s tone implied that Ward and she had a physically romantic relationship. Great magical power didn’t seem to change the mind of any man.


    Celia fortified her smile. This was the game, and she needed to play. How convenient that she played it well. “A lady doesn’t tell.”


    His laugh washed over her, filled with a sensuality that belied his youthful appearance. Boy, he was good.


    “By your look, and what Val Rous tells me, you are definitely that.” He offered his arm, and she took it, letting him lead her down the hall. “Rodas was right about one thing, though.”


    Something about his dark tone made her pause. She released his arm and forced herself to offer a lazy smile. “And what was that?”


    He crossed the threshold between the dark hall into the bright antechamber. “Your false resurrection is unlike any I’ve seen before.”


    A chill spread across her chest, and she deepened her smile. He hadn’t done anything yet. She wasn’t caught and shouldn’t act like it.


    “I can tell your soul has been rebound to your flesh, but it’s subtle and…” He frowned. “There’s a lack of necromantic strength to it. Such a lack, I’m surprised the spell holds. But I can’t deny you’ve been reborn.”


    Celia nodded as if she knew what he was talking about. So she didn’t look like a typical vesperitti to Macerio, either. What in the name of the Goddess was she?


    “If your master wishes to be my apprentice, he’s going to need to improve his technique.”


    “With your expert guidance, I’m sure he will.”


    “I’m sure.” He reached for the latch to the front door. “Mind your eyes.”


    Celia retreated back to the darkness of the hall as Macerio strode out into the courtyard.


    “You shouldn’t be alone with him,” Val said from behind her.


    Her heart skipped a beat, but she managed not to show her surprise. She didn’t remember Val being so quiet, but that was another truth to the vesperitti myths. He was different from when she’d known him in Brawenal. “Always looking out for me.”


    “A beautiful damsel, how can I not?” He slid a hand around her waist and drew her close.


    The thing in her chest, the one that squeezed when she thought of Ward about to kiss Allette, twisted, and she pulled away. Val let her go.


    “Is there someplace where we can talk?”


    Fear and hope flashed across Val’s expression before it settled on grim stoicism. “This way.”


    They headed down the hall to a servant’s plain door and entered a maze of narrow, dark passages. He reached for a torch from a nearby bracket and met her gaze, his pupils larger than she thought possible.


    “I haven’t quite developed full night sight yet,” he said.


    A shiver raced over her. She was in the dark with a monster. But he hadn’t done anything to demonstrate he was other than what she remembered of him. He was still Val, the second son of Lord Rous, and a man furious at his maker. So long as she kept that fury pointed in the right direction, everything would be all right.


    “Let me guess,” she said, “Lyla says we’ll develop that soon, too.”


    He shrugged. “She has it. She has everything the myths mention. So I guess they’re true.”


    “I guess so.” And good to know. She’d have to be careful around Lyla. No hesitation and no assuming her feminine form made her any less dangerous.


    They took a flight of stairs down two levels into the depths of the mansion. Cool dampness pressed against her, drawing more gooseflesh. Val stopped at a door with a closed goddess-eye surrounded by the sun carved onto the center.


    “A temple to the Light Son?”


    “Ironic, I know. That the god of everything good has a room in this house.”


    Inside was a small sanctuary filled with dust and cobwebs. At the front sat a stone altar covered in carvings of the sun and the Golden Stag. Val put the torch into a bracket by the door, sagged onto a rickety stool against the stone wall, and leaned back. “So what do you want to talk about?”


    Celia drew a finger through the dirt on the altar, tracing the intricate pattern carved on the top, acting a hint of helplessness. “I need your help.”


    He sat forward. “With what? Are you all right? Has Quirin—”


    “No.” She bit back a smile. That was the response she’d hoped he’d have. “I’m fine. Remember last night I said I couldn’t leave because I had to take care of something first?”


    “If Quirin’s forcing you—”


    “He’s not forcing me to do anything.” Even though, technically, he was.


    “He’s an Innecroestri, that’s what they do with their pets.”


    “Would you just listen to me?” She threw away the helplessness and leveled her gaze on him. It was a technique her father used; stare down the subordinates until they realized who and what he was. The Dominus. The most powerful man in Brawenal City, in all of the principality of Brawenal. Val might be a monster made by Macerio, but she was a killer, too—even if she was only going to show him a fraction of what she was. Her skills came through dedication to her craft and the ice running through her heart the moment she accepted an assignment. “Do you want revenge on Macerio?”


    Val’s eyes widened. He’d never seen this side of her before. “That’s not an option.”


    “What if I told you it was?” She softened her expression. It wouldn’t do to scare him off. He still believed she was the innocent noblewoman he knew at court. Now, he knew she was determined and not quite an innocent. “Tonight, when Macerio invites us into his private parlor, Quirin will keep him distracted, and I’ll go into the library and steal his spell books.”


    Val barked a bitter laugh. “Now I know you’re mad. Stealing the grimoires is impossible.”


    “We’re back from the dead. Impossible isn’t quite so impossible these days.”


    “That still won’t destroy Macerio.”


    “But it will weaken him.”


    “Not for long.”


    “For long enough.” She needed Val to believe there was hope for Brina and him. Perhaps there was. “With Macerio weakened, Quirin can go to the Necromantic Council of Elders and they can finish him off.” She had no idea if it was true, but Ward kept saying he needed to tell the necromancer leaders about Macerio.


    “The Elders don’t sanction false resurrection. Even I know that. You’re lying. They’d sentence Quirin to death the moment they saw him.”


    “This is an unusual circumstance.” Please just agree. “It’s a chance to get Brina free.”


    Val stared at her. This was the moment. He’d either agree or not.


    “Fine.”


    The tension in her chest eased.


    “How come I never met this Celia?” he asked.


    She offered a tentative smile. “A girl can’t reveal all her secrets.”


    “That you’re even considering this is a pretty big secret.”


    “I need you to watch Quirin’s back. That’s all.”


    Val snorted. “Oh, that’s all. You know Macerio will realize something is wrong.”


    “If all goes according to plan, he won’t realize until his books are destroyed and we’re long gone.” She wanted Val to be part of that ‘we’re,’ but if he spoke true last night, he’d never be able to leave Macerio. The only way he’d win his freedom would be through death.


    That truth stung more than she expected. She’d never cared about the casualties of her business before. But then, she’d never been given a second chance at life—more or less—either. She’d lost her life to gain her humanity. This was one new realization she wasn’t sure she wanted.

  


  
    Fifteen


    Ward stood in Macerio’s public library, waiting for Allette. He stared at the books on the shelf—history upon history of the Union of Principalities, Brawenal in the reign of Kalodin the First, Yarbon before it was divided into five parts, even a narrow text on the old kingdom of Susah.


    The titles on the spines wavered out of focus. Goddess, he was so tired. Whatever vitality he’d had that morning had vanished. He leaned his forehead against the shelf and closed his eyes.


    Something scritched on the other side of the room.


    He jerked opened his eyes and reached for where the dagger should have been at his hip. Nazarius leaned against the window frame, partially hidden by the curtains, as if he crouched in windows all the time. “It’s more comfortable if you sit. Besides, there will be time to sleep later.”


    “I used to think that, and then I ran into Celia Carlyle.”


    Nazarius raised an eyebrow, a wry smile pulling at his lips, his expression insinuating how Ward was losing sleep.


    Heat burned across Ward’s cheeks. “I didn’t mean… We’re not… She’s dead!”


    Nazarius barked a soft laugh. “Speaking of dead. Have you learned the location of Habil’s reliquary?”


    “No.”


    “Try harder.”


    “Maybe the Master—”


    Nazarius raised a questioning eyebrow at Ward’s slip. “Who?”


    Right, Nazarius didn’t know the truth about the Master, or Seer, or whoever he was. “—ah…maybe your master should try harder.”


    “He’s your master, too.”


    Why couldn’t things be easy just once? “Don’t remind me. Look, I went back to the room, I stared at everything. I haven’t figured out yet where the reliquary is buried. And I would suggest, after tonight, you avoid this house.”


    “What are you talking about?”


    “The Seer hasn’t foreseen it?”


    “You need to be careful. What are you planning?” Nazarius’s tone filled with concern. Maybe he did care. Wouldn’t that be nice.


    The frustration tightening Ward’s chest evaporated, leaving him empty and weary. “There are things I have to do in this house. That I’m obligated to do.”


    “Dangerous things?”


    Ward rubbed his face with his hands. He’d gotten a better night’s sleep last night than he had for almost two weeks, and yet suddenly his whole body ached. “Is anything I do these days not dangerous?”


    “Before you do whatever it is you’re going to do, you need to find the reliquary.”


    “I won’t get started on my other stuff until after midnight.”


    The breeze ruffled the curtains around Nazarius, enveloping him and releasing him. “Then you have until midnight.”


    “No problem.” He’d get right on that.


    The curtains engulfed Nazarius again. When they pulled back, he was gone.


    Ward sagged against the shelf, waiting for Nazarius to return and demand yet another impossible task. The curtains swayed, but the window remained empty.


    Footsteps down the hall drew his attention. Allette approached with a bouquet of flowers.


    “Are you ready?” she asked.


    Would he ever be? He shrugged.


    “Good.” She placed the flowers on the table in the center of the conversation area and headed to the windows.


    For a heartbeat, Ward feared she saw Nazarius, but instead, she retrieved a dead bouquet from a stand in the corner. She returned to the table and arranged the flowers: live on one side, dead on the other, with a brass lantern in the center keeping them separate. “I think this might help.”


    “How?”


    She sat on the low-backed couch and patted the spot beside her. They were going to try again to unblock magic he was pretty sure he didn’t possess.


    He stared at the couch. It felt too close, too personal, but he couldn’t refuse her without making her suspicious.


    She patted again, and he shuffled over, perching on the edge. His gut churned. He wasn’t sure why. It hadn’t last night when she’d helped him clean his wound, nor when they’d been in Ita’s room. But here, sitting beside her, he was just as uncomfortable as he’d been when Lyla groped him. Maybe because of last night.


    Trusting her wasn’t the issue, his mixed up feelings were the problem. He’d been ready to kiss her. Allette had been kind and open, but he still wanted Celia instead.


    “Trust me.”


    “I’m not sure flowers will help me break the exilo de’U.”


    Allette picked up a wilted stem and twirled it between her thumb and forefinger. “I think they will. Flowers are alive and then they are dead. What is necromancy but controlling what is dead?”


    That was the commonly held belief. For Ward, necromancy was control over life essence, calling it back, keeping it on one side or the other of the veil, and understanding the significance that essence had on maintaining the balance of magic. But then, the de’Ath family always had an unusual perspective on necromancy. To Grandfather, necromancy wasn’t a choice; it was who he was.


    “So what do you want me to do?”


    She held out a delicate knife, the blade no wider than a finger and as long as her palm. “Prick your finger, focus like we did yesterday, and take the life from the living flowers.”


    He took the slim copper handle and focused on calming the life essence within himself, just like yesterday. He needed to concentrate it into a point or at least imagine he was concentrating it. His blood would create a connection between his life and that in the flowers. Just like how blood created a connection between his magic and the soul of the deceased on the other side of the veil when he cast a wake. He just wished he could see it.


    “You can do this,” Allette whispered. But it sounded more like, ‘you have to do it.’


    He pricked his finger, smeared his blood over a few firm petals, and drew an open goddess-eye on his palm for greater focus. With a slow breath, he closed his eyes. Magic filled blood. Everyone’s blood. Even those without any magical ability. It flowed through every living thing in varying degrees, with the greatest source from people. Nothing was more potent than human blood. Even a few drops could power a spell like this if the necromancer had enough ability.


    Allette believed he had that ability.


    He wanted to believe her, except he didn’t want to be a necromancer; he wanted to save lives, not trade one for another.


    “You can do this, Ward. Just relax. Imagine the magic in your mind’s eye.”


    He rolled his shoulders to get the muscles in his neck to loosen. He imagined his ability as a pale yellow light. In his mind’s eye, he made the light join with the magic in his blood—a red pulsing light—and wrapped it around the life essence in the flowers—green light. With a nudge, he made the yellowish-red light of his combined power and blood pull the flowers’ green light into him, twirling it into a tight ball. It grew tighter and tighter into a hard sphere of life.


    Success. At least success in the exercise of imagination. For a moment, maybe he could imagine he actually did possess power and it was easy to cast spells. As easy as breathing. Life essence flowed through him and the flowers, and he had the gift to control it. Instead of controlling the gray shroud of death he’d been told he did, in his fantasy he commanded brilliant, shimmering life.


    The sphere of the flower’s life essence grew, becoming a miniature sun, blindingly bright. It radiated pulsing heat, filling him with strength. In his fantasy, he could take this life, this magic, and weave it into the souls of the sick and dying, healing the impossible and fulfilling his purpose: to save lives.


    That was only a dream. Just like the vibrant ball of magic in his imagination. Necromancy didn’t work that way. Borrowed life didn’t stay. Eventually, the magic would fade, the wound would return, and the patient would die.


    Allette gasped. “You did it.” She squeezed his thigh. He threw open his eyes. Before him, both piles of flowers were withered, the petals and leaves brown and curling. He’d done it. Goddess only knew how, but he’d done it. If only Grandfather were here to see it.


    “Now. Take the life and put it in the old flowers.”


    “I, ah—”


    “You can do it. Just imagine.”


    He gathered his imagination around him, refocusing on the light. It pulsed with life, strength, and surety. He put his hand with the bloody goddess-eye on the original dead flowers and closed his eyes.


    “And relax, Ward.”


    He unclenched his jaw. He hadn’t realized he’d been grinding his teeth.


    In his mind’s eye, the tight sphere of life bounced around, unwilling to be released, no longer joyful, shimmering magic. Every time he reached for it, it spun off in a different direction. It didn’t want to leave him. It wanted to soak into his soul and strengthen him.


    Damn it. It was his imagination. He could control it.


    “Remember to breathe.” Allette sounded so far away.


    The ball ricocheted and whirled. He sucked in another breath. He’d taken the life, he could put it in something else—even if the way he thought about it was all wrong. He’d never been able to master soul manipulation on the most rudimentary level, much to Grandfather’s disappointment. Except this was only his imagination. He wasn’t really seeing the life essence of the flowers, and it certainly wasn’t fighting his grasp.


    Which meant if this was all just his mind fighting himself, he had control of the outcome.


    He lashed out at the imaginary ball of life with a great red wave of magic, engulfing it. It writhed in his grasp but he held tight.


    It was his mind.


    He could control it.


    With a great thrust, he shoved the ball into the dead flowers and imagined a bolt of magic surging through it for good measure.


    “Ward!”


    His eyes flew open. The old flowers were alive, full of color, and growing. The stems lengthened as he watched, buds formed and burst open, and leaves unfurled. They grew over the table, swirling around the lamp, pouring over the edge and pooling on the floor.


    “Great Goddess.” He couldn’t possibly have done that, and yet…


    “I knew you could do it.” Allette hugged him, pressing her body against his.


    On instinct, he wrapped his arms around her, but everything within him screamed he was being unfaithful to Celia. He shouldn’t be in another woman’s embrace—particularly a woman he wasn’t sure he trusted.


    She kissed his cheek, a demure brushing of her lips, and withdrew from his arms. “You should get some rest before tonight. Macerio will expect us to be at his feast, but afterward, I should be able to slip away and get his grimoire.”


    The flowers’ growth slowed. A final red bud opened and a last leaf unfurled. The bouquet completely covered the table and a good foot radius around it.


    He wished Celia had been here to see it.


    She hooked a finger under his chin, urging him to look at her. “Meet me at the old willow outside after the dinner. Free me, and we can leave.”


    He couldn’t stop thinking about the flowers, the hug, and Celia. Allette’s words flitted through him. We can leave. Meaning Allette and him.


    No. Celia and him.


    “Tonight after dinner, we’re free.” She kissed his cheek again. Another tender brushing of her lips, but he barely felt it. Her smile deepened, and she rushed out of the room.


    He looked back at the table. He’d done that. Great Goddess a thousand times. He’d done that.

  


  
    Sixteen


    Celia ducked out a window into the cover of a shrub to avoid Allette as she passed. She’d managed to elude her servant escort to search for Ward and had finally spied him through the open door in what looked like a library with his eyes closed and his hand on one of two bouquets. He had withered one with his magic and brought the other to life without an incantation or anything. It was amazing. She’d seen a hint of something powerful deep within him back in Brawenal, but she’d never had enough proof to convince him.


    Allette’s footsteps receded down the hall, and Celia climbed back inside and turned to the library. Ward sat on the couch, staring at the flowers. His spell had been so powerful, they’d not only come back to life, they’d grown faster and larger than if they’d been planted in the ground.


    Surely he would believe in himself and his ability now. Now he could figure out what kind of spell he’d cast on Celia and how long it would last, or cast something from Macerio’s spell book that had a guaranteed duration.


    Ward raised his head. “How long have you been standing there?”


    “Long enough.”


    He passed his hand over the flowers. He opened his mouth then closed it. Everything he knew about himself was in question. She knew how that felt.


    Celia sat beside him, near enough to offer comfort but not enough to imply anything else. Her chest ached with the desire to inch closer. And it ached that she had to tell Ward the truth about Allette.


    “I’ve learned something.”


    “That’s the most diplomatic introduction to information you’ve ever used. It must be bad.”


    She fought the need to stand, squirm, move, do anything but tell him what she knew. The Dark Son had cruelly twisted his life beyond recognition, he probably thought Allette good and innocent and worthy of salvation, and she didn’t want to shatter that belief.


    He cocked his head to the side. “It must be really bad.”


    “Allette is one of Macerio’s vesperitti.” She threw the words out before she could stop herself.


    Ward leaned back and stared at the ceiling. “Interesting.”


    “Interesting?” That wasn’t the response she expected. It certainly wasn’t the response he would have given a week ago. “She lied to you. Played you.”


    “Kind of like someone else I know.”


    Ouch. That wasn’t fair, even if it was deserved. “I’m sorry.”


    She didn’t know if she was apologizing for getting him into this mess or for telling him about Allette. Perhaps for both…and everything else, for that matter.


    “Don’t worry. I never really believed her story.”


    “What?” Again. Not what she expected. Ward was full of surprises today.


    “I might be naive, but I can learn.”


    Another reminder of what she’d done to him. That stung, too.


    “Though I suppose she didn’t really lie. The spell on a vesperitti is in essence a form of exilo de’U. Only that a vesperitti starts off dead and an exilo de’U is cast on a living person. The bindings are almost the same, just the vesperitti spell is called a soul chain.”


    “You’re being awfully calm about this. All of this.” She nodded at the flowers.


    “I think I’m in shock.”


    He didn’t sound dazed, but he was the physician, not her.


    “Everything is set for tonight, after the midnight feast,” Ward said.


    “And will you free her?” She feared he’d say yes but wasn’t sure she wanted him to say no, either.


    “I don’t know. I don’t know if I can.”


    She gave a pointed look at the flowers.


    He hugged himself as if uncomfortable with the evidence before him. “Maybe I can. What do you think?”


    “About what? Your ability as a necromancer? I’m walking proof of what you can do.”


    He offered a sad smile, reminding her they didn’t know how much longer she had left.


    “I meant about Allette. She seems genuinely afraid of being here. But if I sever her soul chain, the spell keeping her soul in her body will dissolve, and she’ll die. I’d be killing her.”


    “Val said she’s the weakest, and Lyla is the strongest. It doesn’t surprise me she wants freedom, even if it’s freedom through death.”


    “Val?” Ward asked, a hint of suspicion in his tone.


    “He’s one of Macerio’s vesperitti. The blond one who’d brought in the bounty hunter’s corpse the other night. We’re…we used to be friends. He thinks I’m like him and the other vesperitti. We’ve been talking.”


    “I see.” The suspicion disappeared. Now he just sounded tired, and she wondered if she’d even heard suspicion at all. “Do you trust him?”


    Now, that was the question. His rage was a strong motivator, except he was a creature of darkness. She’d trusted him when they’d been friends. If she couldn’t trust him because of what he’d become, could she trust herself? “I don’t know. But I’ve convinced him to help us.”


    “I don’t know about Allette, either.” He ran a hand over the petals and leaves. “But it doesn’t matter. We steal the grimoires tonight.”


    “Good. I want to do a final check of the east wing. There aren’t a lot of entrances, but perhaps I missed one. Options are important.” Hopefully, they wouldn’t need options, but she hated going into someplace with only one way to escape. “Meet me at the stables just before dinner with anything you want to take with you when we leave. Getting caught in our rooms with the spell books is a bad idea. I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.”


    “Neither do I.”


    


    Ward watched Celia leave. She exuded confidence and grace—grace that could turn deadly in a heartbeat. This was her domain, stealing, sneaking, lying. The very thought of what they planned nauseated him. Deciding if he was going to free Allette’s spirit made Ward’s stomach churn even more.


    If he could, by the grace of the Goddess, cast the spell and sever Allette’s soul chain, he’d free her spirit from unnatural imprisonment, remove a monster from the world, and weaken Macerio even more—that made his decision easier. As long as he didn’t think about it in terms of killing Allette, it was the perfect situation. Everyone won. Save that Ward was killing her, and he’d sworn to save lives with his Physician’s Oath.


    But it wasn’t killing her if she was already dead. He just had to keep that in mind when the time came. Until then, he had to gather his belongings and figure out how to get to the stables without being noticed. There was also Habil’s reliquary. Nazarius would come looking for Ward sooner rather than later, demanding to know where the damned thing was.


    Through the library windows, the sun sat near the western horizon, its light turning rich amber in prelude to sunset. Soon, it would sit on the ragged horizon’s edge, painting the sky red and purple. This side of the waystation faced away from the river, overlooking meadows rolling to the Red Mountains. A tree, backlit into shadow, towered on a hilltop beside a tall, jagged wall.


    He leaned against the frame, sticking his head out the window as if that would make the tree clearer. It wasn’t the willow Allette had mentioned. It looked like an oak. There’d been an oak in Ita’s painting. The painting Habil stared at for over 175 years. In old Olotheal tradition, trees were planted as grave markers, and Habil’s principality of birth was Olotheal. That could be Ita’s grave. Habil had loved her deeply; he’d want her close. What better place to hide something cherished than with someone cherished?


    That Ita was buried beside the oak was as wild an assumption as Habil burying his reliquary with her, but it was as good of a guess as anything else.


    He grabbed the flowers from the table and tossed them outside, hiding them underneath a row of thick bushes. He didn’t know why, but he didn’t want anyone to see the evidence of his power, not that he was convinced the profusion of greenery was his doing.


    He would grab a shovel and the locket and check out the oak.


    


    Celia double-checked to ensure no one followed her and entered the narrow servants’ halls leading to the basement. After talking with Ward, she’d wandered to the door with the strange lock leading to the east wing. It was closed, the lock shimmering ever so slightly in the dim light. She couldn’t pick a magical lock, and there weren’t any other entrances. The east wing remained even more impenetrable from the outside than it did from the inside. A solid three-story mass of granite, with no doors or windows save for a gated passage on the hillside leading to the workroom. Val had said this door had a magical ward on it that would alert Macerio when opened. Good for escape only, then.


    She headed to the Light Son’s temple to ensure Val was still committed to weakening Macerio. Inside, Val had lit more candles and set them on the altar. A bottle of wine and two cups sat beside them.


    “What took you so long?” he asked. He looked edgy, caged. Something had happened.


    “What’s wrong?”


    “Something upset Rodas, and he convinced Macerio to let him attempt the rotting spell.”


    Oh, Goddess. She’d challenged Rodas and made him look like a fool in front of Macerio. “Is Brina…?”


    “She’s fine, but her friend, the older one, Udele, was nearing the end of her usefulness and the idea amused Macerio, so he allowed the sacrifice. Rodas’s casting was successful but wasn’t clean. It took her a long time to die, and Brina was forced to watch.”


    Her chest tightened. She was not going to think about that poor woman rotting to death like the bounty hunter, nor what it might mean for Ward and her. She had to focus on the plan.


    Val poured wine into the two cups, handed her one, and drained the other. “Thank the Goddess and Her Sons Brina won’t remember any of it by this evening.”


    “I’ll drink to that.” She sat on a stool by the altar and took a long swig.


    “Now, tell me your plan is going to work.”


    “The plan, yes…” She swallowed another mouthful of wine. “The Prince of Brawenal’s prison would be easier to break into.”


    “And you know so much about breaking into places?”


    “Let’s just say I’m not as naïve as I presented myself at court.”


    “Oh?” He poured himself more wine but didn’t drink it.


    “It’s complicated.” Like everything else about her life, and she didn’t want to talk about it with Val. “You were right. There are no windows or doors into the east wing save for one in the house and the warded one outside.”


    “You’re avoiding the question.”


    “No, I’m staying on topic.” She swirled the liquid in her cup. The last time she’d sat in an underground hideaway and had wine, it had been with Ward. Things had been complicated then, too. She’d kissed him, really kissed him, and for a too brief moment, he’d kissed her back. But she was dead, and according to Ward, there were laws against them being any more than friends.


    “And now you’re not with me, again.”


    “What?”


    “What are you thinking when you get like that? You get this strange look in your eyes.”


    “I’m not thinking anything.” She took a gulp of wine. When had she become the one who got lost in thought? She dragged her mind back to the problem at hand. “The only way to get to the spell book is past Macerio. And that’s the only way out as well.”


    “I’d already said that.”


    “You did. Flowers and the prize purse for you.”


    “Don’t forget the adoring women.”


    She rolled her eyes. At least he was trying to joke. It was a weak attempt, but she appreciated it. “I’ll see what I can arrange. I didn’t check the roof. Any chance there’s a way in from there?”


    “The roof?”


    “Dresses make it challenging to scale walls.”


    He barked a laugh. “I’m sure they do. Who are you, Celia Carlyle?”


    “A woman of many surprises.” She offered a small smile. It felt good, if only for a moment, to flirt with a handsome man. Too bad Val wasn’t the handsome man she wanted.


    His forced mirth melted away. “So the plan is set.”


    “Yes. We should get ready for the dinner…and afterward.”


    “Macerio isn’t getting nearly enough of what he deserves.”


    “No, he’s not.” The image of the rotting bounty hunter flashed through Celia’s mind. She couldn’t imagine the horror of an even slower death.


    The best she could hope for was getting Ward out of this alive.

  


  
    Seventeen


    Red colored the horizon as Ward climbed out his bedchamber window. He dropped to the ground into the rose bushes, fought his way out of the scratching thorns, and hustled to the stables. There, he found a shovel in a small room containing every tool imaginable for the maintenance of an estate. He hid his rucksack behind a dirt-encrusted saddle tossed in a corner with a handful of filthy rags and, with shovel in one hand and locket in the other, headed to the oak.


    Assuming Habil had buried the reliquary with Ita was a long shot, but at some point, his luck had to change. Although, he’d rather his stealing the grimoires be that particular moment.


    The hot summer breeze swept over the meadow, undulating the grass into giant, green waves. Stars dotted the darkening sky and, to the north, the Goddess star shimmered bright. True north had never seemed so uncertain even though She pointed the way with Her star. One little wake spell on Celia, and everything had changed.


    When Celia and he had left Brawenal City, he’d thought he’d find peace and answers in the Holy City, Gyja. But Bakmeire, the Dominus’s right-hand man who’d plotted his death and was now in charge of the Gentilica, had set a hefty bounty on them to avoid any suspicion among his fellow criminals. The bounty hunters had attacked within a day of their leaving, and they’d been on the run ever since. Now, he wasn’t sure even Gyja held the solution to his morally murky problems.


    Ward crested the hill. Before him towered the oak, its massive branches stretching high. It stood sentinel by a wrought-iron gate attached to the crumbling ruins of a chest-high stone fence—at least the highest remaining point was chest high. A wild white rose bush covered the wall in a profusion of blooms, leaves, and thorns. It twisted over stone, coiling around the gate, and crept up the side of the oak. As he stared, a bud pulsed with white light, once…twice…then unfurled.


    Pain bit into his palm, the one curled around the locket. He yelped and dropped it. One quick burst of light flared from it, leaving the after-image burned across his vision.


    More buds pulsed and unfurled into full bloom. The rose bush crackled and hissed. Thorns scraped against stone. The bush was alive and moving. Branches grew, curling around the wrought-iron fence. They crept up the oak’s trunk and slid along the lowest hanging branches.


    Light flared from the locket again but not as intensely as the first time. Another flare and another. Then it settled into a steady, gentle pulse, like a heartbeat.


    A petal floated from a rose hanging in the branches. It glided, suspended by a breeze Ward couldn’t feel, and landed a few feet from the locket. Another dropped from the bloom, landing on top of the first.


    Nazarius had said the locket would reveal the location. Maybe the assumption the reliquary was buried beneath the oak wasn’t so wild after all.


    Ward pocketed the glowing locket and pushed his shovel into the ground where the rose petals lay. If this was Ita’s grave, he could be digging a while.


    All hints of red had bled from the mountaintops and night crowded the sky. The day’s heat cooled, easing the exertion of digging, but sweat still plastered his shirt to his chest and dripped from his brow and nose.


    He thrust his shovel into the ground again. The hole was now at mid calf. If it were a grave, another two or three feet and he’d be at the body. The irony that he was likely digging up a corpse for a Quayestri wasn’t lost on him. This is what had gotten him in trouble in the first place. A part of him wished he were digging up a corpse for a necropsy, that he was still studying surgery and learning how to save lives. But he was no longer a physician. Here and now, he was a necromancer, a de’Ath. He’d never wanted his family’s business, but it seemed to want him.


    He dug until the shovel hit something hard, the unmistakable hollow thunk of metal hitting a person-sized wooden box. He glanced up. The moon sat high in the sky. It would be midnight soon. He’d have enough time to get the reliquary from the coffin, return to the mansion, and clean up, but not to fill in the grave completely. Damn. Well, hopefully he and Celia would be gone before anyone noticed.


    He cleared the dirt from the coffin. With feet braced on either side, he thrust the shovel into the lid. The strike boomed. Ward flinched and waited, holding his breath, but no one yelled or came running. Jabbing again, he cracked the aged lid. He tossed the shovel beside the pile of dirt, knelt, and yanked away a broken piece of worm-eaten wood.


    Something rustled in the grass nearby.


    He froze. If he remained where he was, kneeling in the grave, he’d stay hidden. Until someone noticed the huge pile of dirt.


    Maybe, if he put up a fight, he’d be able to get away.


    The rustle came again. Closer.


    Ward leapt to his feet, grabbed the shovel, and turned.


    Nazarius stopped mid step, his hands raised. “I see you’ve learned a few things.”


    “A few.” Ward tightened his grip on the handle.


    “Looks like you found the reliquary. I’m here to help.”


    “You’re a little late.”


    Nazarius crossed his arms. “Or you’re early. Isn’t grave robbing supposed to be done at midnight?”


    “Sorry to disappoint, but I have a dinner date at midnight.”


    “So you have plenty of time.”


    “Not if I want to avoid announcing to everyone what I’ve been doing by being covered in mud.” Ward lowered the shovel. It wouldn’t do any good against the Tracker anyway. The man had enough martial prowess to easily overcome Ward.


    “Then it’s a good thing I’m here. I can finish the job.”


    “I thought only I could get the reliquary.”


    “The locket would only respond to you, and it has. You found it, but you don’t have to do all the labor. I can fill the grave back in.” He pursed his lips, his expression darkening for a moment. “We’re on the same side, Ward. Both the Seer’s men, even if reluctantly. For me, that counts for something.”


    “All right.” He still didn’t trust Nazarius. If the Master told him Ward’s usefulness was at an end, Nazarius would probably be the one to kill him. Ward was, after all, still a criminal for—


    He snorted. For doing exactly what he was doing now. Digging up bodies.


    And now, Nazarius was helping.


    Best not to point that out.


    Ward tore away more chunks of the coffin lid, revealing a figure wrapped in a white shroud. He froze. The cloth was pristine, as if the body had been wrapped and buried yesterday. But Ita had been buried over 175 years ago. The shroud should have been shreds of browned linen among aged bones.


    “Do you see it?” Nazarius asked.


    “I ah—” The reliquary. They were there for that, not the corpse. But the mystery of what lay beneath that cloth—


    “Ward?”


    “Right.” Ward pulled away more wood, revealing half of a box resting on the corpse’s chest. Engravings similar to the shapes on the door to the east wing covered its surface, swirling to the center where a star-shaped indent lay. He ripped back another chunk of the lid, revealing all of the reliquary. His mouth went dry. It was rectangular and shallow. The size of Habil’s other two grimoires to be precise. Of course, what else would Habil hide, protected, with his lover?


    “Is it there?”


    Ward’s mind whirled. The Master of Brawenal’s Assassins’ Guild could not be allowed to have Habil’s Book of Souls. He steadied his breath. Ward had chosen to obey the Master, and now one of the most dangerous books in all of the Union of Principalities had been unearthed. If he lied or held it back, Nazarius would kill him. There were no other options but to hand it over.


    He grabbed the reliquary. A shiver raced up his arms and the hair on the back of his neck stood on end.


    Magic. Except he wasn’t supposed to be able to sense magic.


    Unless Allette’s exercises had awakened his ability. He’d thought he’d seen something around Habil’s grimoires in Macerio’s private library as well.


    He grabbed the reliquary again but didn’t feel any tingling this time. He squeezed harder and still nothing. It didn’t make him feel any better about handing it over to Nazarius. He worked the box free from the coffin and stood.


    Nazarius held his hand out. “You should probably get back to the house.”


    “I should.” Ward handed him the reliquary.


    Nazarius tucked it under one arm and held out his hand again. What did he want now? Nazarius widened his stance and reached closer to Ward.


    He was offering Ward help out of the grave.


    Ward stared at his broad palm and calloused fingers. What a complete reversal. Only a week ago, the Tracker had threatened Ward’s life. Now they were partners of sorts…probably more like associates forced to work together.


    “This really shouldn’t be a difficult decision,” Nazarius said.


    Ward shook away his thoughts. He took Nazarius’s hand and climbed out.


    “I’ll finish up here.” Nazarius grabbed the shovel. “Your job for the Seer is done. You and Carlyle’s girl should get out of here.”


    “We will. There’s something I need to do first.”


    “Something more than grabbing your bag filled with surgical things I’m not supposed to know about?”


    If Ward hadn’t known any better, the Tracker sounded genuinely concerned.


    “This house isn’t safe.” Nazarius drove the shovel into the pile of dirt, and tossed a load into the hole. Their interaction was over. Ward wasn’t inclined to trust the moment of kindness, but maybe his luck really was getting better.


    With that thought, Ward headed back to the waystation. Before him, the mansion sat like a misshapen mound, backed by the barely discernible shadows of the Red Mountains. Lights glowed from windows like dozens of uneven eyes.


    He didn’t want to return. Nazarius couldn’t be more right. The place wasn’t safe.


    Lately, there had been a lot of things he hadn’t wanted to do but did anyway.


    All he needed was to get through the evening. That seemed to be his new prayer. Just one more day. One more hour. Because he had to.


    Besides, he’d ensured Macerio couldn’t have Habil’s third piece of grimoire. That Macerio hadn’t thought of digging up Ita’s grave in search of the book astounded Ward.


    It seemed crazy Ward would have better luck than a powerful Innecroestri. Maybe his mystic blindness helped him see through the illusion Habil had cast on the book to hide it. How lovely—an actual use to his magical failing.


    He squared his shoulders and picked up his pace. First, to see if Celia was at the stables, then to slip back inside, get cleaned up, and hide his filthy clothes. Finally, dinner, Allette’s spell, and escape. He could do this.


    Something crunched behind him. Ward jumped, biting his tongue. He whirled as the copper tang of blood filled his mouth. A shadowy figure rose from the hillside, ambling toward him.


    Had he been seen? He couldn’t get caught, and he couldn’t let anyone stop him.


    He threw his hand out toward the shadow, fingers spread. Energy flashed through his mind’s eye. A bolt of magic lanced into whoever was there, intended to temporarily shove the person’s soul from his body.


    The figure staggered.


    Great Goddess! It worked.


    The figure straightened, its width billowing, and took another staggering step forward.


    Ward imagined another bolt. Bigger, stronger. He shoved it with more force. The figure grunted and collapsed. Ward inched forward, hand still held out ready. He’d done it! He’d finally cast a reverse wake.


    Rodas lay at the top of the slope, unconscious. He wore all black and, without his wig, he blended into the darkness. Allette crouched at his side. She glanced at Ward and his dirt-encrusted clothes. “I thought you were supposed to be resting in preparation for this evening.”


    A chill breathed over him. There was a new darkness to her voice…or was he imagining it now that he knew what she really was? It didn’t help that she was out here with Rodas.


    His knowledge of the truth must be coloring his perception. “I had something I needed to take care of before we left.”


    “And it’s done?”


    “Yes. What are you doing out here?”


    Her gaze darted to Ward’s hip then back to his eyes. “Ensuring Rodas cleaned up his mess.”


    “What—?”


    “You don’t want to know.” She stood and eased through the grass, standing a hand’s-breadth from him. “You grow stronger by the hour.”


    He opened his mouth, but closed it and nodded instead. Confronting a vesperitti about her intentions alone in the dark wasn’t wise. If Allette decided to kill him, there wasn’t anything he could do. Nazarius might hear him scream, but he wouldn’t arrive in time. If he even cared to help. He could only pray his initial assumption about Allette was correct, and all she wanted was an end to her eternal slavery.


    “I should get ready for dinner.” He stepped back.


    She took his hand in hers, not seeming to care about the dirt. Her gaze returned to his hip—to the pocket where he’d put the locket.


    Oh, Goddess, she could see the magic emanating from it. Of course she could; she was a vesperitti, a monster of magic. Nazarius had said Ward couldn’t be seen with the locket.


    Her gaze jumped back to his face. “Ward.”


    “Yes.” His heart pounded.


    “Be careful. You’re coming into your strength, losing the block, but you’re still no match for Macerio.” She nudged her chin at Rodas still unconscious on the ground. Her eyes filled with worry. “Watch out for both of them.”


    He forced himself to squeeze her hand. She looked like the terrified woman he’d first met two nights ago. “I’ll be careful.”


    He wasn’t so foolish to assume he could ever be a match for Macerio. Casting the reverse wake on Rodas had been pure instinct, and the last time he’d tried, he’d failed. There was no guarantee he’d be able to repeat the spell.


    But he had done it this time. He’d brought the flowers back to life, too. He couldn’t help but wonder what else he could do.


    


    Nazarius tossed another shovelful of dirt into the grave. For a while, he’d feared the assignment wouldn’t be fulfilled, but he shouldn’t have doubted Severin. And as much as he hated to admit it, he shouldn’t have doubted Ward, either.


    He stuck the shovel into the dirt.


    The locket.


    Ward still had the locket. If de Cortia saw the magical aura on Ward, he was dead.


    Nazarius scrambled from the grave. If he hurried, he could catch Ward before he got to the house. The grass whipped at his legs, stinging even through his pants. He raced down the hill, his blood rushing from more than the exertion. Ward’s job wasn’t done—Severin had foreseen there would be more. But visions of the future were just one possible path, no matter how strongly the Seer saw them.


    A lanky figure moved on the next rise. The grass barely reached his waist, making him as tall as Nazarius. It had to be Ward. Nazarius didn’t know anyone else who was as tall and narrow in the shoulders. It looked like the necromancer was headed to the stables. Hopefully, that meant he had an escape plan for whatever it was he needed to do.


    Nazarius lengthened his stride, his senses straining for dangers. Only the sighing grass and the soft thuds of his boots on the ground made any sound. His movements had silenced the crickets.


    Ward stumbled, his arms whipping around to catch his balance. He lost the battle and disappeared into the grass. But instead of jumping back up, he crouched and turned. Good boy. Carlyle’s girl must be wearing off on him. Maybe Ward will get through what Severin foresaw in one piece.


    Nazarius waved. Ward wasn’t a fighter, but he had enough common sense to run if need be. The necromancer straightened and stayed put. Good. The last thing Nazarius wanted was to chase him all over the estate, or worse, into the house where Ward could be seen with the locket.


    “What’s wrong?” Mud streaked his face, giving him a fierce expression. Nazarius had seen that look last week on Ward. He’d had it the night he cut Pietro open and saved his life.


    “You still have the locket.”


    Ward’s hand shot into his pocket.


    “It’s too dangerous for you to have it.” Nazarius held out his hand, and Ward dropped it into Nazarius’s palm. “You really shouldn’t stay.”


    “This isn’t up for debate,” Ward said.


    His expression darkened, not with fear, as Nazarius would have expected, but resignation. Nazarius knew that expression well, too. He saw it every time he looked in the mirror. He shoved the locket in his pocket. “You’re going to be late for dinner.”


    “That would be bad,” Ward said.


    “Everything about this place is bad.”


    “You have no idea. But what else is new?”


    “Maybe the future will be brighter.” Although the Seer hadn’t indicated it would be.


    “Maybe,” Ward said, but he didn’t sound as if he believed that. “Hopefully, I won’t see you later.”


    “I wouldn’t hold my breath on that one.”


    “Wonderful.” Ward turned and headed toward the side door of the stable, but stopped as a man-sized shadow stepped around the edge of the structure.


    The man moved into the moonlight. It was Tecer, a fellow Tracker.


    Tecer’s eyes widened then narrowed. “Nazarius, what are you doing here?”


    “Assignment, you?”


    Ward shifted, drawing Tecer’s attention.


    “I’m ah— I’m—” Tecer furrowed his brow. “Assignment as well. Leading the prince’s men on a manhunt. You heard about the prisoner who escaped the prince’s dungeon.”


    Ward stilled, as if, like a mouse, he could avoid the hawk’s attack if he froze.


    “I heard,” Nazarius said.


    Tecer squinted at Ward. “Have we met?”


    “I don’t think so,” Ward said, his voice soft.


    “You’re a guest here?”


    “Yes.”


    “That’s, ‘Yes, my lord Tracker.’”


    Nazarius fought the urge to clench his hands into fists. Any overt move would alert Tecer that something was wrong. If Tecer were hunting Ward, all he’d have was a description and so far Tecer hadn’t recognized him—Goddess only knew how.


    “Yes, my lord Tracker,” Ward said.


    “Then move along. This is Quayestri business.” Tecer dropped his hand to the hilt of his sword.


    “Yes, my lord Tracker.” Ward rushed into the stables.


    Tecer turned to Nazarius, his hand still on his hilt. “This is my assignment.”


    And they were back to this. Nazarius had thought they’d gotten past the one-sided competition once they’d graduated from the Collegiate. “I’m not after the escaped prisoner.”


    “Then what are you doing here?”


    “Just passing through.”


    “On assignment.” Tecer shifted, widening his stance.


    Nazarius rolled his eyes. This was ridiculous. “Yes, on assignment.”


    “I didn’t see your horse in the stable. I didn’t see Pietro’s, either. We arrived today…yesterday. No, we arrived today.”


    “I’m on assignment for the Seer of the House of Bralmoore. I’m not after your escaped prisoner.”


    “The prisoner—” Tecer squeezed his eyes shut and pressed his hands to his temple. “I… He’s mine— He—”


    “Tecer?” Nazarius reached for Tecer’s elbow. “Are you all right?”


    Tecer jerked back. “I’m fine. That man. The one who was right here—” Recognition flashed across his expression, and he bolted for the stable.


    Shit. Nazarius raced after him. If Severin’s visions were to come true, Ward couldn’t be arrested.

  


  
    Eighteen


    “Hey.”


    Ward froze. It sounded like the Tracker—and not Nazarius—the one supposed to be under Lyla’s thrall. Ward had just gotten into the stables and hadn’t had time to find Celia, though it didn’t look like she was here.


    “Turn around,” the Tracker said.


    “My lord Tracker?” Ward strained to see if the Tracker had completely broken the thrall and recognized him.


    “You look—” The Tracker pressed his palm to his temple. The single lantern in the stable cast flickering shadows across his face, distorting it into a tortured mask. “You look— Let me see the back of your neck.”


    Nazarius rushed into the stable, and the Tracker jerked to the side to keep both of them in sight.


    “This is my assignment. You can’t take it away from me.” The Tracker yanked his sword from its sheath. “Show me your brand.”


    “Tecer, he doesn’t have one,” Nazarius said.


    “I wasn’t talking to you.” The muscles in Tecer’s jaw tensed. “Show. Me. Your. Brand.”


    Ward inched back. Tecer was fighting the thrall and winning. Ward wanted to run, but running would only confirm his guilt in this man’s eyes. “I’m not the man you’re looking for. I’m Quirin Dagenhart.”


    “Then you shouldn’t mind showing me your neck.”


    “I’ve already shown you the back of my neck. Remember?”


    “The prisoner wouldn’t risk staying here. He wouldn’t risk being recognized by a guest.” Nazarius stepped forward, and Tecer lurched around, pointing his sword at him.


    “You’re just saying that because you want my assignment. You’ve stolen everything else that should’ve been mine.” His blade trembled, and he wrapped his other hand around the hilt to support the first.


    Nazarius took another half step closer, his hands raised in submission. “Tecer—”


    “No.” Tecer shook his head and panted. “This is the old road and an old waystation. No one’s supposed to be here. Why are there people here?”


    The large door to the courtyard creaked open, and Tecer jerked toward it. A man with a horse stood in the entrance. In the uneven light, he looked a few years older than Ward—but given that Macerio was over 150 and only looked a little older than Ward, too, appearances were unreliable. The man’s hair was blond, worn in a courtier’s cut at his shoulders, and his narrow facial features marked him as nobility. His pale gaze darted over the scene, hesitating on Tecer’s sword.


    “Is there something the master of the house should know?” the man asked.


    “Quayestri business,” Tecer barked. “None of yours.”


    “Then, if you don’t mind, I’d like the boy to do his duty and take care of my horse. I’ve been delayed enough.”


    “The stable boy isn’t here, do it yourself,” Tecer said.


    “Then who’s he?” The man jerked his chin toward Ward.


    “A guest. Quirin Dagenhart,” Nazarius said, stepping even closer to Tecer.


    The man crossed his arms. “I’m Quirin Dagenhart.”


    Ward’s heart skipped a beat. His identity couldn’t be in doubt, not now, not when they were so close to stealing Macerio’s spell book.


    Tecer groaned. His trembling increased. “Nazarius?”


    “He’s lying—” Nazarius said.


    “They’re all lying. You’re lying.” Tecer moaned, teetered off balance, then jerked forward and slashed at Nazarius.


    Nazarius lunged close to Tecer, blocking the strike, wrist against wrist. He grabbed the front of Tecer’s doublet, but the man smashed his forehead against Nazarius’s nose.


    The real Quirin’s eyes widened, and in that heartbeat, Ward knew he was going to run and alert Macerio. Ward rushed at Quirin. The man stumbled into his horse. It reared, forcing him into the stable. Ward grabbed the back of Quirin’s doublet and yanked him farther inside.


    A yell broke out on the other side of the courtyard, and two large figures rushed out the front door.


    Quirin twisted and threw a fist at Ward’s face. Ward stumbled back, dragging Quirin with him, and they slammed into a stall wall.


    The men from the house raced into the entrance, where the lantern light caught the crest on their chests. The prince’s soldiers. One was bulky with a bald head, his appearance screaming brute force. The other wasn’t quite as bulky, but just as dangerous looking.


    “Over there. He’s the one,” Tecer yelled. He rammed his shoulder into Nazarius’s chest, shoving him back.


    The dangerous looking soldier drew his sword. The other grabbed for Ward, who jerked Quirin into the way. Quirin clawed at Ward’s hands, but Ward held tight. He had to restrain Quirin, subdue him, do something. The big soldier clamped a hand over Ward’s and Quirin’s and the three twisted and thrashed, Ward desperate to hang on, the others to make him let go.


    Fire burned through Ward’s fingers. The big soldier rammed a fist into Ward’s ribs. The air exploded from his lungs, and his hand uncurled. Quirin and the soldier stumbled back.


    Ward lunged for Quirin, but the dangerous looking soldier jabbed at him with his sword, forcing Ward back against the stall. Quirin spun on his heel and slammed into a large blond vesperitti. He had to be Celia’s friend Val. Ward hadn’t even seen him approach.


    Celia stepped out of the shadows and grabbed the armed soldier’s wrist, twisting and forcing his blade from Ward. Ward scrambled from the wall, but the other, bigger soldier seized Ward’s shirt and tossed him into an empty stall. Val punched the big soldier in the head, and he stumbled back, dazed.


    Free of Val, Quirin dodged a wild swing of the armed soldier’s blade intended for Celia. Ward leapt from the stall and grabbed for Quirin’s arm.


    Quirin wrenched out of the way and drew the dagger at his hip. “Who are you?”


    “It doesn’t matter. You have to leave.” Please just leave.


    “I’m not going anywhere,” Quirin sneered. “I’ve heard about Macerio’s creativity. It’ll be a pleasure to witness what he does to liars firsthand.”


    Quirin lunged at Ward. Ward scrambled back, and Quirin pressed his attack with two more lunges. The dagger sliced Ward’s side, ripping into his shirt, and Ward’s feet tangled. He grabbed Quirin’s doublet to keep his balance, yanking him forward. They both tumbled to the ground, Quirin on top, driving his weight onto Ward. Air burst from his lungs again, and he struggled to breathe.


    Quirin thrust the dagger at Ward’s face. Ward bucked, and the dagger hit the hard-packed dirt floor. It flew from Quirin’s hand, skittering into the stall. He clambered off Ward and reached for it, but Ward grabbed his leg and yanked him away. With a jerk, Quirin slammed his foot into Ward’s shoulder and seized the dagger. Ward scrambled to his feet, his fingers numb, as Quirin launched himself at Ward again. The dagger came toward Ward’s chest. He staggered back, his heel catching on an uneven lip in the floor. He twisted. The dagger sliced another rent in Ward’s shirt, and he hit the back of the stall.


    There was nowhere to go.


    “Not much to you, is there,” Quirin said.


    Ward balled his hands into fists. Celia rushed into sight. Her eyes widened, and she shouted his name. Time stuttered. Ward’s heart stopped. Quirin twisted around, keeping his blade low by his hip, but Celia’s gaze stayed high. She wasn’t going to see it. She wasn’t—


    Ward snapped forward. He seized Quirin’s arm and slammed his fist into Quirin’s head. The apprentice-hopeful careened back, and his head smashed against the stall post. With a gasp, he sagged to the floor.


    “Stop!” The word boomed through the stable.


    Ward peered between the corner of the dark stall and Celia at the entranceway. Macerio stood there flanked by Lyla and Allette. The smaller of the soldiers lay unmoving on the ground, his sword missing. Val and the bigger one still faced each other, but the soldier’s lip was bleeding. Tecer staggered to his feet. A runnel of blood traced the chiseled line of his cheek and jaw. Nazarius was nowhere to be seen.


    Macerio crossed his arms. “What’s the meaning of this?”


    “The criminal. He’s here.” Tecer glanced around. Ward ducked back behind the stall wall. “I’ve seen him. He’s here.”


    “He’s not here,” Val said.


    “Yes, he is. I swear it.”


    “He thinks Quirin is his criminal,” Lyla said, exasperation coloring her tone. “The damned Quayestri keeps breaking my thrall.”


    “Well, we can’t have that, no matter how much magic he has in his soul.” Macerio’s voice grew dark.


    Someone screamed. Ward could only assume it was Tecer, since he wasn’t going to look. He couldn’t be caught with Quirin, even if Quirin was unconscious at the moment.


    The man screamed again. Quick, desperate, filled with pain. It boomed through the stable just as Macerio’s yell to stop the fight had. Then the keening broke off. Something heavy thudded against the ground, and the cloying reek of decay hit Ward’s nose. The silence pressed against his senses as if the whole world trembled, waiting for Macerio’s next command. Even the few horses in the stables seemed unnaturally still as if they, too, feared to draw Macerio’s attention.


    “It’s a shame Rodas wasn’t here to see how it’s really done,” Macerio said. “Clean this up and send the soldiers home to tell the Grewdian Council their Tracker died in a bandit attack. And Lyla—”


    “Yes, my lord?”


    “Make sure your thrall holds. I don’t want anymore Quayestri showing up.”


    “Yes.”


    Footsteps crunched away across the gravel courtyard.


    “Val,” Lyla said. “You clean up the mess.” She mumbled something, her voice soft and syrupy, then more footsteps crunched away.


    Ward’s pulse pounded through him. They’d almost been caught.


    Celia glanced into the stall. “Are you all right?”


    “I think so.”


    “Is he dead?” She jerked her chin in Quirin’s direction.


    “I didn’t him that hard.”


    “But you did hit him,” she said with a chuckle.


    Maybe more things really were possible. “I did. Didn’t I?”


    Her expression grew serious. “We can’t let Macerio find him.”


    “But we’re not going to kill him.” He wasn’t going to kill an unconscious man in cold blood.


    “He’s dangerous and evil. He’s hoping to become an Innecroestri.”


    “That doesn’t mean he can’t be saved.” Ward prayed that was true. Habil had lost his way, but his love meant there had been a chance for him to find his way back. Even Macerio might be redeemable. Everyone had a glimmer of good, somewhere, deep down. Celia was proof of that.


    “You can’t save everyone.”


    “I know. But I don’t have to kill, either.”


    “Fine,” she said, her tone hard.


    “Fine.”


    “Are you finished?” Val asked. “I might be on clean up duty, but that won’t give you an excuse for being late for Macerio’s dinner. You have less than an hour to make yourself presentable.”


    Ward glanced down at Quirin.


    “Val will take care of him. Your way.” Celia reached for Ward’s hand but withdrew before making contact.


    His throat tightened. She didn’t want to touch him. She thought him a fool. He probably was.


    “Come on,” she said.


    Yes. He had to get going, had to finish the plan. He glanced back at the man whose identity he’d stolen. Nothing about Quirin Dagenhart looked evil. Nothing said he’d embraced the darkest magics and succumbed to the blood magic lure. There was no way to tell what a person was like just by looking at them.


    Movement flickered by his hand.


    Oh Goddess, he was waking up.

  


  
    Nineteen


    Ward grabbed Quirin’s dagger, and Celia lengthened her stance, but Quirin didn’t wake. His hand twitched again, the trembling racing up his arm and then his whole body began to shake.


    And kept shaking. His body was seizing.


    Instinct kicked in, and Ward dropped the dagger, yanked off his shirt, and shoved it under Quirin’s head before he realized what he was doing. He’d never seen a fit before, but everything he’d read flashed through his mind. It would pass. It wasn’t dangerous.


    But it was like nothing he’d ever seen—Quirin’s whole body shook. The muscles in his jaw were tight, and he hadn’t drawn breath in seconds. Ward was sure Quirin’s face must be turning blue.


    Celia grabbed Ward’s shoulder and yanked him back. “He’s dangerous.”


    “No, he’s not.” Ward wrenched free of her grip.


    “I know evil when I see it,” Val said. “He wants to be an Innecroestri and has opened his soul to evil possession.”


    “It’s not possession. His muscles are seizing.”


    “You have to get cleaned up for Macerio’s dinner. We don’t have time for you to get distracted over some medical oddity,” Celia said.


    A medical oddity. Just like the cases in the back of his medical text. He dropped to his knees beside Quirin’s head.


    “Ward, please.” Celia’s voice was soft, filled with concern.


    “No, I think—” This was his fault. He’d taken an Oath. Even if he hadn’t, his family honor demanded that he protect life. The case in the book described a man kicked in the head, just above the ear, by a horse. He fell unconscious and shortly afterward his body seized, and he died.


    Quirin had hit his head on the stall when Ward had punched him. The impact could have been just above his ear.


    The necropsy of the dead man discovered a massive clot of blood between the brain and the skull near the site of impact. Quirin was dying, and it was Ward’s fault. He had to stop it, take it back, do something.


    Except he’d punched Quirin to save Celia. And Quirin was trying to become an Innecroestri.


    No request unanswered, any soul in need, with all of his skill. Ward had taken that Oath. Any soul. Good or bad. Physicians didn’t judge who lived and died. That was the Dark Son’s job. They just tried to save life.


    Celia tugged on his shirt. “We have to go.”


    “I can’t.” If he abandoned this Oath, what else would he be willing to abandon? Evil and madness. One neglected value at a time.


    “You can’t save everyone,” she said


    But he had to save this one. He had to prove he was still Ward de’Ath and not some monster. “Bring the lantern over.”


    In the medical book, it had said death had been averted in other patients with similar symptoms by draining the blood gathering around the brain. He had to fix this. He was a physician. He couldn’t be a killer.


    “Ward.” Icy warning edged Celia’s tone.


    “I won’t leave him like this.” Goddess, don’t let him die.


    Quirin went limp. He sucked in a ragged breath from between teeth clenched by the muscle contractions.


    “He’s stopped. He’s fine,” Val said. “You have to get going.”


    “We don’t want to alert Macerio that anything is wrong. He’ll know something’s up if we’re late,” Celia said.


    “I will deal with that when we get there. But this needs to be done now.” He stood. This was right. This was what it felt like to be himself. Somehow, in the last couple of days, he’d lost that. “I need light. If you won’t help, then get out of my way.”


    Celia’s eyes widened. For a heartbeat, he thought she’d grab him and drag him from the stables. But instead she gave a tight nod. “Fine. What do you need?”


    “Light first.”


    Celia grabbed the lantern and brought it over.


    “And then?” Val asked, crossing his arms.


    “His brain is bleeding. There are things I can check. If I’m right.”


    Val snorted. “Fools get themselves killed. I’m proof of that.”


    Celia laid a hand on Ward’s shoulder and kept it there. “And this fool saved my life.”


    “Twice, actually,” Ward said, shifting the lantern closer to Quirin’s head.


    Celia snorted. “Yes, twice.”


    Quirin dragged in more harsh breaths but remained unconscious. Not a good sign. In the worst of the cases, unconsciousness meant the bleeding in the patient’s head was fast, and time was of the essence.


    Ward swept his fingers along Quirin’s skull. No blood. But that didn’t mean anything. Next check, the eyes. They weren’t the same in their sockets. The left one, the side of the blow, protruded. Pressure was building behind it. Fast. He hadn’t wanted to be right.


    “I need my rucksack, the drill from the tool shed on the other side of the stable, and the strongest alcohol you can find, and I need it now.”


    Celia grabbed Val’s hand and they raced out of the stall. Quirin stiffened and started jerking again. Ward adjusted his shirt, ensuring it still protected Quirin’s head from the floor.


    Ward shoved to his feet. He’d need water, too.


    He grabbed a half-filled bucket two stalls down. The side door rattled, and Celia rushed into the barn, the lantern light bouncing wildly against the walls.


    “Val’s gone to the house for the alcohol.” She held out the drill.


    He hurried back into the stall. Quirin’s second fit had stopped. His face was ashen and the skin around his mouth blue. His left eye bulged even more. There wasn’t time to wait for the alcohol. Ward had to start and pray infection didn’t set in.


    He took the drill from Celia and dunked it in the water. He then scrubbed the dirt from his hands as best he could.


    Quirin stiffened. His muscles were going to seize again.


    “Hold his head with his left temple exposed.”


    Celia knelt above Quirin and positioned his head. His body writhed. Ward’s heart leapt with it. These were not the circumstances he would have wanted for his second unsupervised surgery. A twitching patient. Very little light. Unclean instruments—


    And one injured because of his actions.


    Focus.


    There wasn’t time to shave the scalp or cut back the flesh around the injury. He was going to have to skip to the next step: drilling.


    He placed the tip of the drill against Quirin’s skull.


    Quirin jerked, knocking the tip off position.


    “Hold tighter.” He ground his teeth. No hesitation.


    He pressed the drill back on Quirin’s skull, digging it into his flesh until he struck bone. Before he could second guess, he turned the handle. Blood oozed around the tip, darkening Quirin’s pale hair.


    Ward turned the drill again. He had to pay attention to the resistance against the tip, drilling just far enough to puncture the skull but not damage the brain. Except he didn’t know how many turns that would take or how much pressure he needed to apply.


    Quirin shook. The muscles in Celia’s forearms flexed as she struggled to keep him still.


    Surely only a few more turns.


    The pressure against the drill gave way. Ward pulled back before the tip cut into brain. Blood gushed from the hole.


    Quirin went limp and sucked in a ragged breath. It worked! He’d done it. Proof this was what he was meant to do. Proof he wasn’t turning into Macerio.


    “Turn his head, let the blood drain.” Ward dragged his gaze from Quirin to Celia.


    She stared at him, her eyes wide, as if she couldn’t believe what she’d just seen.


    “Celia, turn his head.” Ward placed a hand on hers.


    She jumped. Something flashed across her expression, but it was so fast Ward wasn’t sure what it was. She turned Quirin’s head, and more blood oozed onto Ward’s shirt.


    Footsteps pounded into the stables. Celia yanked a dagger from her bodice. Ward grabbed Quirin’s head, steadying it. Val rushed into the stall carrying a crystal decanter with clear liquid sloshing inside. His lips pressed into a hard line, and for a heartbeat, he looked hungry. Quirin was hoping to become an Innecroestri. The magic in his soul had to be significant.


    Ward grabbed the decanter before he could consider the implications. Celia and he had to get ready for Macerio’s dinner. Someone would need to keep an eye on Quirin. Could Val be trusted not to…eat him once they were alone? Now he had no idea what to do.


    Quirin sucked in another ragged breath. Ward poured the alcohol over the wound.


    “What now?” Val asked.


    “Someone has to watch him, ensure the wound stays clean until the blood stops draining. Then I need to bind his head.”


    Val rolled his eyes. “Someone has to watch him? Who did you think that was going to be? Goddess, you are a fool. We don’t have time for this. You’re going to get us killed. Tortured first, for a very long time, and then killed.”


    “Val,” Celia said, her tone sharp.


    “No, he’s right. My Oath shouldn’t endanger either of you.” Ward poured more alcohol over the hole.


    “I’m not leaving you here. What are our options?” Celia asked.


    “There are no options,” Val said.


    And there weren’t. There wasn’t anyone—


    No, there was someone. Macerio didn’t know about Nazarius. And Nazarius owed Ward for saving Pietro.


    “There’s a friend Macerio doesn’t know about. He’s by the oak.” Ward didn’t say filling in a grave. That much would be evident when Celia or Val got him. “He’ll watch Quirin until we steal the grimoires.”


    “I’ll get him.” Celia stood.


    Val grabbed her wrist. “You’re wasting your time.”


    “It’s my time to waste.”


    “It’s my revenge you promised.”


    She leaned close. The lantern light flickered across their faces, both hard, beautiful features. Her eyes were filled with such ice it made Ward shiver. He’d been on the receiving end of that look.


    Everything froze. Val, Celia, time itself. Silence pressed against Ward’s senses as if the world feared to make a noise and be noticed by Celia Carlyle, assassin.


    “You will get your revenge. I make a promise, I keep it.”


    Val didn’t move. The silence grew heavier. The silence—


    There was too much silence.


    Ward ripped his attention from Celia and Val to Quirin. The man was still. Too still. Surely he’d draw another ragged breath. Ward couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard one. Quirin was due.


    But the silence remained.


    No.


    Ward pressed his cheek close to Quirin’s lips, straining to catch any hint of breath. Nothing.


    No no no.


    He pressed his fingers to the man’s neck. Still.


    There had to be breath. He’d drilled the hole, drained the blood, released the pressure. Done everything the surgical book said. The seizing had stopped.


    “Ward?” Celia’s voice was soft and far away.


    Quirin had been breathing. He had to still be breathing.


    But there wasn’t anything. No breath. No pulse.


    “Ward?”


    He couldn’t have killed this man, couldn’t be responsible. There had to be something else he could do. He could cast a wake, bring him back. But that would only last for fifteen minutes and any other spell that lasted longer would be unnatural, the realm of the Innecroestri.


    “Where’s the oak, Ward?” Celia asked.


    “It—” He couldn’t become Macerio. He was supposed to save lives. If he couldn’t save lives, who was he?


    “Ward?”


    It didn’t matter that physicians lost patients all the time. Right now, he needed life. He needed to prove his destiny was life. But he wasn’t life. He was death. A de’Ath. He couldn’t escape his name. “It doesn’t matter now.”


    “But—”


    Ward shook his head. He couldn’t say the words. Quirin was dead.


    “The dinner is about to begin. If you don’t want this night to be a complete waste, you have to get cleaned up.” Val almost sounded apologetic. “I’ll take care of…this.”


    “Ward.” Celia placed a delicate hand on his forearm.


    He dragged his attention from Quirin…from his corpse.


    “We have to finish what we started.” She squeezed his arm, but he barely felt it.


    “Yes.” Everything was numb, his body, his thoughts. He was a de’Ath. That was his truth.


    He dunked his hands in the bucket, rinsing the blood from them. Goddess help him. “Let’s finish this.”

  


  
    Twenty


    Celia made sure Ward successfully climbed back into his bedchamber window before making the climb herself. She’d never seen anything like Ward’s surgery before, and she’d never seen Ward like that, either. He was so confident. He hadn’t even flinched when he’d commanded Val and her to help. She’d been shocked, uncertain about everything. But Ward hadn’t.


    That was the true Ward. He might’ve possessed some great, unrealized magical strength, but saving lives was his calling.


    She did a fast scrub, removing the grime and blood from the fight, and threw on the black gown—with a bit of contortionism to get the laces tight enough. Here was hoping Ward had pulled it together. They didn’t have a lot of time, and he’d been stunned when he’d realized Quirin was dead.


    When she rushed out of her room, Ward stood in the hall, his gaze unfocused. There wasn’t a spot of blood or dirt on him. He was dressed in his borrowed finery—the shirtsleeves an inch too short—his damp hair slicked back, accentuating his chiseled features.


    “Ward.”


    He blinked, his eyes finally seeing her.


    “Are you ready?” For a moment, she feared he’d break down and run back into his room—she wouldn’t blame him if he did—but his expression hardened, and he offered her his arm.


    Tonight, there wasn’t a servant waiting by the door to the stairwell. Celia wasn’t sure if that meant Macerio finally trusted them, or if one of the other guests was being escorted to the great hall and a replacement hadn’t arrived yet.


    They took the stairs to the first floor and headed down the hall toward Macerio’s dinner. Ward’s arm beneath her hand trembled, but when she glanced at him through veiled lashes, the rest of him appeared stony. He was a mess and holding it in. It was clear in the tight lines of his body.


    Up ahead, the white antechamber gleamed with candlelight. A cacophony of life poured from the great hall’s opened doors. If he didn’t relax and focus, they were in trouble. There was no way he’d be able to hold up his end of the plan in this state. She needed to do something.


    With a tug, she pulled him into the last hallway before the antechamber and past the first door onto a small, strange patio caught between additions. Light shone though smoky-glass windows on the three walls, casting bands of illumination across a reflection pool. At the back, a wrought-iron gate opened into a narrow lane and the gardens beyond.


    That he didn’t question the sudden change of direction proved he wasn’t concentrating on where he was supposed to be. “You’ve got to pull yourself together.”


    “I am.”


    “That’s not what I see.”


    “I—”


    “Don’t lie to me. If you’re not focused, Macerio will see right through you and kill you.”


    He glared at her. The muscles in his jaw clenched, and he stormed to the reflection pool and glared at it. His hands balled into fists, and he drew in a long, noisy breath.


    Then another.


    His jaw relaxed, and he uncurled his hands. His back straightened, and he looked like a different person. A strong, confident man. The same man she’d seen take control to save Quirin. He exuded grace and power—power he didn’t want to accept he possessed.


    She blinked, but the image didn’t disappear. The man before her wasn’t the scarecrow she’d first met in her father’s house. He wasn’t the wide-eyed necromancer thrown into a world he barely knew existed. This was the man Ward would become…was becoming.


    He glanced at her, his expression dark, his gaze focused. Now, he looked dangerous. Ward the Innecroestri. This was what she was making him.


    No. It was what Macerio and fate were making him. He couldn’t save Quirin with surgery, did he think he could save Allette with magic? His gentle, intellectual endeavors had been pitted against dark reality. And reality was winning.


    It broke her heart. Ward was finally seeing the truth of the world, and he’d been forced to adapt to survive. Except she needed him to stay honest, compassionate Ward. The Ward who could see good in everyone, even an undead assassin like herself.


    He ran his hand through his hair, and its untamed spikes popped up. She smiled. There was a hint of the Ward she knew. For a moment, she thought he’d smile, too, but the door banged open.


    Rodas stood in the entrance, his girth filling the space, blocking out the light from the hall. He sneered. “The master is waiting for you. I think he should remain waiting.”


    “And I think you shouldn’t assume to know what Macerio should do.” Ward squared his shoulders and revealed a hint of the dangerous man he could become.


    “I’m the more powerful necromancer. He’ll pick me to be his apprentice.” Rodas pushed back the sleeves of his dark blue robe, but they slid back down to his wrists.


    Ward shrugged, everything about his posture proclaiming his indifference to Rodas. “Then you have nothing to worry about.”


    Goddess, how confident Ward sounded. Where was the uncertain scholar she’d met two weeks ago? Or the shaken surgeon from moments before? A trickle of sweat beaded on his temple and trickled to his jaw, giving him away.


    “You think you’re so smart,” Rodas said. “Bringing a fake pet here to prove your ability.”


    “That has yet to be seen.”


    “You won’t take my place.” Rodas clenched his hands. A sure precursor to violence.


    Celia shifted her weight to the balls of her feet. As much as she wanted to cut Rodas’s throat, it wouldn’t do to have another body around—at least, not yet. It was bad enough Val was disposing of that Quayestri and the real Quirin.


    Ward raised an eyebrow, looking cocky and slightly bored—she had no idea he could do that. “Are you done?”


    With a growl, Rodas leapt at Ward. She reached to shove Ward out of the way, but he’d already moved, and Rodas was upon her. He swiped a clawed hand at her, the action ridiculous compared to her martial prowess. It wasn’t even close to a fair fight.


    She sidestepped his flailing attack, grabbed his wrist, and used his forward momentum—and great weight—to topple him, face first, into the reflection pool.


    His wig fell from his head and water splashed over the edge onto her boots. She glanced at Ward. She knew he was all right—at least physically—but she couldn’t help checking. His expression was grim.


    Rodas rolled over, washing another wave of water over the edge of the pool, sending his wig floating to the far side. He sputtered, his face a brilliant crimson. “Macerio will hear of this!”


    Ward laughed. If she listened carefully, she could tell it was forced, but probably only because she knew him.


    “I’m sure he will. Gossip and small houses and all that.” Ward turned his back on Rodas—a dangerous move at the best of times, but it was part of the role he played. He offered her his arm, and she took it. “Don’t spend too much time cleaning up. You never know what Macerio will think of it.”


    They took the few steps across the garden, into the hall, and around a corner. Then Ward sagged against the wall, all the color drained from his face. He glanced over her shoulder and jerked back to attention. They were in full view of the antechamber. He couldn’t show any weakness here, not when Macerio or one of his vesperitti could step out of the great hall at any minute.


    “Let’s get through this dinner.” The muscle in his jaw twitched, then the corner of his mouth turned up in a cocky smile.


    The confidence only partially reached his eyes, but that was probably because she knew the truth. He was terrified. Well, so was she.

  


  
    Twenty - One


    Ward shoved away from the wall. He couldn’t think about Quirin—


    His throat tightened. He was a failure as a surgeon, but he would not be a failure as a necromancer.


    “Not even a full night left.” Celia offered a reassuring smile and nudged him into walking those final few feet toward Macerio and his midnight feast.


    The tension in his jaw eased. Once he’d stolen the grimoires, he’d figure out how to atone for taking a life and practicing blood magic and learn how exactly to be a de’Ath.


    Celia squeezed his arm. They stood on the threshold of the antechamber, out of sight from everyone within the great hall.


    “Ready?” she asked.


    “Are there any other options?”


    “Not really.”


    “Then, yes. I’m ready.”


    They stepped into the wide entrance to the great hall. Light from the chandeliers sparkled on the gold and crystal throughout the room, dazzling Ward’s eyes, while music, laughter, and conversation roared around him.


    Now that he knew the truth about the guests, inconsistencies jumped out at him. Peasants and nobles mixed, as did the young and the old, flirting and socializing as if there were no difference in status or age.


    Those closest to the door stopped and stared at them. A great wave of silence washed over the room, starting at the door and reaching to the back. All eyes were on Celia and him. Ward fought the urge to grimace. To these entranced people, he and Celia were welcome newcomers.


    “I was beginning to wonder if you’d gotten lost.” Macerio’s voice boomed through the room. Lost echoed, bouncing off the walls. He sat in the center of a long table on a raised dais at the end of the room, leaning back as if he didn’t care what Ward and Celia did, even though his comment implied he did.


    No one moved, as if, for a moment, they sensed Macerio’s menace. Ward held his breath. Everything could be over in a heartbeat. It all depended on Macerio. Beside him, Celia remained motionless, but beneath that stillness lay a coiled energy. She would fight their way to freedom against all of Macerio’s vesperitti if necessary.


    The hush stretched on. A few in the crowd shifted, some murmured. Then Macerio clapped his hands, shattering the silence.


    “I’m glad you’ve finally made it. Come, come,” Macerio said, his tone bright. Ward could almost believe he was sincere in his pleasure at Ward’s arrival. “Dinner is about to be served.”


    The room burst into chatter, and people moved off the dance floor to the tables and benches set up before Macerio’s dais.


    Celia squeezed Ward’s arm, a reminder she was by his side. He hoped she knew how much he appreciated her presence. He wouldn’t be able to get through the meal without her.


    They strode the length of the hall to the dais, past the table where most of Macerio’s family sat, and took their places to Macerio’s left at the head table, where he indicated. Lyla sat to his right, resplendent in a gold dress with lace edging the top of her low-cut bodice.


    She met Ward’s gaze and smiled, running a finger over the lace, her invitation clear.


    Heat flooded his face, but he forced himself to keep eye contact. His blush would let her know she’d affected him, but he could, in the very least, demonstrate that he stood his ground.


    Her lips slid into a soft pout, and her finger traced the lace again.


    He continued to hold her gaze and cocked an eyebrow.


    The pout vanished, and she lifted her cup in salute. He wasn’t foolish enough to believe he’d won the war with Lyla. His ability to shake off her feminine charm, and, more importantly, her vesperitti thrall, probably made him a more enticing challenge. It was a good thing they were leaving in a handful of hours.


    Allette arrived from a servants’ door and sat at the far end of the table. She gave Ward an ever so slight nod. Hopefully, that meant everything with her plan was ready.


    A servant filled his glass with wine. He picked it up, the red liquid swirling in the crystal, no oily sheen indicating zephnyr oil this time. Good, because he really needed a drink. To his surprise, his hand didn’t shake.


    “There’s a topic I think you should consider, Quirin.” Macerio said.


    Ward sipped the wine, not even noticing the bouquet or flavor. “What’s that?”


    “Obedience.”


    Allette shifted, as if hearing Macerio’s words. Maybe she could.


    “Obedience?” Ward prayed the topic didn’t mean anything.


    “Yes.” Macerio ripped the leg from the guinea hen on a platter. “Whoever I select as my apprentice must understand obedience. Just like a pet must understand it has a master.”


    Ward took another gulp of wine. “I agree.”


    Macerio smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “And I told Rodas to find you, not get lost himself.”


    “I believe he’s just arrived…again,” Lyla said.


    Macerio’s attention rose to the back of the room, but he continued to frown.


    Rodas rushed down the center aisle, his wig missing and his robes now red. It matched the lurid purple shade of his face. He must have run to his room, changed, and run back. Huffing, he climbed the steps to the dais and took his seat between Macerio and Lyla.


    “Red suits you,” Lyla said.


    Rodas glared at her then turned a pleasant, if still red-faced, expression on Macerio. “My apologies—”


    Macerio waved him silent. “I’m sure you looked everywhere for Quirin.”


    Ward considered defending Rodas, coming up with some polite excuse for his delay. But the man was determined to become an apprentice to an Innecroestri. Maybe the fear of the Dark Son—or, in this case, Macerio—would change his mind. Maybe he’d leave before he took that final step. Probably not, but Ward could hope.


    “How about we make a salute?” Rodas said.


    “An interesting prevarication.” Macerio broke the leg bone on his plate and sucked the marrow from it.


    Rodas paled. “My lord—”


    “Your salute?” Dark amusement sparkled in Macerio’s eyes.


    Ward resisted the urge to shy away. The predator had a different mouse in its sights. Celia brushed the back of his hand with hers. The moment was quick, but reassuring. He was not alone and just had to hold on for a few more hours.


    Rodas motioned for a servant to top up their glasses. “We are toasting your success.”


    “My success.”


    The servant picked up Ward’s glass and stepped back so as not to spill on the guests or the table.


    “Yes. You’ve narrowed down your search for an apprentice to two.”


    “It was two three days ago,” Lyla said.


    “Yes, well…” Rodas swallowed. “Surely, it’s narrowed down to the best two.”


    “Surely,” Macerio said.


    Rodas cleared his throat and raised his glass a little higher.


    The servant returned Ward’s drink, and he raised it with everyone else.


    “To the great Macerio.”


    Everyone repeated the salute, and Rodas sat. Ward took a gulp of wine. Great Goddess, would this ever be over? It had barely started, and already he was going to snap with the stress.


    Lyla said something, making Rodas frown and Macerio laugh.


    Ward took another swig from his glass.


    “I think at dawn I’ll narrow down my hopefuls to one,” Macerio said.


    “Another test. Wonderful.” Lyla raised her glass. “I’ll salute that.”


    Everyone took another sip of wine.


    Macerio stood and clapped his hands. “I think it’s time the dancing resumed.”


    The string quartet in the corner played the opening chords to a bassadanza. Chairs screeched against the floor as half the guests stood, even though dinner had barely been served. Laughing and chattering, some clapped the rhythm of the dance as they hurried to the dance floor.


    “You should dance.” Macerio offered Lyla his arm and motioned for Ward to stand. Everyone else at the table stood and followed the Innecroestri to the dance floor. The rest of the family interspersed with the guests, half choosing to mingle while the other half chose to dance. They took up position in the two lines, men facing women. Ward counted down the row to ensure he wouldn’t meet up with Lyla or any other vesperitti.


    “Enjoy your evening while I ensure everything is ready.” Macerio stepped away from the line. He clapped again, and the quartet repeated the dance’s introduction.


    Ward bowed to Celia who stood across from him. Celia curtsied. From the corner of his eye, he watched Macerio leave the great hall. The dance might even be marginally enjoyable now. In the very least, it would help distract him until the final test in less than six hours.


    Celia stepped close, hand raised. Ward matched her, bringing his palm up to brush hers. A shiver swept down his arm at the too-brief contact. They stepped apart, back together again with the tantalizing kiss of flesh, made a circle then turned, the dance forcing him to move to the woman beside her, but he couldn’t stop watching Celia. Her black hair swished across her back with each step and hop. Her pale skin glowed in the shimmering light.


    She walked the four-beat circle, hand almost touching hand with her partner and then moved to Val. Together, they were a picture of dangerous grace and noble beauty. When they’d run from the stables, she’d held his hand. Now, their palms pressed tight together again.


    Val said something, and Celia smiled.


    Ward’s throat tightened. It was a ridiculous reaction. Nothing could happen with Celia. Death and laws and all that. But those laws didn’t bind Val. He was just as dead as she was.


    Light caught on metal, making Ward’s eyes water.


    He blinked them clear and moved to the next woman in line, a middle-aged peasant in an ill-fitting noblewoman’s dress that was fashionable thirty years ago.


    “Hello,” she said with a girlish giggle, as if she were still fourteen.


    The sharp sound bit into Ward’s head.


    “You’re new here.”


    “Yes.” He searched for Celia as he switched partners again. This time to a noblewoman with hints of red shimmering in her blond locks. More light flashed in his eyes. He blinked to clear his vision, but the air rippled.


    A swath of red swept close. “The lady asked you a question, Quirin, are you going to answer?” It was Rodas. He’d stepped out of line and wasn’t dancing anymore.


    “What?”


    He pointed to Ward’s partner. “Are you going to answer her?”


    Ward dragged his attention back to the woman. “I’m sorry, I—”


    The room twisted again, contorting his vision of her. His heart pounded, a ferocious drumbeat consuming all other sound around him.


    “You’ve missed a step,” Rodas said.


    Ward scrambled to catch up, moving on to a woman his age in a pale pink gown with crystal beading on the bodice. Light danced across the crystal, exploding across Ward’s vision.


    The red billowed a few feet away, and Ward wrenched his attention to it. Rodas stood with a group of men chatting and watching the dance. He sneered and raised his hand to his mouth, mimicking taking a drink.


    The room lurched again.


    Rodas took another imaginary drink and, laughing, turned to join the conversation of the men beside him.


    The drink…the salute…


    Poison.


    He’d been poisoned.


    Ward’s dance partner reached for him, a strike of pink across his vision. “You didn’t bow.”


    “What?”


    “The dance. You didn’t end the dance.” Her words reverberated through his head.


    He had to do something. He looked up the line. Men and woman had gathered into groups to chat. The dance was over, and he hadn’t even noticed. Celia was somewhere. But he couldn’t see her or Val or Allette or anyone.


    The quartet played the introduction to the next dance. The music roared through Ward. He didn’t have time to look for anyone. He had to get to the kitchen.


    Somehow, he bowed to his dance partner, excused himself, and slipped into the antechamber without drawing attention.


    Kitchen. Water. He couldn’t focus. The poison was fast-acting and potent—he hadn’t had that much wine.


    His stomach clenched, and lightning shot through him. He staggered to the edge of the antechamber. The glittering hall whirled around him. Kitchen. Water. He forced himself to move. One foot in front of the other.


    Light stabbed, and darkness flooded him.


    He wasn’t going to make it.


    The door to the tiny garden where he’d talked to Celia leapt into sight. He stumbled inside, collapsing at the edge of the reflection pool. Agony shot across his chest.


    Water wasn’t going to do it. The poison was too strong. He wasn’t going to be able to dilute it enough. He needed to expel as much of it as he could and pray he survived the amount he’d already absorbed. He shoved his fingers down his throat, but his hand shook too much. He couldn’t keep them in position to induce vomiting.


    His stomach clenched again. He hugged his gut, panting and praying. Goddess, please. Just let him vomit. His hand brushed his money pouch at his hip. It was sad he was going to die with one quintaro and a package of Baarasena to his name—


    The Baarasena. It was an emetic. If that didn’t make him vomit, nothing would.


    He fumbled with the tie on his pouch and pulled out the paper envelope. With trembling fingers he opened it. The Baarasena was caked in a hard white film to the paper. It shouldn’t have lost all its potency from its dunk in the river.


    White agony shot through his gut. All his muscles contracted. The world darkened around him then exploded into brilliant light. The envelope glowed, a miniature sun.


    He gasped through clenched teeth and dragged a nail through the film. The Baarasena flaked, sticking to his finger, but it wasn’t much. Maybe only a few grains, not enough to make him vomit with its diminished potency.


    More light erupted around him.


    There wasn’t time to scrape the powder free. He shoved the envelope into his mouth and struggled to chew it. An overdose would cause hallucinations. But that, he could live with.


    Another burst of pain consumed him. His stomach spasmed. His whole body contracted. The garden spun, the light from the windows in the walls stabbed his brain. He couldn’t catch his breath, couldn’t think.


    Please, let it work.


    Bile burned the back of his throat. Hot and cold billowed over him. He pressed his cheek to the cool stone of the pool’s rim, but the granite dug into his cheek, burning. His breath tore through him. Still, he didn’t vomit.


    He dipped a hand in the pool but couldn’t raise it to get water to his mouth, and couldn’t find the strength to move the fraction closer to get his face in the water.


    Goddess, be kind. Take care of Celia.


    The burning light around him softened, and the Goddess herself manifested before him. She was so beautiful. Dark gleaming hair, piercing blue eyes. So much like Celia. So beautiful. So unobtainable.


    She caressed his cheek, sending a burning trail of agony across his face. Even her frown was like Celia’s. The delicate line between her brows, the way that lock of hair curled by her jaw. Funny how the Goddess would take her form to claim his soul.


    Light burst around him, erupting from his chest, arms, and legs. It poured from his mouth, taking him with it and turning everything white.

  


  
    Twenty - Two


    Celia’s heart raced. She splashed water onto Ward’s face. He was too pale, his eyes unfocused. “Come on, Ward. Focus.”


    His eyes didn’t lock on her. They remained on something she couldn’t see. Sweat slicked him, his breath sawed in his chest, and his face contorted in agony. She’d known something was wrong when she saw him leaving the great hall without telling her.


    He convulsed, and she scrambled to protect his head. She had to do something, but if she didn’t know the problem, she couldn’t find a solution. He coughed and moaned. Something white was stuck in his mouth. What was he doing eating paper? She fished it out. It was thicker than paper and small, like—


    She checked his money pouch. Open and empty. He’d tried to swallow the envelope of Baarasena she’d given him back in Brawenal. But that would make him vomit. Why would he—


    Poison. Vomiting was a cure for ingesting poison if caught soon enough. So was diluting it in the stomach with water. She cupped water in her hand, bringing it to his lips, but he wouldn’t drink.


    “Come on, please.” But if the Baarasena hadn’t helped, what made her think water would?


    There had to be something else, something she could do, someone who could help. Except there was no one in this madhouse she could turn to, and she knew imminent death when she saw it.


    He convulsed again, breathing even faster now. His flesh beneath her hand was on fire. Whatever he’d taken was consuming him from the inside out.


    Her throat tightened. This was not the way it was supposed to end. Not for Ward. Not in such an ugly way. She was supposed to be punished for the terrible things she’d done, not Ward. All Ward was guilty of was caring too much for strangers. Please, Goddess, if there is any mercy in the world.


    Tears burned her eyes, and she wiped at them, furious at her weakness. She didn’t cry, but her eyes kept burning.


    Perhaps he had an antidote in his rucksack, or perhaps she could stab the answer out of someone. Someone had to know, and someone had to have a cure. She’d never been able to do nothing before.


    The door opened. Val stepped into the doorway. “You left so fast—” He froze. “What happened?”


    “Poison.”


    “It’s killing him. Why aren’t you doing anything?”


    Because she was helpless to save the man who’d given her life back, even if it was only for a short time.


    “Well, don’t just sit there. You promised me revenge. If you really want to die, I can kill him after he steals Macerio’s grimoires.”


    “What?” He wasn’t making any sense.


    Val grabbed her shoulder and shoved her face to face with Ward. “Save him.”


    She struggled against his grip. Ward gasped and twitched, his too-shallow breath quick, fragile huffs against her cheek.


    “I can’t.” Her throat tightened. She couldn’t do anything. All she knew was death. Life was Ward’s domain.


    “Of course you can,” Val growled. “He’s siphoning soul energy from you already. Give him an infusion. Rid the poison from his body and save him. You know he’d demand it from you if he could. You’re his pet.”


    “But I’m not.” She wanted to scream. Life wasn’t fair, but she’d hoped—Goddess, she hadn’t realized how much she’d hoped—that just once it would be. “I’m not a vesperitti.”


    Val’s grip loosened. “What?”


    “But you—” The answer was standing right in front of her. “But you are. Give him an infusion and save him. ”


    Ward’s breath stopped.


    Everything within Celia froze. No.


    She seized Val’s shirt and jerked him close. “Save him.”


    “What?” He shoved her back.


    “I said save him.” If asking didn’t work, she’d make him. She yanked the dagger from her bodice and lunged at him. He sidestepped. She swept around, the blade aimed for a shallow cut across his chest, enough to catch his attention. But he moved faster than she thought possible and grabbed her wrist. “Are you mad?”


    She rammed her knee into his gut and wrenched free of his grip. Gasping, he stumbled back, and she lunged. He twisted at the last moment. His hand slammed into hers, knocking the blade from her grip.


    It flew over the reflection pool into the darkness beyond. He was stronger and faster. Forcing him to do anything would be impossible. She needed a different tactic. “You want your revenge. Save him.”


    Ward gasped. Two quick pants. Then stopped breathing again.


    “Please.” She’d never been useless before. Death had always been hers to control, but she’d give up everything for a fraction of the control Ward possessed over life. He couldn’t die. He gasped again. A few more quick pants. Then nothing.


    “You really can’t?” Val asked.


    Her throat hurt, and a sob broke free. She sagged back to Ward’s side. There were no words, only an ache. An endless, consuming ache. She’d never felt anything like it before and had never been so terrified. “You want your revenge, you have to save him.”


    “All right.” He placed his hands on either side of Ward’s face, his thumbs in the hollow of Ward’s jaw, opening his mouth.


    A wisp of smoke curled from Val’s parted lips. The smoke billowed within, glowing a slight red. Like the smoke Macerio had sucked from Enota.


    Concentration and pain etched Val’s face. He pressed his mouth to Ward’s. Smoke and light poured around them. Celia clutched Ward’s hand. His pulse was so slow and faint, she could barely feel it. Could she feel it?


    Her heart stuttered. Where was it?


    It was gone.


    Val inched back, smoke billowing between their lips, the light casting Ward’s too still face in a sickly glow.


    Celia held her breath, held her whole body rigid. It had to work. Ward couldn’t die.


    More smoke rushed out of Val into Ward. The muscles on Val’s arm tightened, the veins standing up. With a jerk, Ward gasped, choked, and coughed. His pulse jumped back to life, and his eyes flew open.


    It was working.


    Ward coughed again and writhed against Val’s grip. The red light intensified. Ward’s thrashing gained strength.


    Another burst of smoke slammed Ward’s head back. The smoke swirled around him, seeping through his skin, making him glow. Val heaved and the smoke and light sputtered. He heaved again. His body shook. The smoke dissipated, and Val rolled away, pale and panting.


    Ward moaned, and his gaze locked on Celia’s. He raised his free hand, those perfect fingers made for saving life, reached for the curl by her cheek, then sagged back to his side. His eyes fluttered closed, but his pulse was back—weak, but she could feel it under her fingers.


    She turned to Val, who now looked too pale


    “Celia,” he said, his voice weak. “I need to replenish my soul magic.”


    “Your—?” Realization dawned on her. He was a vesperitti. He survived on soul magic, and he’d given what was in his soul to save Ward. Now he needed someone else’s.


    “I only need a little.” He shuddered and groaned. “Just enough to strengthen me so I can replenish it properly.”


    “Of course.” She reached for the dagger at his hip, but he grabbed her wrist.


    “Not that way.”


    “But you said that’s the best way to consume soul magic.”


    “It’s easier and more efficient. But I suspect you don’t heal like I do,” he said, a hint of the cocky man she knew back at court in his eyes.


    “No.”


    “If I leave a mark, everyone will know you’re not a vesperitti. I can siphon soul magic, just like I gave it.”


    Would he suck all the life from her as Macerio had done to Enota? It didn’t matter. “If you don’t restore your soul magic, will you die?”


    Val barked a weak, bitter laugh. “I wish. Even this weak, Macerio’s spell keeps my soul bound to my body. If I don’t replenish the magic, I’m—”


    “A victim waiting to happen.” She could just imagine the perverse pleasure Macerio, Lyla, or even Rodas might have keeping Val weak. Val’s situation wasn’t good, but it got worse the weaker he was.


    She leaned over him, placed her hands on either side of Val’s face like he’d done with Ward, and pressed her lips to his. He gasped in a ragged breath, and a heat rose in her chest. It flowed up her neck and out her mouth. Smoke whirled at the edge of her vision, and a red glow enveloped her. She was doing this for Ward, and yet she couldn’t help but wish they were Ward’s lips.


    Cold replaced the heat. It spread down her legs and arms. It consumed her heartache. Ward was alive. The balance of life and death, good and evil, had been set right, if only for the moment.


    Val tangled a hand into her hair and wrapped the other around her back, pulling her body against his and locking gazes with her. A buzzing filled her head, making her thoughts hazy. The kiss deepened, drawing a tight line of magic from her. The memory of Ward and their first real kiss slid from the haze. He had caressed her with gentle fingers and kissed her with fully committed passion.


    She kissed Ward back, now in Macerio’s strange mansion. When he regained his senses, he would reject her. She was still dead and there were still laws. But until he pushed her away, she’d savor the press of his lips against hers, the tingling created by his touch, and the nearness of his body.


    He eased his lips from hers now, just like he’d done in the cavern.


    Too soon.


    But she didn’t have a say. He had remembered who he was, and what she was. Her thoughts spun, filled with desire and fear, but none of it would make a difference. It hadn’t in Brawenal, it wouldn’t now. She ignored the whirlwind in her mind and clung, for as long as she could, to the feel of Ward and the knowledge he wanted her, too.


    He drew in an uneven breath, still trembling with need. The will this man had was incredible. She wasn’t nearly as strong.


    “It’s all right, Ward,” she said. And it would be. His friendship was ten times better than the love of the few men she’d been with.


    “Celia.” He whispered her name, but he didn’t sound right. His voice was husky, dark.


    The haze in her head churned. She was tired, hungry, and dealing with unexpected emotions. That was all.


    “Celia.”


    No. That didn’t sound like Ward at all.


    Something jolted, the haze blew apart, and she opened her eyes. Val held her shoulders. It was Val. Oh, Goddess, she’d been kissing Val. Not Ward. Ward was—


    He’d been poisoned, and she—


    She twisted out of Val’s grip and scrambled to Ward’s side. His breath was ragged, but he was breathing. He still looked pale and trembled.


    Val brushed her arm, drawing her attention from Ward. “I have to go.”


    “Did you get—? Did I give you enough—?” Heat flooded her face. She had kissed Val like she’d wanted to kiss Ward. How embarrassing was that?


    “I got enough.”


    She nodded, uncertain what to say.


    Ward moaned, and a convulsion shook him. That thing in her chest twisted. Please keep breathing. Just keep breathing.


    “He should be conscious in a couple of hours,” Val said.


    Thank the Goddess. Exhaustion weighed her limbs and made her head buzz, but she couldn’t stop, not just yet. “We need to get him someplace safe.” She hated to ask more of Val, but Ward couldn’t stay here.


    “I know just the place.”

  


  
    Twenty - Three


    Nazarius sat on a stone outcrop watching the mansion. He turned the strange spherical key he’d unearthed from the bowels of the house over and over in his hands, trying to figure out how it was a key. Beside him, radiating a nerve-racking sense of evil, sat the reliquary. It was about an hour past midnight, and he couldn’t shake the sense that Ward was in trouble. The necromancer should have left the moment he’d finished the Seer’s assignment. He should never have gone back inside.


    Goddess be damned!


    Nazarius bit back a growl.


    He liked Ward. Ward had done what needed to be done, digging up that cursed reliquary. From a grave no less. That’s what Ward had been branded for, but it took nerve to do it with a Quayestri watching. It took even greater nerve to return to that house.


    Something snapped behind him. He jumped, unable to stop the reaction, and reached for his sword before stopping himself. It was the Seer.


    Severin was unnaturally skilled at sneaking up on people. He must have been a thief in a previous life. The man was nondescript in so many ways. His face and voice, everything about him actually, was forgettable. His dark hair was cropped moderately close about his skull, not too short to imply military service, but not too long to suggest nobility. His face was neither too refined nor too coarse. The only thing striking about the man was his intense dark eyes, but that came and went, as if he somehow controlled their appearance. Now, they were soft, but the intensity could appear at any moment.


    “He found it.” Nazarius nodded at the reliquary.


    “I never had any doubt. The key and the book.” Severin held out his hand, and Nazarius gave them over.


    “Are you sure Ward is still important?”


    Severin cradled the key in one palm, letting the moonlight play along its carved silver surface. “The future has not changed.”


    “What would he need to do to change it?” It was a ridiculous hope, but just maybe there was some other person who could take Ward’s place.


    Severin gave Nazarius a long look, his lips pursed. “We don’t barter with the Goddess. She has blessed me with a way to stop the impending darkness, and Ward is her tool. Just like you and me.” Menace slid through his words. Just a hint, a reminder that Severin could see the future.


    Nazarius knew his place. He’d just hoped…for Ward’s sake. The more he thought about the necromancer saving his partner’s life, about him not being a typical criminal, the more guilt spread through Nazarius. He could never repay Ward.


    Severin blew a soft breath on the key. Green light flared around it, bathing the Seer in sickly light, for one heartbeat…two heartbeats…


    Then it vanished, and the ball cracked and unfurled into a silver five-point star.


    Severin pressed the star to the matching recess carved into the reliquary. More green light flared, and Severin turned the key. Impossibly, wood moved. The lines ornamenting the reliquary became liquid. They rotated a quarter turn and something clicked. The lid cracked open, but Severin didn’t lift it off.


    “One more piece to the puzzle.” He removed the key from the box and shoved it into his pocket. “Tomorrow morning, give the locket back to Ward. It now belongs to him. Tell him not to sell it. He’ll need it in the upcoming days.”


    “And what’s coming for him?” Perhaps if Nazarius knew something, he could warn Ward, convince him not to get into any more trouble.


    “This is something you can’t stop. But your paths will need to join.” He put the reliquary in his satchel. “This grimoire has two sisters. One will leave here tonight, and Ward will chase after it.”


    “And the other?”


    “There will be time enough to acquire it. For now, you must convince young de’Ath you want to help him.”


    Nazarius had no idea how he’d get Ward to trust him, but if the Seer said it had to be done, and if it were the only way to get the second grimoire, then so be it. “Will it be dangerous for him?”


    Severin’s gaze turned intense, as if he were weighing Nazarius’s soul. “Just tell him to keep the locket.”


    


    Consciousness flooded Celia. She lay on the floor, a warm body pressed against her, her arm draped on top, keeping whomever it was close. For once in a very long time, she was at peace. This was right. This was where she was supposed to be.


    The person beside her sighed, and she opened her eyes. Ward. Oh, Goddess. She was curled around Ward. She was in bed with Ward—


    She shoved her foolishly feminine reaction back and finished her wake-up routine—at top speed. No weapons on her—she was still in her borrowed gown. No weapons under her pillow, either. She couldn’t remember what she’d done with her dagger. It had been hidden in her bodice.


    After she’d let Val take part of her life essence, he’d carried Ward to the secret temple of the Light Son in the basement. They’d cleared a space and smuggled in blankets and pillows to make a bed. She’d sat beside Ward, Val had caressed her cheek, and there’d been a haze in her head. Val had told her to rest and…


    And she’d gone to sleep. Just like that. Dark Son’s curses. She hadn’t been keeping watch. Something could have happened.


    She eased her arm off Ward and rolled away, leaving her cold from the separation. Some assassin she was. She was a complete mess.


    The dagger lay on the floor at her side where she’d dropped it. She grabbed it and sat up. Val perched on a stool a few feet away, leaning against the altar, watching her.


    Heat blossomed across her face. She’d been wrapped around Ward like a lover, and Val had been watching. It shouldn’t have embarrassed her. She’d never really cared what people thought of her before. But that was when she’d known who she was and what truth was. Now…now she had no clue and feared Val had seen something she should have kept secret.


    “It’s only been a couple of hours. He’ll wake soon,” Val said.


    At least she hadn’t been out for long. She slid the dagger into the sheath down the front of her bodice and turned back to Ward. His color had returned to normal, and his breath was slow and even.


    “He’s going to be all right.” Val’s expression was neutral, any hint of his thoughts hidden. “He should probably eat something. You should, too, if you’re going to Macerio’s test at dawn.”


    Right. The test. What were the odds that Ward would want to carry on with his ridiculous plan? Dumb question. Of course he would, he had oaths and vows and promises and was determined to kill himself. Well, better to face the crazy Innecroestri on a full stomach than an empty one. The thought was practical and absurd all at the same time, kind of like her life at the moment. Regardless, it gave her a good excuse to get away from Val and Ward and clear her mind. Something she desperately needed. “I’ll be back in a couple minutes.”


    He nodded, and she headed up the narrow passage in the dark. By memory, she found the stairs to the servants’ halls. She’d get her old clothes from her room and hide them with Ward’s rucksack in the stables. Then she’d see what food she could find in the kitchen and return. None of the servants bothered her, and she didn’t run into Macerio, any of his vesperitti, or his apprentice–hopeful on her way to her room. She climbed out the bedroom window and was racing around the house to the stables, with shirt and pants tucked under her arm, when movement on a hill toward the river caught her attention.


    She ducked in the grass, scanning the area. Wonderful. This was the last thing she needed—those two remaining bounty hunters were still hanging around. Even if they didn’t know about Macerio and his vesperitti, the two soldiers and the Tracker should have scared them off. Why couldn’t the Goddess just give her one little thing? Just this once.


    The urge to run across the meadow and dispose of them burned through her. It would be easy. It was dark out, and dawn was a couple hours a way. The night would give her cover, and even if they saw her coming, she was the best at what she did. That hadn’t changed with her new state of unlife. Her skills as an assassin were the same. Lethal, effective, in control.


    Except, while killing them might make her feel better, it wouldn’t get the bounty removed from Ward’s head.


    No, what they needed was someone to claim he’d killed Ward and Celia and earn the bounty…


    And she knew a man who could manipulate a person’s mind to make that happen. Once Ward was safely out of this madhouse, one problem could be eliminated.


    She slipped into the shed. Inside, the moonlight cut through cracks in the uneven wallboards, creating bands of illumination. The heavy aromas of manure and hay enveloped her from adjoining stables. She pulled Ward’s bag from its hiding spot and opened it to shove her clothes inside. Within was his book on illegal surgical procedures and the leather case with his surgical implements: a collection of silver-plated knives, tweezers, scissors, along with unfamiliar items. Smooth, sharp, silver.


    The word stuck in her head. Silver. Ward had said the only way to kill a vesperitti was a silver blade to the heart. Her dagger wasn’t silver, it was steel. If one of Macerio’s vesperitti attacked her, her dagger would be useless.


    She had to start thinking straight. No more taking chances.


    She opened the leather case, selected two knives, and slid them into the sheath with her dagger.


    After stuffing her clothes in the rucksack, she shoved it back behind the rags and saddle where she’d found it. She eased out of the shed and returned to the house. The hall was empty. Good.


    She slipped inside and was headed toward the kitchen when Allette walked around the corner. Cold rage burned within Celia, sitting heavy in her gut. If it weren’t for Allette, Ward wouldn’t have almost died. It didn’t matter that the thought was illogical. All Celia could think of was how Allette manipulated Ward. Her Ward. And at the moment Ward needed warding.


    “What do you want?” Celia asked, the ice within her seeping into her voice. She didn’t care. She wanted to plunge the silver knife into Allette’s heart, but a corpse lying around would probably endanger their plans.


    Allette’s eyes widened, and she stumbled back a step.


    “And don’t play innocent with me. I know you’re using Ward.” She’d move him someplace safe then return and kill the bitch.


    “I’m not—”


    “Not trying to use him?” Goddess, even now, even caught, the woman played games. Well, it might play to Ward’s compassion, but it wouldn’t work on Celia. “I’m not interested in games.”


    “No—I mean, I am, but this isn’t a game.” Allette hugged herself. “Is he…? Did you…?”


    “Save him?” Celia squeezed her hands tighter. She needed to hit something, stab someone, scream with frustration. Whoever had poisoned Ward must have bragged, and surely Macerio had heard Ward left the dance early.


    Allette bit her bottom lip, her eyes even wider. “Rodas said he was dead and that proved you weren’t a real ves— I told Macerio Quirin was preparing for this morning’s test and had sequestered himself in his room, but—”


    “Ward’s fine, and I’m real.” She couldn’t bring herself to thank Allette for covering for them because the girl might only be helping Ward so she could continue to use him. But at least now Celia knew it was Rodas she needed to kill.


    “I never doubted you, and I never doubted him. I just…” Something hard flashed across Allette’s expression, but it disappeared before Celia could determine the emotion. Anger at her accusation? Or her true self bleeding through the facade? “We’re alike. Sisters. That moment we first awoke, called back across the veil, soul chained to another. Macerio was… He was all I could think about, all I wanted to think about.”


    Celia bit back her argument. She and Allette were nothing alike. But the woman was opening up and with that came information. Hopefully, useful information.


    “The sensation was overwhelming,” Allette said, her voice low. A flush spread across her cheeks, revealing her embarrassment and the truth behind her words. She’d been attracted to Macerio. Well, the man was gorgeous. Celia didn’t know a woman alive who wouldn’t find him attractive, until she became aware of his cruel nature.


    Then Allette’s words hit her—Macerio was all she could think about when she’d first been woken. It implied a connection between master and vesperitti that consumed the thoughts of newly made creatures.


    A chill seeped through Celia. She hadn’t been acting like herself. Two weeks ago, she would have hunted down everyone potentially involved in a friend’s poisoning, regardless of how guilty they were. And, instead, all she could think about was Ward, keeping him safe, fixing the mess she’d dragged him into, and how she felt about him. She’d fallen apart when she’d thought he was dying…when he was dying. She was still a mess.


    Allette smoothed a wrinkle in her dress.


    Ward had that nervous habit as well.


    “We’re firsts,” Allette said. “The weakest of our kind and at the mercy of our masters.”


    But Ward wasn’t Celia’s master. She was pretty sure about that, except— Damn, it all came back to the fact that she had no idea what she was.


    And none of that mattered at the moment. “What do you want from him?”


    “I’ve been with my master for almost 150 years.”


    Celia narrowed her eyes to hide her surprise. So that part of the myth was true. Vesperitti and Innecroestris could live unnaturally long lives…or unlives as the case might be. “What do you want?”


    “Your master isn’t like mine.”


    “Get to the point.” Celia wouldn’t let Allette talk about Ward’s kindness. She didn’t deserve the privilege.


    “Death.” What little strength Allette had shown melted away, and she became the mousy, scared woman Celia had seen in Macerio’s parlor. “I want an end. Severing the soul chain is my only chance at peace. Macerio is too powerful to stop, and he becomes stronger every day, living on the magic of his vesperitti and the souls they devour for him.”


    “Why not stab yourself in the heart? I hear silver works great.”


    “I’ll die, but the soul chain will still be intact. I can’t cross the veil.” Allette’s chin quivered. “Macerio will still have me.”


    Celia couldn’t begin to imagine the terror experienced and witnessed over the hundred years Allette had been Macerio’s slave, or to be the weakest among eleven other vesperitti, likely at their mercy, as well. Most certainly at Lyla’s mercy. Val had been killed only a few months ago and already he thought death a preferable option to unlife. How would Val survive? He was tough, but no one could last an eternity in that situation without going mad. Their only escape was to get someone to cast a spell to release them from their soul chain.


    Celia gritted her teeth. Her emotions were getting the best of her. It didn’t matter what Allette wanted. Ward was going to steal those spell books whether Celia liked it or not, and Allette was their only chance of getting them. Celia needed to ensure the vesperitti still planned to help.


    This needed to be played carefully—particularly since Celia had already shown her anger.


    “Please. This is my only chance,” Allette said.


    “The decision is Ward’s.” Goddess above, it burned to say those words.


    “Can I see him?”


    “I’ll let you know.”


    “Macerio’s test is in an hour and a half,” she said, her voice small.


    “So you’ll see him then.”


    Allette hesitated, but then sagged a little more into herself and left.


    Celia’s insides twisted. She couldn’t tell if Allette was lying. Instinct screamed Allette was dangerous and wanted to use Ward, keep him for herself. That last thought made Celia fear her judgment was wrong. She’d never been jealous before, so something must be influencing her—it had to be Ward’s spell on her. She hated to admit she had anything in common with Allette, or even Lyla, but they seemed to share a similar experience.


    That didn’t sit well with her. Neither did the idea that her feelings for Ward were some magical aftereffect and not real.

  


  
    Twenty - Four


    Ward gasped and opened his eyes. He’d been dreaming about… He couldn’t catch the thought. There’d been pain. Unending agony. And Celia in Val’s arms.


    Above him, shadow and light danced across a rough-hewn ceiling. Why was there a ceiling on the other side of the veil? Of course, there could be ceilings and all manner of mundane things. He’d never crossed over, never been within the Goddess’s embrace, so he wouldn’t know.


    Wood squeaked somewhere to his left. He tried to move his head, but every muscle burned, and the effort left him panting.


    A wave of pain poured over him. Goddess, would it ever end?


    He tried looking toward the sound again. Just a fraction. Muscles screaming, he nudged his head. Darkness threatened his consciousness, and he gulped air, fighting it, waiting for the pain to pass.


    Val shifted on a stool a few feet away. “Welcome back.”


    The image of Celia in Val’s arms, kissing him, flew into Ward’s mind. It hadn’t been a dream. He’d been dying, and Celia had—


    He shoved the thought away. He really wasn’t sure what he saw. It could have been a hallucination induced by the Baarasena. What did it matter? Celia could kiss anyone she liked.


    “Can you sit up and drink?” Val pointed to a glass on a stool-made-table beside Ward’s head.


    Ward eyed it then glanced back at Val. It felt like he was thinking through water. Why was Val here? Why not Celia? He didn’t know if he could trust Val, but it didn’t look like he had a choice. He could barely move his head, let alone fight off a vesperitti.


    “Your aura is mostly clean of the poison. Take a few deep breaths and drink the water.” Val frowned. “I don’t recommend revealing a weakness in this house.”


    And lying around, half-dead from poison, was definitely a weakness. If Rodas didn’t jump on the opportunity, Lyla would. Ward moved his arms to brace himself. His body screamed in protest. He concentrated on breathing. Focus. In and out, releasing the pain. He’d done it when Celia had stitched him up, and when he’d drained his wound. He could do it now.


    In and out.


    He shifted up.


    More agony.


    In and out. In and out.


    Val adjusted the pillow, and Ward inched back, propping himself against it and a rough granite wall. Bright specks danced across his vision and all focused breathing dissolved into panting, but he was upright.


    “How—?” Ward’s voice came out a hoarse whisper. He reached for the glass, his trembling hand sloshing the water, but he managed to get it to his lips. “How do you know the poison is gone?”


    Val quirked an eyebrow. “You really aren’t what you seem, are you?”


    Ward was too tired to argue. He’d shrug, but suspected that would hurt. “Mystic blindness.”


    “And yet you have the ability to cast blood magic.”


    “Anyone can cast blood magic with enough blood.” It wasn’t easy, but it could be done.


    “But to weave it with such precision to create a vesperitti…or whatever Celia is.”


    “So she told you.” Ward wasn’t sure how he felt about that. Celia was revealing secrets, just not to him.


    “She didn’t have much choice.” Val’s expression grew melancholy.


    And now he knew the kiss had been real.


    Ward took another sip of water. His hands had stopped trembling, and the pain burning through his limbs was subsiding. “Where is she?”


    “Getting food. I figured you’d wake soon—”


    “From the look of my aura?”


    A wry smile pulled at Val’s lips. “Yes.”


    The door opened, and Celia entered with a platter of food. She rushed in, setting the tray on the stool beside him. Val stood and crossed his arms. Yes, that kiss had definitely happened.


    “Hey.” She sat beside Ward, her hip brushing his through the thin blanket covering him.


    “I should…” Val glanced at the door. “I should go.”


    “I need to talk with you,” Celia said to him.


    Ward’s throat tightened.


    “I’ll be in the hall.”


    Celia watched Val leave, and Ward watched Celia. He couldn’t tell what she was thinking. She looked tired, ashen instead of alabaster.


    The door closed, and she hooked a lock of hair behind her ear. “How do you feel? Val said you’d be better soon.”


    Val said. He didn’t want to think about Val. “I feel fabulous.” Ward couldn’t keep the sarcasm from his voice.


    “That good, huh?”


    “Oh, absolutely.”


    Her chin quivered. “I thought—” Her eyes grew glassy, the dim light glinting on the forming tears.


    He reached a tentative hand for hers. She’d never been like this before. Celia didn’t…cry. She growled and killed whatever bothered her. He had no idea who this strange feminine creature was sitting beside him.


    He opened his mouth, but no words came to him.


    Her eyes hardened. “Let me guess, you still want to go through with your crazy plan to steal Macerio’s spell book.”


    “I have a responsibility.” He held his breath, waiting for her argument.


    But she sighed, instead. “Then you have about an hour to feel better.”


    He forced a smile. “I’ll get right on that.”


    


    Celia stepped into the narrow hall, closing the door to the temple behind her. Her chest ached with relief and fear. He was well and still wildly foolish. She turned to Val, a dark shadow leaning on the opposite wall. A hint of light from the crack around the temple door gleamed in the whites of his eyes.


    There was going to be a lot of explaining to do.


    “So Ward, huh? Not Quirin.”


    A lot of explaining. “It’s complicated.”


    “And that fight in the stable? How you disarmed that soldier?” He cocked his head to the side. “Oh, and then attacked me in the garden.”


    “Really complicated.”


    “I’m beginning to get that impression. Who are you, Celia Carlyle, and who is that man?”


    Where did she begin? If Val stayed after she and Ward left, what could she say that wouldn’t help Macerio find them when he realized his spell books were gone and one of his vesperitti was dead?


    “Does it really matter? The plan is still on.”


    “I’m not so sure this is a good idea anymore.”


    “Well it happens in an hour or it doesn’t happen at all.”


    “Even a naive noble would count her losses while she’s ahead. Your master’s a fool for forcing you to do this.”


    “He’s not my master. He’s…” Dark Son’s curses, she had no idea what he was. She knew what she wanted, but that wasn’t reality. Allette’s words were messing with her thoughts. That had to be it. That and how useless she’d been the last couple of days. It would be a relief to do what she did best, if only for a foolish moment. “Allette wants Ward to sever her soul chain to Macerio.”


    Val didn’t move and, in the dark, it was impossible to read his face.


    “She says it’s the only way she can die in peace.”


    He remained still, his eyes locked on her.


    “Is this true?” she asked.


    “If Ward can do it. Yes. But a soul chain can’t just be severed.”


    Of course it couldn’t. But then, she’d known it wasn’t going to be that simple. “Ward says Allette needs one of Macerio’s spell books to do it.”


    “It wouldn’t surprise me if there’s something in one of those books. This is his great plan? Trusting Allette?”


    “It’s the way to weaken Macerio. It’s the way to gain your revenge. Your part hasn’t changed. You just have to keep an eye on Ward while he keeps Macerio distracted.”


    “It’s a bad plan,” Val said.


    He didn’t have to remind her of that, but Ward was right about one thing. “Macerio can’t have the power in those spell books.”


    “Brina and I will get through this. Convince Ward to leave.”


    “I can’t.”


    “At the risk of his life?”


    “Unfortunately. Ward gets determined about these kinds of things.” And it was one of the many things she loved about him—if, in fact, she did love him. Damn it, she was not going to think about that. Not until all of this was done. In this situation, Ward was a fool, but he was an honest, noble one trying to do the right thing. Goddess, she just wanted to fight someone, vent her frustration. Be normal. Right now.


    Perhaps she could. “How much can we trust Allette? She needs Ward alive to free her. Can we trust her to watch him while we take care of some other business?”


    “Other business?”


    “You can enthrall people. Can you permanently make someone think they’ve done something?”


    “Yes.” He shifted. “You really should convince Ward to leave.”


    She’d love nothing more, but it wasn’t going to happen unless he was unconscious and she dragged him away—which looked more and more like a better option. “Can we trust Allette?”


    “She needs Ward alive to sever her soul chain. From what I can tell, the last fifty years haven’t been good to her with Lyla at full strength.”


    “Not surprising.” Even if Lyla was due for little revengeful justice, she was powerful, and there were more important things Celia needed to accomplish.


    She’d convince Allette she believed the vesperitti’s story and get her to guard Ward. With a little luck, by dawn a bounty hunter would be returning to Brawenal to claim a bounty, Allette would find peace in the Goddess’s eternal embrace, and Ward and she would be miles from this madhouse.


    Celia amended her thought. She was going to need a whole lot of luck.


    


    The door to the strange room opened, and Val returned. Celia didn’t. Ward wasn’t sure what that meant, but he didn’t want to spend more time with the vesperitti she’d been kissing.


    Val sank onto the stool by the granite block and leaned back. “We have business to take care of first, but then you can steal your grimoires and kill Allette.”


    “We?” Ward didn’t want to ask—he already knew the answer—but he couldn’t help himself.


    “Celia and I.”


    “I see.” And he did see. Celia had far more in common with Val than she did with Ward. She and Ward had been an unlikely partnership from the start.


    “She seems to think you were worth saving and you’re worth helping.”


    Ward blinked.


    “She thinks there’s nothing wrong with what you did to her.”


    “What I did?”


    “Making her your creature,” Val said.


    “She’s hardly mine.” The words jumped out before he could stop them. A haze in his mind billowed, and he struggled to focus.


    Val’s eyes narrowed, and he leaned forward. “Her soul chain might be impossible to see with my mystic sight, but I have no doubt it’s there. She’s enslaved to you.”


    “Just because you’re chained to Macerio doesn’t mean you know anything about Celia and me.”


    “I don’t need to know. I can see. She’s going to risk her life for you because you’ve tricked her into thinking you’re not a monster like Macerio. I know why you really want those grimoires.”


    Ward’s thoughts whirled, unfocused, just out of reach, like when Lyla had used her thrall on him. Now Val was trying to thrall him, but he couldn’t figure out why. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”


    Val leapt off the stool and shoved an arm against Ward’s chest, slamming him into the granite wall. Ward struggled to raise his hands and fight back, but he couldn’t move, couldn’t even feel the pain through the enthrallment.


    “Forget about Allette and forget about stealing Macerio’s grimoires.”


    “I can’t.” He fought to shake his head, twitch a finger, anything. The thrall filled him. A flurry of thoughts rushed into his mind: fight, punch, attack. He couldn’t, not after what he’d done to Quirin, but his hand swung around, desperation winning over fear, and slammed into Val’s face.


    The haze cleared, and Ward threw another punch, the muscles in his arm screaming with pain.


    Val caught Ward’s hand and twisted. More pain shot through his wrist and up his arm. “You don’t have the right to risk her life.”


    “Macerio can’t keep the grimoires. They must be destroyed.”


    “I don’t believe you,” Val growled.


    Ward slammed his forehead against Val’s nose. Pain exploded behind Ward’s eyes, but Val let go, and Ward scrambled toward the door. Val grabbed the back of his shirt and threw him against the far wall. Air burst from Ward’s lungs. His legs trembled, but he managed to keep standing.


    Blood poured from Val’s nose. He wiped it away with the back of his hand, smearing it across his upper lip. “Celia doesn’t deserve what you’ve done to her. She’s better than you.”


    “In so many ways. If she doesn’t want to help me, I won’t make her.”


    “You know she’ll say yes.”


    Ward barked a bitter laugh. This was ridiculous. Val had no idea who Celia really was. Even if he’d caught a glimpse of her martial abilities during the fight in the stables, he couldn’t possibly know the truth. But it wasn’t Ward’s place to destroy Val’s misconception. Maybe Celia liked being seen as feminine and helpless—or at least not cutthroat.


    “I won’t ask Celia to help me steal Macerio’s grimoires,” Ward said.


    “And you’ll protect Celia.”


    Ward snorted at that.


    “You’ll protect her,” Val growled.


    “I’ll protect her.” Not that she needed protecting.


    “Good.” Val jerked around and left, slamming the door behind him. It banged against the frame and bounced halfway open.


    Ward sagged to the floor, his body screaming in agony. Celia was not obligated to help him steal the grimoires, but she would. Unless he made her realize she’d found a more appropriate companion. That was what he had to do. It was for the best. A friendship forged out of terrible circumstances between two completely different people could only last for so long.


  


  
    Twenty - Five


    When Celia returned with Allette, Val was outside the open door looking sullen, and Ward was inside the temple examining the carvings on the altar looking exhausted. Something had happened between them. She was dying to ask what, but given their expressions and the fact that everyone had to play nice to get through the next hour, silence was more prudent. After the theft, whatever lay between them wouldn’t matter.


    The only person who seemed marginally happy was Allette, whom Celia had left in the hall with Val while she entered the temple. When she closed the door behind her, Ward glanced up. The circles under his eyes were as dark as they’d been when they’d first entered the house. Perhaps even darker. He was alive and breathing, but the poison had taken its toll.


    That thing in her chest contracted, and she ground her teeth against the sensation. She would see action soon. They both would. “You need to convince Allette we still plan to steal the spell books.”


    “You don’t have to—”


    “We’re not having this conversation. You’re a disaster as a thief. I won’t allow you to screw up a perfectly simple job by letting you do it by yourself.” She was angry at herself and fate and everyone—everyone except Ward—but she was damned if she’d show him how much she cared about him. It was bad enough he’d almost seen her cry. “You can’t trust Allette.”


    “I’m well aware of that.” He rubbed his face with his hands, making him look even more tired.


    “You must say whatever you think she needs to hear to trust you.”


    “That’s the assassin’s way?” he asked.


    “That’s the survivor’s way.”


    His expression hardened. It hurt to see him turn cold like that.


    “I have one more thing I need to take care of to ensure our escape. I’ll tell her to wait for you to call her in, so you have time to figure out what you’re going to say. Be ready when I return.” She threw the door open and stepped into the dark hall, unable to keep looking at him. If she did, she’d break down.


    Allette pulled away from the wall.


    It was Ward’s spell on Celia…it wasn’t Ward’s spell…it was her new realization about life. It was—something she’d deal with later. “Give him a moment,” she said to Allette, closing the door before the vesperitti could enter.


    Allette ran a hand over the closed door. She’d probably only wait until Celia was out of sight, but hopefully long enough for Ward to decide how to manipulate her.


    Celia turned to Val. “Come on. This shouldn’t take long.”


    She headed down the hall, trusting Val to follow her.


    “So you want me to enthrall someone?” Val asked.


    She briefly explained the situation. “But only one of them.”


    “Except you just said there are two.”


    “There are.”


    Val grabbed her arm. “What are you planning?”


    “There’s a bounty on Ward and me. I need to take care of that. Can I count on you?”


    “A bounty? What kind of trouble did you two get into?”


    “It’s complicated.”


    He snorted. “I believe you’ve already said that.”


    “And yet you don’t seem to believe me.”


    “I might be changing my mind on that.”


    “Good. Things will happen fast. I need you to keep up.” She cracked open the door to the outside and checked for trouble. Darkness still blanketed the meadow, but dawn was only an hour away. Crickets chirped and a nightingale sang, indicating no one was around. Good. “Ready?”


    “You seem awfully familiar with this kind of thing. Who in the Dark Son’s name are you?”


    She’d forgotten Val had no idea she was really an assassin, but there wasn’t time to explain. The next few minutes would be a shock. She just hoped he held it together as well as Ward had when he learned the truth.


    Celia slipped outside. This door faced the river and the hill where she’d last seen the bounty hunters. Hopefully, they were still there.


    Something moved at the edge of her vision. Close. Far too close.


    She jerked to the side, shoving Val back. A sword swung past her, and one of the two bounty hunters stepped from the darkness.


    He sneered and whirled his sword in a showy pattern. “Where’s the necromancer?”


    “Where’s your partner?” Celia asked.


    The other man, half a head shorter with shoulder-length matted hair, emerged from the shadows to stand beside the first. “Bakmeire told us to be careful of you.”


    Val tensed behind her. As a noble, he had a basic understanding of swordplay, but bounty hunters fought dirty with poisoned blades and nasty tricks. And, really, this fight needed to be over before it began, to avoid unnecessary attention.


    “Surely, two big men can handle me. I’m just a girl in a dress.”


    “But he isn’t.” The first hunter pointed his sword at Val.


    Boy, these guys were green. Too bad that one wasn’t going to live long enough to learn a lesson. Celia leapt inside his guard, yanked her dagger from her bodice, and plunged it into his neck.


    He staggered back, dropped his blade, and clutched at the dagger.


    The other man growled and drew his sword. She left the dagger in the first man’s throat—it wouldn’t do to get blood sprayed all over her dress—seized the other hunter’s sword hand, and twisted.


    The sword fell from his numb fingers. She wrenched him around and shoved his face into the dirt. With a jerk, she locked his shoulder back and rammed her knee against his armpit to keep him secure.


    He writhed in her grasp. She wrenched back on his arm, drawing a whimper.


    “Great Goddess!” Even in the pre-dawn darkness she could see the whites of Val’s eyes. His gaze leapt to the first man, dead with the dagger in his throat, to her and the second man.


    “Work your magic,” she said, her voice soft.


    “But you just— And so fast—”


    “Yes I did.”


    “You don’t get that kind of skill when you become a vesperitti.”


    “No, you don’t. I suggest years of practice.”


    That only made his eyes grow wider. “Who in the name of the Dark Son are you?”


    “No one anymore.” The words stung, but they were true. She was no longer the daughter of Lord Carlyle, no longer the Dominus’s daughter, and no longer an assassin—even if the moves were still instinct. “Now, please. Convince this lucky bounty hunter he killed Ward and me and he’s returning home to collect his money.”


    Val swallowed and didn’t move.


    “We don’t have a lot of time. I’d rather not leave Ward with Allette any longer than necessary.”


    “Of course. Right.” He didn’t sound certain, but he knelt and grabbed the bounty hunter’s head, forcing him to make eye contact. “You’ve fulfilled the bounty.”


    The man’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve—”


    “You’ve fulfilled the bounty.”


    The man shuddered beneath her but didn’t fight her hold on him. “Yes, I’ve killed her.”


    “And Ward,” Celia said.


    Val leaned closer, his forehead inches from the bounty hunter’s. “You’ve killed both of them.”


    “Yes. Both.” The bounty hunter stiffened. For a heartbeat, Celia feared he’d fight, but his eyes rolled back, and he went limp.


    “Is it done?” She didn’t want to let him go until she was certain.


    Val leaned back. “I think so.”


    “You think so?” Not what she wanted to hear.


    “He might have doubts in a couple of months, but the compulsion should hold for that long. When he wakes up, he should head off to collect the bounty.” Val didn’t sound happy, and his gaze kept jumping back to the dead bounty hunter beside them.


    “Good enough.” She released the dazed man, grabbed her dagger from the dead hunter’s throat, and cleaned it on the corpse. Then she cut off a lock of her hair and pressed it into the dazed hunter’s hands.


    Finally, something had gone right. It even felt good to do what was familiar—so long as she didn’t think too much about Ward’s disapproval when he discovered she’d killed someone else. In the very least, something had been in her control, and she’d taken care of it. No more feeling helpless.


    They dragged the bounty hunters away from the house, left them by the river, and headed back. The long grass undulated around them, sweeping up the rise to Macerio’s mansion. Only a few lights shimmered in the windows and nothing about the waystation indicated what kind of evil lurked within.


    They approached the servants’ door, and Lyla eased around the corner of the building and out of the shadows.


    “Well, well, well,” she said. “Looks like someone’s been doing something they weren’t supposed to.”


    


    Ward stared at the door. Celia had said Allette was on the other side, and he needed to ensure she still planned to steal the grimoires. He didn’t know how to manipulate anyone. Except he’d been lying for days about who he was, and Allette had asked for help. A part of him, the foolish, insane part, didn’t want to refuse her.


    The same thing had gotten him into trouble with Celia. Except she’d called on his Physician’s Oath, and he couldn’t refuse her without incurring the curse of an Oath-breaker. Allette hadn’t called on his Oath, she didn’t know he’d taken it, but he still wanted—with every fiber of his being—to ease her suffering, even if he had to do that as a de’Ath and not a physician. To do that, he needed to get those grimoires.


    He opened the door. Allette stood on the other side, her hand raised to knock.


    “We have trouble,” she said. “Macerio has ordered me to fetch you.”


    “But Celia said you were waiting in the hall. How—?”


    “Macerio can will his thoughts into my head.”


    “Because of the soul chain?”


    “Yes. Now grab a candle.” She pointed to the one on the altar.


    Ward grabbed it and rushed back to her. “Can you will your thoughts back? Has he found out about our plans?” Did he have Celia?


    “I can’t will my thoughts back, and I don’t think he knows. But we have to hurry. He’s mad.” She rushed him down a rough-hewn passage, up a set of stairs, and through the narrow, twisting servants’ halls.


    Ward’s unease grew. Macerio had to know something was up, and Ward had no idea how to salvage the situation.


    Allette opened a door to the outside. A cool breeze washed over him, blowing out the candle and drawing a shiver. Before them, the meadow rolled to a hill guarded by an enormous willow, and beside it stood a group of people. By the height of the one on the left, it had to be Val. Which meant Celia was likely there as well.


    Allette grabbed Ward’s wrists, stopping him from running up the hill toward her. “She’s your pet. Act like it. If Macerio thinks you’re weak, all our souls are lost.”


    She was right. Show strength, not the fear pounding through him. “All right.” He squared his shoulders and strode up the hill to meet Macerio.


    The Innecroestri stood with his arm wrapped across the shoulders of a fourteen- or fifteen-year-old girl. Nothing about her indicated she feared being so close to Macerio—in fact, she looked dazed, as if she didn’t know where she was. Celia and Val faced them. Celia only revealed a hint of ice in her eyes, but Val’s rage was clear in his clenched hands and taut body.


    Behind Macerio, Lyla stood with her arms crossed, wearing a smug smile. “Finally, we’re all here.”


    Macerio shot her a dark look, and she snapped her mouth shut, her smile vanishing. “Remember when I talked about obedience earlier tonight?”


    Ward forced himself to nod, his mind whirling.


    “I can’t hear you,” Macerio said.


    “Yes, I remember.”


    “The relationship between master and pet is a complicated one.” Macerio turned to Val. “Isn’t that right, Val?”


    Val unclenched his hands. “I thought you wanted Quirin’s troubles taken care of.”


    Ward fought the urge to glance at Celia. She’d left to take care of business. It had to be the bounty hunters. But she could have done that by herself; she didn’t need Val’s help, which meant she’d wanted him around.


    “I did, but you shouldn’t be making those decisions by yourself. And I’m sure you and the lady Celia came to the decision yourselves. Quirin couldn’t have been foolish enough to do something behind my back.”


    Ward swallowed. Any answer was a bad one.


    Celia shifted forward. “I wanted Quirin to start his apprenticeship free of the problems of our old lives.”


    “Isn’t that lovely,” Macerio said, disgust dripping from his voice.


    Celia pursed her lips.


    “I obviously haven’t been paying attention to my youngest pet.” Macerio pulled the girl closer to his side, his gaze locked on Val. “It must be difficult spending day after day without Brina recognizing you, but it’s for the best.”


    “Please,” Val said, “just let her go.”


    “I can’t do that, but I suppose I can give you a moment together.” Macerio brushed a hand from the girl’s temple to the back of her head.


    She gasped and blinked. Confusion clouded her expression for a heartbeat as her gaze darted over everyone before stopping on Val and brightening into a smile. “Val.”


    The tension sagged out of Val’s posture. He rushed to her and wrapped her in an embrace.


    “This isn’t home. I don’t remember— Where are we?”


    Val eased back, holding her shoulders and staring at her as if he were seeing her for the first time. “We’re at a friend’s estate.”


    “The Carlyle estate?” Brina leaned close. “Did you finally ask her father?”


    Val glanced at Celia with a sad smile. “No, we’re—”


    “You must have a lot of questions,” Macerio said. “But your brother doesn’t have the time to answer them.”


    “What time?” Brina shrugged to ease herself from Val’s grip, but he kept clutching her shoulders. “Val?”


    He trembled.


    Brina twisted, but Val held tight. “Val, you’re hurting me.”


    Macerio raised his hand and slowly made a fist. “This is a lesson you need to learn. Pets need to learn their place.”


    Val’s hand jerked from Brina’s shoulder and clamped around her throat.


    “Val.” She grabbed his hand.


    “No, please.” The muscles in Val’s arms flexed.


    “Remember this, Quirin.”


    Ward stared in horror. He’d never be able to forget it—Val wasn’t in control of his body, Macerio was.


    “You don’t need to do this,” Val said.


    “But I do.” Macerio flicked his finger again.


    Val’s hand lurched up, raising Brina off the ground. She whimpered, grasping at his fingers, kicking and writhing, but Val held tight.


    Val’s whole body shook. His breath came in ragged gasps. “I understand.”


    “I don’t think you do.” Macerio made a claw.


    Yes, Val did. Even Ward understood. Macerio could make him do anything. With the soul chain, he could will his thoughts into his pet’s mind and make Val’s body do anything.


    Val moaned. His fingers dug into Brina’s neck drawing a strangled scream.


    “Val.” Her nails dug bloody rents in his hand. Tears raced down her cheeks.


    Sweat slicked Val’s forehead. The veins at his temples, in his neck, and along his arms, bulged. “I understand. I understand. Just let her go.”


    “Ask nicely.”


    Val struggled to breathe. Brina whimpered, her writhing slowing, growing weaker.


    Macerio raised an eyebrow. “I said, ask nicely.”


    The plea pressed against Ward’s lips. But if he said anything, Macerio would kill him.


    “Please.” Val gasped. “Please. I’m yours. You’re my master.”


    “That’s right.” Macerio smiled, his eyes dark with pleasure. “You are mine. You will always be mine. Never forget that.” Macerio snapped his hand into a fist.


    Val’s hand spasmed, digging his fingers deeper into Brina’s neck. She screamed again, shrill and desperate. Her eyes grew wide, and with a strangled gasp, she went limp. Val roared and every muscle strained against Macerio’s magic holding him captive.


    Goddess above, it had happened so fast. Ward couldn’t make his mind fully register what he’d witnessed. All he could think was he was responsible for another death. Though there was nothing he could have done, he hadn’t spoken out, which made him an accomplice.


    Macerio made Val open his hand, dropping Brina to the ground. She crumpled, her eyes lifeless, blood oozing from the gouges Val’s fingers had dug into her neck.


    “You will always ask permission. Do what I say, when I say it. Never forget that.” Macerio ran a finger through a streak of blood on Val’s arm from Brina’s scratches. He studied the dark smear on his fingertip then sucked it clean. “Understand that, and there won’t be any more lessons.”


    Val shuddered under the Innecroestri’s control.


    “Now, I’m not a complete monster. Quirin, wake the girl so my pet can say goodbye.”


    Goddess, no. But Ward couldn’t refuse without incurring Macerio’s wrath. Trembling, Ward made himself take the few steps to Brina and kneel, his heart racing, his limbs numb. If he couldn’t wake her, Macerio would kill him as well.


    Ward reached for his dagger to prick his finger and realized he didn’t have one. There wasn’t a goddess-eye drawn on her forehead either, but Macerio probably expected Ward to cast without one. It would make him look beyond weak if he needed to bolster the blood already on Brina.


    Closing his eyes, he placed his right hand on Brina’s forehead and left hand on her heart. He called on knowledge from the Light Son, power over the dead from the Dark Son, and grace and well-being from the Goddess. Please bring grace and well-being. He imagined the power in Brina’s blood flying to the veil, opening it, and drawing her soul back to her body.


    She gasped.


    Just like that. No struggle, only a hint of concentration, and she was awake.


    It happened faster than Ward expected. He thought he’d have to really focus, imagine a blast of power throwing the veil open. But it was as if he’d taken a breath, had a fleeting thought, and there it was. Maybe Allette had been right, and the afternoon’s practice hadn’t been a waste of time.


    And maybe just his fear of dying at Macerio’s hands had ensured success.


    Brina’s gaze darted from Ward and Celia to Val to Macerio. Val collapsed to his knees beside her. He reached for her but didn’t finish the movement; his hand stopped inches from her cheek, and he bit his lip as if uncertain what to say.


    Macerio rolled his eyes and stomped, one heavy thump of his foot. The ground shuddered, and the grass rippled. With a roar, the dirt beside them heaved up into a pillar and split, pouring into two mounds on either side of a shallow rectangular hole. A grave-sized hole. “You’ve had your moment. Toss her in and bury her.”


    “But she’ll be with us for fifteen minutes.” The words came out before Ward could stop them.


    Macerio leveled his gaze on Ward. “Apprentices need to learn they don’t ask, they only obey as well.”


    Ward inched back. “Of course, Macerio.”


    “Now, I said toss her in.”


    “No.” Val lunged at Macerio.


    The Innecroestri flicked a finger, and Val dropped to his knees.


    Brina glanced between the two. She didn’t seem to know what was going on or that she was dead.


    “You can’t win. I’ve already proven that. Bury her.”


    “No,” Val said between clenched teeth.


    “I was hoping you’d keep fighting this lesson.” Macerio pointed at Val, who clutched his chest and howled. He collapsed to his side, writhing in agony. Brina reached for him, but Macerio batted her hand away.


    Val struggled to rise, and Macerio turned his wrist, drawing another scream. The veins on Val’s neck bulged even more.


    “I said, toss her in and bury her.”


    Val shook his head. “No.”


    Macerio squeezed his fist again.


    Val moaned.


    Ward hugged himself against his own shaking. Bile burned the back of his throat. He wanted to run. No. He wanted to be powerful enough to stop Macerio. But that wasn’t possible, and if he wanted to survive, he had to watch. He could only pray Val would hold out long enough for the wake spell to end.


    Brina staggered to her feet. Macerio pointed his other hand at her and hissed in Vys. Her head jerked back as if struck, and she stumbled into the grave.


    “Fight all you want, but you will fill in that hole.” Macerio flicked his fingers. Val lurched to the closest mound of dirt and shoved his hands into the pile. His arms and legs twitched. He didn’t move. Sweat slicked his forehead, and he squeezed his eyes shut.


    Macerio clenched his hand again. Val screamed and tossed a handful of dirt into the grave.


    “Please.” Val screamed again and another handful went into the grave. Brina whimpered inside, but was too stunned from Macerio’s magical blow to move. Another scream from Val. More dirt.


    Ward bit the inside of his lip. Allette quivered beside him, and Celia was still as stone on the other side of the grave. There was nothing they could do. Nothing. He couldn’t even end his wake spell for fear Macerio would think him weak and disposable. He had to survive. He could survive. Please, let it be over soon.


    Macerio chuckled, his mirth turning to pleasure, the ecstasy of blood magic, the trap that lured necromancers to the darkness and consumed them. What Allette was teaching Ward to embrace.


    Oh, Goddess, please. Don’t let him turn into that.

  


  
    Twenty - Six


    Ward’s stomach churned as Val threw another handful of dirt onto the grave. Brina was now buried. Whether Ward’s wake on her was done or not, she was dead.


    Macerio licked his finger again, even though it was clean of Val’s blood, and stared at the eastern horizon. Dawn would break soon. “Why is it, Quirin, you always look like you’ve slept in your shirt?”


    “I—” He didn’t want to answer, didn’t want to remain in Macerio’s presence, but he had to steal the grimoires.


    “Change into a fresh shirt and hurry to my work room.” He held an arm out to Lyla who took it, and they sauntered back to the house.


    “All right. That’s it. We’re leaving,” Celia said. “And don’t give me that shit about duty and honor.”


    “Celia, I can’t.” He was the Union’s biggest fool, but someone had to weaken Macerio.


    Val froze, his hands poised to pick up another scoop of dirt. Allette shifted, a tiny movement as if she were afraid to be noticed.


    “If there’s a chance, even a small one, that I can get those books, I have to try.”


    “Did you just miss what happened? I’m not going to let you kill yourself because of some necromancer honor.” She grabbed his wrist and tugged.


    He yanked free of her grip. “No.”


    “What do you mean, no?”


    “No. Someone has to do it.”


    “And that someone isn’t you.” She lunged at him.


    He stumbled back and threw out his arms to catch his balance, but she seized his wrist. With a twist, she spun him around and wrenched his arm up and back. Pain bit his shoulder, and his knees buckled.


    “We’re leaving. This isn’t a discussion.”


    The pressure on his arm eased, and he bucked up, shoving her back. “Celia, please—”


    Shock flashed across her face, and she leapt at him, tackling him to the ground.


    He struggled to rise, but Celia rammed her knee into his ribs. Pain shot across his chest. She grabbed the front of his shirt and pinned his torso with her knees. “I will make you go if I have to.”


    “Celia—” He thrashed against her grip.


    She yanked him up and slammed him back into the ground. “You don’t get to die today.” She jerked again.


    His head hit the ground, and his teeth snapped together. The tang of blood swept across his tongue. He clawed at her hands but couldn’t break free.


    “Do you understand me?”


    Another jerk. Air burst from his lungs, and white light shot through his head.


    Celia gasped. Her eyes rolled back, and she collapsed onto Ward’s chest, unconscious…dead…


    He rolled her to the side, straining to feel her breath on his hand.


    “What have you done?” Val dropped to his knees, pulled Celia into his arms, and glared at Ward, looking every bit the monster that he was. “What. Have. You. Done?”


    Ward scrambled back. “I don’t know I—” Oh, Goddess. “Is she dead?” Did he kill her? His throat tightened. He couldn’t breathe. Everything was numb.


    “Get your books and be done with it.”


    “But—”


    “Go!” Val roared.


    Ward scrambled to his feet. Celia had to be all right. She just had to be. But he wouldn’t know with Val holding her, ready to kill him.


    “Ward, we have to go. Macerio is waiting,” Allette said.


    Celia was still, too still.


    “He’ll hunt you down if you don’t show up. He’ll hunt all of us.”


    Celia drew in a ragged breath.


    “I told you to leave, Innecroestri,” Val said.


    “Come on, Ward.” Allette tugged his sleeve.


    Celia drew another breath but didn’t wake.


    He had to go. He still had an obligation. His mind whirling, he stumbled away. Celia didn’t want to steal the books, and now she couldn’t because of him. He couldn’t do this without her. Except, now, he had no choice.


    They reached the door to the mansion, and Allette grabbed the latch. He put his hand over hers, stopping her from opening it. “Get me both grimoires, and I’ll sever your soul chain.”.


    Her wide-set eyes were filled with worry. But was it worry for him or worry she wouldn’t get her chance at freedom? “You’ll need your full strength to cast the spell.”


    “What I’ve got is the best I can do.”


    “I can—” Allette glanced at their joined hands. They stood so close, his arm on hers, her back tucked against his chest. “I can help you regain more strength. You’d only need a little to ensure you’re strong enough.”


    “How would I get this strength?” He refused to sacrifice someone to get this power.


    “Our master siphons the magic from our soul to sustain his life…and his youth. In turn, we take the soul magic from others to survive.”


    “I’m not taking someone’s soul magic to free you.”


    “You don’t have to. I can give you some of mine, like Celia gave you hers to save you from the poison.” She wrapped her fingers around his hand and squeezed.


    “Celia gave me—?” Right, she thought Celia was his vesperitti. Except she wasn’t a vesperitti. How had he survived the poison?


    “I need you to free me,” Allette said.


    He didn’t want to take anyone’s soul magic, but if he wanted to free Allette…“Will it hurt?”


    She slid her fingers free of his and cupped his cheek with her hand. They stood close, like how he wanted to be with Celia. “The opposite, actually.”


    She closed her eyes and blew out a slow breath, then another. A hint of red smoke drifted from her lips. Just like the smoke Macerio had pulled from Enota.


    Ward’s pulse sped up. He was about to cross yet another boundary a necromancer should never cross. Too much blood magic, now this.


    Allette brought her other hand to his face, capturing him between her tiny palms.


    He’d agreed to help. Her freedom, and the destruction of one of the Union’s most dangerous Innecroestri grimoires, was worth this. It wasn’t a stain on his soul if he did it for the right reason.


    She parted her lips. Red smoke swirled inside her mouth, pulsing with dark light like a heartbeat. She drew closer, ever so close.


    Her lips brushed his. A curl of smoke caressed his cheek, and his heart skipped a beat. Goddess, what was he doing?


    More smoke curled from Allette’s parted lips around Ward. It teased into his mouth and up his nose, whispering the promise of unimaginable power. He could be stronger than any necromancer alive—have the strength to defeat Macerio.


    No. That was a fool’s dream. All he needed was to weaken Macerio until the Necromantic Council of Elders could defeat him.


    Allette pressed her lips to his. A detached part of his mind knew smoke and magic and power poured into him, but he couldn’t feel it. He was still mystically blind. But he wasn’t physically blind. Allette’s lips were soft, her kiss tender. There was a promise of affection, one he yearned to have.


    A new ache grew within him. He shouldn’t be kissing Allette, even though he needed the infusion of magic. It should be Celia he kissed.


    He grasped Allette’s shoulders to push her away, and she grabbed the back of his head, forcing their lips together. Magic poured around him, choking him, flooding his being. He struggled against her grip, but she held tight with her unnatural vesperitti strength. He was drowning in magic. There was nothing but magic. It would consume his soul, and he would never know it was happening.


    The world turned red. All he could see was a dark, pulsing haze. He pushed against Allette’s grip. It was too much. She had to stop.


    He jerked again.


    Her grip loosened. He shoved her, and she stumbled back. Her voice was weak. “You needed enough to cast the spell.”


    “You said—” Red smoke curled from his mouth. His stomach churned. The necromantic laws he’d broken—


    “If you fail tonight, I’ll face an eternity of torture.” She looked pale, lessened, as if she were a memory of herself.


    “You should have said something.” He wiped his mouth but couldn’t get the feel of her off his lips.


    “Would you have agreed to so much soul magic?”


    No. Yes… He didn’t know. “I keep my promises.”


    And to do that, he had to face Macerio.


    


    Celia drew in another ragged breath. Her lungs burned as if she’d been underwater for too long and air was the most precious thing in the world.


    Memory slammed into her. Ward. The fool. He wouldn’t leave this madhouse. When she’d tried to make him, he’d used his magic, she’d gone cold like when his first wake spell on her failed, and—


    “He killed me.”


    “Reverse wake, actually,” Val said. “You’re lucky. He could have severed your soul chain.”


    She scrambled to her knees, realizing, too late, Val’s arms cradled her. She realized too many things too late these days. The hillside was empty save for the two of them. The eastern horizon wasn’t edged with light, so she hadn’t been soulless for long. Ward wasn’t there. “Where is he?”


    Val’s scowl deepened.


    “Val, where is he?” But she knew. That thing in her chest twisted until everything hurt.


    “Where do you think?”


    She glanced at the house. She’d known he wouldn’t give up, but she couldn’t let him face Macerio alone.


    “Looks like we’re still on.” She stood, but Val grabbed her wrist, stopping her.


    “Don’t.” Grief filled that one word, so much pain and no longer any anger. Macerio had broken Val, proven Macerio controlled his body. He had nothing left—no hope, no family, not even his life. Macerio had taken it all.


    A cold fury sparked Celia. She hadn’t known Val well, but he didn’t deserve such torment. Macerio needed to pay and stealing two books wasn’t enough. The man needed to suffer.


    And right now, Ward was facing that man by himself. Her fear returned, bleeding through her fury.


    It didn’t matter that Ward hadn’t listened to her, and it didn’t matter that he’d used his magic to push her soul from her body—perhaps, he was finally coming into his power, which might be enough to save him.


    All that mattered was getting him out of that house alive, whether he liked it or not.


    She crouched in front of Val. “I don’t know what I am, but I owe my unlife to Ward.”


    “You’re bound to him. I can’t see the soul chain, but you have to be.”


    Her throat tightened. “I am bound to him.” In more ways than she thought possible, and not just a debt of life. She didn’t want to admit how much more she felt, or that she couldn’t abandon him no matter how stupid he was. Not when doing the right thing was about to get him killed.


    She met Val’s gaze, knowing her fear and hope and love for Ward showed in her eyes. “You’ve seen the real me, you know I’m more than capable of handling whatever Macerio throws at me.”


    “No, you’re not.” Val shuddered and hugged himself. “He can make you do anything.”


    “It doesn’t matter. Ward needs our help.” She held out her hand to him. “Are you with me?”


    His dark gaze slid from her fingers to her face. “Who are you, Celia Carlyle?”


    That was a very good question.


    


    Ward stood in the shadows of a narrow side hall, peering toward the sitting room. He could do this. Without Celia. But no matter how many times he repeated it, he couldn’t accept it. Because he didn’t want to do it without her.


    He still couldn’t believe she’d attacked him or that he’d cast a reverse wake on her. He couldn’t take pride in his successful casting. All he felt was shame. He was a murderer, and he’d used magic he didn’t know he had against Celia. She’d probably left with Val. It had been foolish to even hope she and Ward would have a friendship.


    But that didn’t matter now—if he said it enough times, maybe he’d believe it.


    He smoothed the sleeves of the new shirt Allette had given him before she’d hurried off. He could be walking into a trap…he probably was. All he had was Allette’s word and too much of her soul magic.


    He dropped his hand to the hilt of the dagger she had also given him. It wouldn’t do much against Macerio’s vesperitti, but any weapon was better than none. Celia’s absence ached within him, and he struggled to push his feelings aside. Stealing the grimoires was the only purpose he had left.


    With a quick breath, he stepped into the hall, and there was Celia, framed by the archway in the middle of the passage, as if his thoughts had summoned her. She was stunning. Her black dress accentuated her pale skin and blue-black hair. Ice filled her blue eyes, but he couldn’t tell if it was rage at him or determination.


    She strode toward him, deadly grace ready to tackle him again.


    He squared his shoulders. “I’m not leaving.”


    “So it would seem.”


    Did that mean she’d returned to help him even after he’d used magic on her? He looked away, unable to meet her cold stare any longer. “I didn’t mean to hurt you.”


    “Oh, I’m pretty sure at the time you did.”


    He couldn’t tell if her voice held anger or amusement. “Celia, I—”


    “Later. Let’s get through the next hour first.”


    “Of course.” They never found a good time to talk about what was really important.


    “When Allette and I slip out of the room, distract Macerio for five minutes, then make your excuse and get out of there. We’ll meet up by the stables and leave. No more than five minutes.”


    “Five minutes.” He should feel good that she’d returned for him, but, beyond all logic, it stung that she was all business.


    “If it looks bad, don’t wait. Get out of there.”


    He nodded, not trusting his voice.


    “Good. Now take this in case you need it.” She pulled one of his surgical knives from the front of her bodice.


    It was silver-plated. Someone had been thinking, which was more than he’d done lately. He slid the knife into the dagger’s sheath at his hip, behind the dagger. “Thank you.”


    She frowned, her expression strained, probably because he’d cast a reverse wake, and she felt bound to go through with his suicidal plan. She reached for him as Rodas rounded the corner.


    “Standing in the hall won’t keep you safe.” Rodas sauntered toward them, his girth swathed in black, the curls of his wig bouncing against his shoulders, leaving powder stark against the fabric. “You have no strength. You should run while you can.”


    “Quirin has more strength than you think.” Celia eased closer to Ward and squeezed his arm to remind him to play the role of Quirin.


    He forced one eyebrow up and gave Rodas his cockiest expression. “Macerio will determine who’s best.”


    “Which he will,” Rodas said.


    Ward rolled his eyes, placed a hand on Celia’s back, and urged her toward the sitting room. Turning his back on Rodas was foolish, but they’d otherwise have bandied insults until Celia lost her temper and stabbed someone, which wouldn’t help their plans.


    Inside the east wing, the parlor was dark and empty. Sconces were lit in the hall to the chamber where Enota had failed to turn the bounty hunter into a vesperitti. Whatever Macerio planned for this morning, it involved magic…and blood.


    What if Macerio was using one of the two grimoires?


    But there was nothing he could do about that. For Celia, it didn’t matter. Her goal was the library and however many grimoires where there.


    Even with the added light, the hall pressed around Ward. There were only two means of escape that he knew about: the front door and the door at the back of the workroom. Once Celia and Allette left, five minutes, then make his excuse to get away.


    Sweat slicked his palms. Five minutes.


    They stepped into the doorway to Macerio’s workroom. All the candles in the candelabra were lit, filling the room with wavering light. Macerio stood on the raised area at the back with Lyla at his side. Off the dais to his right stood Allette and Val. The man glared at Ward, and he prayed he’d never be left alone with him again.


    The other vesperitti were also gathered, standing behind Macerio, dressed in their evening finery even though it was almost dawn. No, not all of his vesperitti. Ward only counted ten. Two were missing.


    The table in the center of the room was bare, and Ward didn’t see a grimoire anywhere. Allette’s plan was still possible, Macerio’s still a mystery.


    Macerio motioned for them to take a position along the right wall. “Good, you changed your shirt, but you’re still late. Although, I can see why you’ve been delayed.” Macerio eased toward him, one eyebrow raised. “You’ve taken someone’s soul magic.”


    Ward didn’t know if Macerio could sense it was Allette’s and if he was offended.


    Macerio smiled. “I like initiative.”


    “I take initiative, too,” Rodas said, taking position on the other side of the table. “I’m ready for my test.”


    “I’m sure you are.” Macerio snapped his fingers.


    The door at the back of the room opened, and his remaining two vesperitti came in, dark, burly men radiating danger. They carried a body wrapped in a dirt-coated tarp and set it on the table. The tarp slid back, revealing bloody blond hair plastered around the hole Ward had drilled into the skull.


    Quirin.


    Ward glanced at Val. His eyes widened for a heartbeat then narrowed, a sure sign he was surprised.


    “Tonight, I welcome another blood mage into the illustrious brotherhood of Innecroestris.” Macerio studied Quirin’s corpse. “Excellent choice, Lyla my dear.”


    Lyla’s lips quirked up at one side. She knew something.


    His heart skipped a beat.


    The other vesperitti shifted closer to her, as if Macerio’s praise to her might rub off on them.


    “You used such interesting technique to create your first pet. Your soul chain is so subtle, even I can’t see it.” Macerio picked at the blood dried in Quirin’s hair. “But then, you would be different…you’re a de’Ath.”

  


  
    Twenty - Seven


    Ward’s mouth went dry. Celia stiffened but didn’t reach for the dagger hidden in her bodice.


    “You look a lot like your grandfather. We played together once, did he tell you?” Macerio asked.


    Goddess, they were dead. Macerio was going to kill them.


    “It must be difficult being so weak in a family of such powerful necromancers.”


    “Why do you think he turned his back on them?” Celia asked.


    Macerio flicked a clump of blood on his nail to the floor. “I’m not entirely convinced you’ve abandoned them.”


    “You can’t trust him.” Rodas’s eyes were wide, a mix of surprise and dark determination painted across his face.


    “Of course you can,” Celia said. “He made me.”


    Macerio raised a finger, and Celia snapped her mouth shut. “And you lied to me about who you were.”


    “Would you have trusted a de’Ath?” Ward asked, fighting to keep his voice even.


    “I don’t trust you now.”


    Rodas chuckled. Macerio glared at him, and he shrank back.


    “Prove yourself to me. Prove you’ve completely turned your back on your namesake and make a proper vesperitti.” Macerio yanked the tarp the rest of the way from Quirin’s body. “Become everything your family despises and everything that’s powerful. Join me and become a full Innecroestri.”


    That was a line Ward couldn’t cross. Celia had been a mistake. She wasn’t a real vesperitti—Macerio had just said so.


    Maybe he could cast a wake. That would give him fifteen minutes. But just the thought of waking the man he’d killed churned his stomach. And surely Macerio would be able to see the difference between a wake spell and a false resurrection.


    Macerio patted the table. “I know you want this. You even gathered the power in preparation. I can see it radiating around you.”


    Ward couldn’t do this. But there was no way Celia and he could escape otherwise.


    “Use your stolen magic and prove yourself worthy to be my apprentice.”


    Ward forced himself to step forward. There had to be a way out of this. He couldn’t become a monster like Macerio.


    “Edward.” Macerio’s voice darkened.


    Ward inched closer to the table. If he refused to bring Quirin back, he was dead. If he did anything but make a vesperitti, he was dead. He yearned to glance at Celia, but that would make him look weak, and she couldn’t say anything, anyway.


    Macerio slid his hand across Ward’s shoulder and drew him close, turning him to face Celia. “This is a great moment for you. For both of us. The de’Aths have denied the necromancer’s true power for generations. Seize your true destiny. No one will overlook you because of your limited internal magic again. Show them what you’re really made of.”


    Ward nodded. If he spoke, his voice would surely give him away.


    “You started it with this stunning creature.” Macerio captured a lock of Celia’s hair between his fingers.


    She looked calm, almost at ease. “Are you going to look at me all morning, or are you going to make a vesperitti?”


    Macerio threw his head back and laughed. “Spectacular. Now, embrace the darkness completely.”


    Ward’s stomach flip-flopped. Celia gave a slight nod. She understood he had no choice. “Shall we get started?”


    Rodas snorted, but sweat dripped from his pale face. Macerio stepped back. Not as far back as Ward would’ve liked, but he wouldn’t ask for more room.


    “The grimoire with the spell?” Ward forced out.


    “You’ve done it once before.” A hint of a wicked smile pulled at Macerio’s lips. “Do what you did with the lovely Celia, except do it right this time.”


    If Allette had told him the truth, he had enough magic within him to cast a spell. Just not this spell. There had to be another way.


    He picked a chunk of blood from Quirin’s hair, but it wasn’t damp enough to draw a goddess-eye. Ward was going to have to do without. His heart tripped with fear.


    “Not sure what you’re doing?” Rodas asked.


    Ward ignored Rodas and stayed focused on Quirin. He closed his eyes and placed his hands on Quirin’s forehead and heart. The key to any spell was concentration. Chants helped focus concentration, spell components helped focus magic. Blood helped add more power. But he had no components, only whatever magic was left within Quirin’s blood, and the magic Allette had given him.


    Unable to sense his power, he drew on his imagination to see it coiled deep within him. It pulsed, a miniature sun, straining to break free.


    No. He wouldn’t perceive the power as something untamed and difficult to control. It was supple to his command, sturdy and sure.


    The magic flared, exploding into a frenzy of power. He struggled to contain it, but it was too strong, and he was too uncertain. It raced through his veins and poured from his hands. He wrenched it around. If he couldn’t hold it in, he had to drive it to weave the spell he needed.


    It snapped, sparks flying through his imagination. He twisted it again, forcing it into a heavy rope. His pulse beat through his temples, fast and painful. His fear was acid to his mental control.


    He shoved doubt aside. The magic whipped around Quirin and him.


    Now. He had to open the veil now.


    He tried to imagine the gauzy veil between worlds, but all he could see was magic streaming from him, ferocious and wild.


    He squeezed his eyes shut tighter. It didn’t matter if he could see the veil or not. His heart raced because he was trying too hard, not because of the energy pouring from him. His skin tingled because he was panting. He’d done this hundreds of times. It was just like a wake, except, when Quirin returned, Ward would lash his soul to his corpse and chain Quirin to his will.


    More magic poured from him, encasing Quirin in a pulsing mesh.


    His soul would come.


    Ward had the power. And the will.


    Fire burned through his veins. The veil would open. It was open. Quirin would return, and he would stay.


    Someone gasped.


    Ward opened his eyes. Quirin stared back at him, confused. He reached for his head, but the hole Ward had drilled in it was already sealing shut.


    Energy crackled at the edge of Ward’s imaginary senses. Ghostly memories of reality. His heart still pounded, not with fear but exhilaration. He’d done it. He wasn’t sure exactly what he’d done, but he’d done something. And he didn’t feel tired. He felt alive, more alive than he’d ever felt before. His stomach lurched—this had to be the lure. He wanted…no, needed to cast again, to prove he could repeat what he’d done. But at what cost? It hadn’t been his soul magic that brought Quirin back.


    Macerio leaned over Quirin, whose dazed gaze still slid over the room. “Not what you did with Celia. The spell is crude, but it shows great promise. You’ll learn better focus as my apprentice.”


    “What?” Rodas demanded. “I’m better than him. I have stronger focus. Let me prove it.”


    Macerio raised an eyebrow, and Rodas inched back. “Why would I waste my time? Edward’s unique. A treasure because he’s a de’Ath. He may not have innate power, but he certainly uses someone else’s to full advantage.”


    “But I’m stronger,” Rodas said.


    “Strength doesn’t matter. It’s who you’re willing to sacrifice.” Macerio cocked his head to the side. “And now, you’re just magic waiting to be taken.”


    Rodas stumbled back. “No. I’m—”


    “And you’ll make an excellent meal.” Macerio snapped his fingers.


    Lyla rushed at Rodas. He scrambled toward the door, but she was faster, inhumanly fast. She grabbed the back of his robe and yanked him off his feet.


    He toppled to the ground. His head slammed against the floor, and his wig flew across the room. With a flick of her wrist, she sliced his cheek with her nail. He screamed, and she seized his head. Blood trickled down his cheek, pooling in his ear.


    The other vesperitti surged across the room, Allette and Val among them.


    “Not you.” Macerio pointed, and Val staggered to a stop. “You still need to learn obedience.”


    Sweat slicked Val’s brow. The muscles in his jaw tightened, and he dropped to his knees.


    The other vesperitti clawed at Rodas, drawing blood. He screamed and writhed, but they were too strong. His blood splattered the wall and door behind him and pooled on the floor. It stained the vesperitti’s clothes and smeared on their hands and faces.


    Macerio glided to Celia’s side. “You should join them.”


    She turned to Ward, ran her hands up his chest, and leaned against him. It drew a shiver entirely inappropriate for the situation. “May I, please?”


    Rodas howled, somehow still alive. The vesperitti were a writhing mass, biting and sucking, fighting with each other for position. He couldn’t tell where one creature ended and another began.


    “Please.” There was something in her eyes, a yearning…a need for understanding…


    Ah. This was her opportunity to slip out of the room and steal the grimoire. No one would notice her in the chaos.


    “Enjoy,” he choked out.


    A disgusting, joyous smile lit her face. It was all an act. Please, let it be an act. But he couldn’t continue to watch her. He needed to distract Macerio, keep him focused on something else.


    On the table, Quirin groaned and sat up. His gaze locked on Ward, really locked on him this time, and his eyes went wide. He scrambled from the table and rushed to the door at the back of the room.


    Macerio flicked his hand. Val lurched into Quirin, grabbed him, and pinned him to the wall.


    “Tell me how I might refine my spell for—” Ward sucked in an unsteady breath. “For next time.”


    Five minutes. That was all Celia said she’d need.


    “Given that you weren’t working from a grimoire, I’m surprised it isn’t rougher.”


    Ward stepped closer to Val and Quirin. Please let Macerio join him. “In what way?”


    Macerio pursed his lips. “The net of energy around the corpse to keep the soul in place is actually an elegant, if not wasteful, choice. An anchor, while harder on the attached soul, is more magically efficient.”


    Ward nodded, the words rolling over him. He didn’t care what Macerio said as long as he kept his attention away from the door. Just five minutes.

  


  
    Twenty - Eight


    Celia raced after Allette up the stairs to the top floor. Macerio’s vesperitti had ripped Rodas to shreds and drunk his blood like the monsters myth claimed they were. And, Goddess, she’d left Ward in that room because that was the plan. Everything within her screamed leaving him alone with Macerio and his vesperitti was bad.


    The top of the stairs ended in a door. Allette threw it open and dashed inside. Celia followed into a towering maze of bookshelves wreathed in darkness. Allette stood on the threshold facing three passages. Pre-dawn gray lit the smoky-glass peaks in the ceiling, offering just enough illumination to see the shapes of shelves and pedestals, but no specific details.


    “Do you know which one it is?” Celia asked. Ward had said the spell books were at the back of the library.


    “This one.” Allette chose the passage on the right, but she didn’t sound sure.


    “Any traps?” If this were Celia’s library and she a powerful Innecroestri, she’d lay traps.


    “It’s guarded by a dozen vesperitti. Traps aren’t necessary.”


    “I suspect that’s enough of a deterrent.”


    Allette looked back at Celia, her pupils large with only a hint of white visible. “It usually is.”


    Celia glanced away. It wasn’t a good idea to reveal she wasn’t a vesperitti. “Let’s get these books.”


    They rushed through the passages, their footsteps loud in the eerie quiet. They rounded a corner into an open area. Three wooden pedestals stood in a semicircle near the far wall, their bases and posts carved into an intricate mass of writhing vines. On the outside ones were leather-bound books with a closed goddess-eye branded on the front and a dark symbol drawn below it. The one she recalled from Enota’s failed test; the other was identical and just as narrow. Not the tomes she imagined a spell book should be.


    Allette hesitated.


    “Sure there aren’t traps?”


    “No.”


    Wonderful. Now was not the time to realize they were missing information. “And you know which book you need.”


    “Yes.”


    There were a number of tests for a trap that was likely magical, none of which Celia had at her disposal. And, regardless, knowing there was a trap didn’t help her get around it. “What are our options?”


    “I go. You wait. If there’s a trap, it’s better Macerio catches me.”


    “But you’ll be—” She didn’t want to imagine the tortures Allette would face if she were caught.


    Allette shrugged. “My only escape is death. You and Ward still have a chance.” A sad smile pulled at her lips, and Celia realized Allette was truly tired of being Macerio’s creature.


    “All right.” Celia didn’t like the plan, but they didn’t have time. Hopefully, Ward was already making excuses to leave.


    Allette took another tentative step toward the spell books. The quiet pressed against Celia’s senses. She strained to hear a creak or click, anything indicating a trap had gone off. Her pulse pounded in her ears. Hurry. But caution had saved the life of an unlucky thief before; she wasn’t going to make Allette rush.


    Two more steps and Allette stood before the first pedestal. Her hands trembled as she reached for the book. Just a little closer. The first touch and removing it from the pedestal were the last two possible triggers. With a jerk, she jabbed it with a finger.


    Nothing happened.


    Allette blew out a loud breath, the muscles in her back relaxing, and she grabbed the book.


    Still nothing.


    Not trapped. For once, the Goddess was watching over them.


    Allette turned, hugging the book to her chest. Her expression said hope, freedom, and it drew a warmth into Celia. Was that what Ward felt every time he helped someone? She strode to the other spell book and reached for it.


    A boom roared through the room, leaving her ears ringing.


    “What was that?” Allette asked, all hope replaced by wide-eyed fear.


    Celia waited, holding her breath, but didn’t hear anything but the boom echoing in her head. “I don’t know.”


    But there. Something. A hint of noise.


    She strained to hear it, recognize what it was.


    It drifted to her, jagged, sharp, then smoothing into a deep, sultry laugh.


    “I know you’re in here, Allette. Wait until the master finds out you’ve disobeyed him.”


    Lyla.


    Celia grabbed the other spell book. “Tell me there’s more than one way to the door.”


    “I don’t know.”


    “Looks like we’re going to have to find one.”

  


  
    Twenty - Nine


    Ward glanced at the door. Surely, enough time had passed. He only needed five minutes. Except Ward had no clue how long Macerio had been talking about the finer points of creating a vesperitti. It could have been five hours. All he knew was his insides squirmed with the need to flee. He couldn’t keep up the act much longer.


    “Am I boring you?” Macerio asked, his voice dark.


    “No. I, ah—” Ward jerked his attention back to Macerio. He couldn’t say he was tired, and he couldn’t mention Celia.


    His muscles trembling from Macerio’s magical control, Val still held Quirin, and Quirin’s stunned expression had turned to rage. The apprentice-hopeful-turned-vesperitti now realized he was Ward’s pet and a slave to Ward’s will.


    “I’m so honored. It’s all so overwhelming.” Goddess above, now he was turning into a sappy noblewoman.


    Macerio’s expression didn’t change.


    “I mean…the power, it’s so—” How did Grandfather describe the lure? Dangerous, evil, dark…seductive. “There aren’t words.” Dark Son’s curses, he had to get out of there.


    “Tomorrow, your real education will begin.”


    Was this a dismissal? Please, command him to recuperate in his room or something.


    “We must celebrate.” Macerio flicked his hand, and Val released Quirin. “Pick a guest for your breakfast and join me in the parlor.”


    Val gave a curt nod and strode from the room. Quirin glared at them, his hands curled into fists.


    “Bring your new pet.” Macerio turned his back, and Quirin lunged at him. He threw a punch at Macerio’s head, but the Innecroestri stepped to the side, his movement fluid as if he merely danced. The punch flew past Macerio’s ear. He grabbed Quirin’s wrist and hissed a word Ward couldn’t quite make out.


    Quirin trembled. His other hand, drawn back to punch, remained frozen at his side. Macerio turned, still clutching Quirin’s fist. “Lyla did pick well. Great magical potential in his soul, and he is ferocious. Once you break his will, he’ll be a magnificent pet.”


    “Yes.” No! Ward bobbed his head. As soon as he got Quirin alone, he’d remove whatever he’d cast on him. His throat constricted. He had to kill him again. “I should probably have a moment with him…alone.”


    “Your will already controls him. You just have to concentrate. Now you know how to deal with him, let’s celebrate in the parlor.”


    Ward glanced at the door. “I’d like to have a moment to introduce him to the rest of the family.”


    “We’re all family now.”


    Ward’s pulse raced. “Celia gets jealous.”


    “I’m sure she does.” Still holding Quirin under his control, Macerio turned to the tangle by the door. The vesperitti, covered in blood, lounged around Rodas’s corpse, sprawled in each other’s arms. They were caught in the rapture of the blood magic lure. More detail than Ward wanted to know.


    “Where is she?”


    Ward’s heart skipped a beat. He feared it would stop altogether. “She, ah— She likes to dine in private.”


    Macerio chuckled. “I’m sure that’ll change.”


    “So a moment with my new pet, and I’ll join you in the parlor.” It was a risk to press the matter, but it was the best excuse he could come up with.


    “Don’t keep me waiting.” Macerio released Quirin’s wrist, and the newly made vesperitti staggered.


    “I won’t.”


    Macerio sauntered out of the room, his vesperitti following. Something moved at the corner of Ward’s eye, and he spun to face it.


    Quirin lunged at Ward, his fist flying toward Ward’s face.


    


    Celia bolted around a corner. Dead end. Damn. Allette quivered beside her, the spell book clutched to her chest.


    “Come out and play,” Lyla called in a singsong voice somewhere to Celia’s left.


    “Come on.” Celia grabbed Allette’s wrist and urged her back to their last turn.


    “We’ll have such fun together.” Lyla’s voice danced through the darkness.


    Was she to Celia’s right now?


    Or still to the left?


    Celia couldn’t tell. She squeezed her stolen spell book. Fighting with one hand wasn’t a great option, but she couldn’t afford to put the book down. Fighting a vesperitti was an even worse idea. Her best hope was to sneak from the room.


    “Allette,” Lyla called.


    Behind them.


    The passage ended at a T. Left or right? Right or left?


    “You’re making this too entertaining. Run some more for me, rabbit.”


    Allette whimpered, her breath coming in sharp pants.


    Celia dragged her to the right. They rushed down the row. Where was that damned door? She turned another corner and stumbled to a halt before running into a wall of books. There had to be a better way to get out of the library than rushing blindly through the maze of shelves. Top of the shelves worked better, but she’d be visible to Lyla. She spun, and the wall of books beside her exploded.


    Leaping back, Celia shielded her face with Macerio’s spell book. The shelf crashed to the floor with a boom. Dust flew into the air. Lyla stood on top of the toppled pile, a wicked smile curling her lips.


    “And here I thought there was just one rabbit to play with.” She lunged at Allette, grabbing the front of her dress and tossing her into the shelves. She hit with a crunch. Books tumbled onto her, and she sagged to the floor.


    Lyla turned to Celia.


    Celia drew the silver knife from the sheath in her bodice and lengthened her stance. Lyla rushed at her, fast—so fast. She ducked the woman’s grasp, slicing down.


    Flesh sizzled, and the scent of burned skin filled the air. Lyla screamed and clutched her arm. With a hiss, she leapt at Celia again. Blood trailed down Lyla’s arm, but the cut was already sealing shut.


    Celia swung again. Lyla took the blade in the shoulder. More smoke and sizzling flesh, but it didn’t stop her. She grabbed Celia’s arm and wrenched it to the side. Celia’s fingers went numb, and she dropped Macerio’s spell book.


    She jabbed at Lyla again with the knife, aiming for the heart. Lyla blocked it with her free arm. It cut to the bone but didn’t slow her down. She yanked Celia close, grabbed her knife hand and her throat, and lifted Celia off her feet with her unnatural vesperitti strength.


    “Your master has a new pet. I’m sure he won’t miss you.”


    “You so sure about that?” Movement at the corner of Celia’s eye grabbed her attention.


    Allette scrambled from the pile of books and away down the hall. Shit. Whatever advantage they had as a pair was lost.


    Lyla chuckled. “It doesn’t really matter. I caught you with my master’s grimoire. Your little Innecroestri won’t be around for much longer, even if he’s a ruined de’Ath now.” Her dark smile grew. “Maybe I’ll ask Macerio for him. He’ll make a nice toy.”


    The thought chilled Celia. There was no way this bitch was getting her hands on Ward.


    She heaved herself around and kicked at Lyla’s head. The woman stumbled back, letting go of Celia’s neck. With a twist, Celia wrenched her wrist free and slashed at Lyla’s face.


    Lyla stumbled back. Celia grabbed Macerio’s spell book and jumped at the shelf behind her. It teetered. She scrambled to the top and shoved it down on top of Lyla.


    Without looking back, Celia raced down the aisle and around the first corner. She couldn’t win a face-to-face fight with Lyla. The silver knife cut her but didn’t slow her down. Any other strike, unless it was to the heart, would be just as useless. And that would require the element of surprise.


    Celia bolted through the library. She just needed distance, a moment to catch her breath, then she’d do the hunting. She paused in a three-way intersection by a large urn on a pedestal. Something tapped behind her. She glanced down the other aisles. Nothing.


    The tap came again, along with a soft rattle of metal against wood. It was behind her. Must be in the aisle on the other side of the shelves.


    She leaned closer. Movement flickered between two books, and Celia pulled one out, revealing a crack in the bookcase. On the other side, at the end of a long aisle, Allette stood at the door. She yanked the latch. It rattled again—louder this time—then snapped, the sound bright in the heavy quiet. She threw open the door and dashed out, leaving Celia to face Lyla.


    Perhaps Allette thought Lyla would follow her.


    Celia doubted that. It was each vesperitti for herself.


    The shelf beside Celia crashed with a boom. She rolled out of the way. Books showered her. Lyla flew toward her, her hands curled into claws, her face hideously contorted, revealing the monster that she was.

  


  
    Thirty


    Ward stumbled back, his hip hitting the worktable, and Quirin’s swing whooshed inches from his face.


    “Think you can make me your pet?” Quirin hissed. “You’re nothing. You’re powerless. You’re—”


    Ward jerked to the side. Quirin’s fist slammed into the table.


    This was not going as planned. Not that he had one, but scrambling across the room trying to survive wasn’t on the list.


    With a growl, Quirin grabbed for Ward who ducked, crawling under the table. Quirin slid over the table, and Ward scrambled back the other way. He needed to make Quirin see reason. Now, that was stupid. The man was foaming-at-the-mouth mad. He knew exactly what it meant to be a vesperitti.


    No, Ward needed to control Quirin, at least until he could end the spell on him. How did it happen that he had to kill this man twice?


    Quirin shoved the table aside, his rage making him stronger than his average build implied. The table screeched against the floor.


    Macerio used the soul chain…somehow.


    “I’ll kill you. I swear to the Dark Son, I will kill you.” Quirin lunged. Ward wobbled out of the way but wasn’t fast enough. Quirin’s fist slammed into Ward’s shoulder. Pain shot across his chest, and he staggered back. He tried to imagine the soul chain.


    Quirin struck again, his fist pounding into Ward’s gut.


    His breath exploded from his lungs, and his knees buckled. He couldn’t bring anything, let alone the chain, to mind.


    Quirin grabbed the back of Ward’s shirt and tossed him across the room. His chin slammed into the floor, sending lights dancing across his vision.


    He needed help. His concentration wasn’t enough. He needed brute magical force.


    Like blood.


    Rodas’s corpse lay a few feet away. Ward dove toward it.


    Quirin grabbed his foot and yanked him away. Ward twisted and kicked with his free foot. The blow landed on Quirin’s shin. He lurched to the side with a growl, his grip loosening.


    Ward wrenched free and scrambled back. He shoved his hand into a pool of blood and threw his palm forward. “Stop.”


    Quirin froze. His muscles trembled, and his eyes widened. He collapsed to his knees and sweat slicked his forehead. Ward inched out of reach, still pointing at Quirin. Now he needed to destroy his spell keeping Quirin’s soul in his body. It wasn’t murder if he was already dead. Really. Except Ward didn’t believe that. His soul was stained, and he could never do enough to make amends now.


    He imagined the net encasing Quirin’s body, a shimmering web of magic. It wavered in his mind’s eye but didn’t get stronger.


    Quirin growled, and Ward threw his eyes open. The man had bent over, pressing his palms to the floor. He glared at Ward, drew a shaking hand up, and dragged himself forward an inch.


    Ward lurched back, his heart racing. “I said stop.”


    Quirin groaned, and his head dropped. The muscles in his arms and back twitched. Ward wrapped the magic from Rodas’s blood around Quirin. He imagined it seeping into the man’s muscles, controlling them. Quirin’s trembling stopped. Good. Now, to end the vesperitti spell.


    Ward closed his eyes and drew on the image of the net. It popped into focus, wavered, then disappeared. He struggled to bring it back. It had to be there. This was his damned imagination.


    It burst into sight.


    Quirin growled, and something slammed into Ward’s head. Pain exploded across his face. He opened his eyes. Quirin’s other fist was flying toward him.


    Ward wrenched to the side, slapped his bloody palm to Quirin’s cheek, and the man froze.


    This was impossible. He couldn’t imagine the spell and control Quirin. And he didn’t have time. Surely, Celia and Allette had the grimoires by now. Once he cast the spell ending Allette’s enslavement, he could do the same for Quirin.


    Blood trickled from his nose, and throbbing agony blossomed across his cheek.


    He climbed to his feet, concentrating on keeping the magic wrapped around Quirin. The man stood, murder in his eyes.


    Finish the spell for Allette. Finish the spell on Quirin. Although, Goddess only knew how he’d cast while keeping his crazed vesperitti under control.


    One problem at a time. He rushed to the door at the back of the room, praying it led outside, while Quirin staggered behind him.


    


    Celia yanked down another bookcase on top of Lyla, along with the two she’d already toppled, and ran. She hated running, but with one hand full with the grimoire, she didn’t have an option. She needed to regroup, find a safe place for the book, then come up with a plan. And all in a matter of heartbeats.


    She raced around a corner and another, searching for a place to hide the book. There, a trunk at the next shelving intersection. She tried the lid. Unlocked.


    If the shelves tumbled down on the trunk, she might never find the grimoire, but that beat hiding it among other books. She tossed the book on top of more books, shut the lid, and slashed an “X” across the top.


    Lyla’s sickeningly sweet laughter bounced around the room, grating on Celia’s nerves.


    “Come on, rabbit. Come and play,” Lyla called.


    Oh, there would be playing. It was her turn to do some hunting.


    “Rabbit.”


    Celia strained to place Lyla’s voice. To the right, but not directly behind the shelf. She eased to the closest intersection.


    Still no Lyla.


    To the left lay an aisle she recognized—she was close to the exit. An opportunity, but she couldn’t leave Lyla at her back when she met up with Ward.


    Her best bet to kill was a surprise attack stabbing Lyla from behind. If Celia hid by the door and convinced Lyla she was leaving, the vesperitti might just expose her back.


    On silent steps, she scurried to the door still open after Allette’s escape. With three entrances into the maze of shelves, Lyla could emerge from any of them.


    “Oh, rabbit. Don’t tell me you’re hiding.” Lyla chuckled. “You know I’ll find you.”


    “Who said anything about hiding?” Celia threw the door closed.


    To the left came the slap of rushing feet. Celia ducked into the right aisle. Calm seeped through her. This was what she’d trained to do.


    Lyla’s footsteps came closer.


    Celia crouched, peering around the edge of the shelf. She couldn’t afford for Lyla to notice her before she reached the door, but she couldn’t afford to let the monster leave the library, either.


    Lyla dashed out of the left aisle, her blond hair and gold dress flying behind her. She was beautiful and terrifying.


    And going to meet her end.


    She glanced around, and Celia inched back. All her muscles tensed, ready. Go for the door. Offer a clean target. Please let something go smoothly in this cursed mansion.


    The vesperitti jerked back to the door and reached for the latch.


    Celia pounced. Two quick steps to Lyla. She plunged the knife down.


    Lyla twisted at the last second. The knife hit her shoulder blade and missed the heart. She screamed and smoke billowed, the acrid scents of blood and searing flesh hitting Celia’s nostrils. She struggled to keep her grip on the blade and yank it away.


    She grasped the narrow handle with her blood-free hand and ripped the knife out. Lyla swung with clawed fingers. Celia ducked, slashed Lyla’s forearm—a shallow cut, but it still drew more smoke and blood—then rolled out of the way.


    Lyla sneered. “I had a feeling you’d be more fun than Allette.”


    Celia matched her sneer. “Come see how fun I really am.”


    Lyla lunged. Celia sidestepped, blocked her swipe, and jabbed the knife into Lyla’s side. The blade hit a rib and plunged down, missing the heart again. Shit. Lyla twisted with unnaturally fast speed and clawed at Celia’s face. She stumbled back. Lyla’s nail caught the exposed flesh above Celia’s stiff bodice, drawing bloody slashes.


    Her chest burned, but she ignored it. The vesperitti brought her bloody nails to her mouth and licked them. The bitch was playing with her. Fine. Playing meant lack of focus. Celia adjusted her stance, ready, waiting. If she didn’t have the element of surprise, she always fared better when countering someone’s attack. This time, she wouldn’t miss the shriveled thing that monster called her heart.


    Lyla rushed at her. Fast. Her hands were a blur. Celia leapt to the side, hit the floor, and rolled. Books rattled and fell from the shelf. She scrambled to her feet, with a backhanded swipe of the knife to give her space, but Lyla grabbed the hem of Celia’s dress and yanked. Celia teetered, twisted, and lunged. The knife plunged into Lyla’s gut.


    The vesperitti growled and clamped a hand over the blade. Flesh seared and smoked. She twisted the knife free, yanking it from Celia’s grip, and tossed it. It skittered across the floor to the door.


    Celia punched Lyla in the face. Her nose broke with a resounding crack, and her grip on Celia loosened. A kick to the head sent Lyla reeling. Celia dashed past the vesperitti, diving for the knife, but Lyla snagged her foot and threw her back. The vesperitti leapt on her, grabbing the back of her head and smashing her face into the floor.


    Pain exploded. Celia struggled to hold onto consciousness. The knife was only inches away. She stretched. Just a little farther.


    Lyla slammed Celia’s head against the floor again. Stars burst across her vision. She bucked. The weight on her back shifted for just a heartbeat, and she squirmed closer to the knife. Her finger brushed the handle. Lyla grabbed the back of Celia’s bodice and flipped her over. Her hand flew toward Celia’s head.


    Celia twisted. Lyla’s knuckles skimmed her cheek and hammered into the floor. Celia rammed her fingers into Lyla’s throat. The vesperitti gasped and clutched her neck. With a heave, Celia hurled Lyla off her and threw herself to the knife.


    Her fingers wrapped around the hilt as a large, dark shape flew past her. She jerked up. It was Val. Thank goodness. She wasn’t so foolish as to refuse help. Lyla clawed at his face, and he grabbed her wrist, stopping her nails mere inches from his eyes. He punched at her stomach, but she veered away at the last minute and captured his arm.


    They writhed, Lyla throwing Val against the shelves. Books toppled on them. The shelf teetered. Val fought to heave Lyla off him, but she rammed him back. Wood snapped and the shelf crashed over. Val fell back, Lyla on top of him.


    This was her chance. Celia hurdled and plunged the knife into Lyla’s heart. Smoke burst from the wound. The vesperitti wailed and writhed. Val held her hands. Celia clung to the knife. The smoke billowed, whirling into a vortex reeking of blood and burning flesh.


    Lyla threw her head back, howling. Red light exploded from her eyes and mouth. She bucked again, tossing Celia onto the toppled shelves. Val shoved Lyla back. The light intensified, pouring from her. She clutched her heart. Gasped. And collapsed. With a whoosh, the light and smoke vanished.


    Val staggered to Celia and offered his hand. “Macerio will know she’s dead.”


    “I’m sure the whole house heard that.” She accepted his help up and grabbed the knife from Lyla’s corpse. “Let’s get that damned grimoire, find Ward, and finish this.”

  


  
    Thirty - One


    Ward shoved open the wrought-iron gate at the end of the long passage and stepped, thankfully, out of the house. Quirin growled and lurched behind him. Ward’s control was slipping.


    He clenched his bloody hand, concentrating on it, and its power wrapped around Quirin. The man quieted, but Ward doubted that would last long.


    To Ward’s left, at the top of the hill, stood the willow. The place where Allette said they needed to meet. Pink edged the eastern peaks, and the sky was definitely lighter than before. He raced up it to find Allette clutching a book to her chest and standing beside a jagged recessed rectangle cut in the long grass. Brina’s shallow, half-filled grave. Relief washed over Allette’s face when she saw him.


    “We have to hurry. It won’t take long for Macerio to figure out something’s wrong,” she said.


    “Agreed, but we have a slight problem.”


    Her gazed leapt over his shoulder to Quirin.


    “Sever your soul chain and the spell on him will end.”


    “It doesn’t work.”


    “Please. This is my only chance.”


    The words sent shivers through him. They were too similar to Celia’s when he’d woken her and she’d insisted she’d been murdered. He had the grimoire and couldn’t leave Allette to Macerio. There had to be a way to incapacitate Quirin long enough to sever Allette’s soul chain.


    That was it. Incapacitate. He’d done a reverse wake twice now on instinct alone. It was fast. Required a bolt of concentration—or of desperation, depending on the situation.


    “Ward, please,” Allette said, her voice desperate.


    It would have to be fast. As soon as he released control to concentrate on the reverse wake, the man would attack.


    Ward moved back and closed his eyes. A bolt. A strong lightning strike to force out his soul. He released his control of Quirin.


    The man growled. His footsteps pounded in the grass.


    Ward slapped his hands together, snatching the sticky power from Rodas’s blood, and imagined it slamming into Quirin.


    Something thudded, and Ward’s eyes snapped open. Quirin lay face-down in the grass, his hands inches from Ward’s boots.


    It worked! But for how long? He had no idea.


    He peeled his hands apart and wiped them in the grass. It did little to clean them.


    “Sit in the octagon with the grimoire.” Allette grabbed his hand and drew him to the grave.


    An octagon with goddess-eyes at the points was drawn on the dirt. He stopped mid-step. “What’s this?”


    “The best place to draw the sigil?”


    “What kind of spell is this?” A shiver swept over him. The residual magic from Brina’s soul and the energy created by the violence of her death would add power to the octagon.


    “You expended too much magic creating him.” She jerked her chin at Quirin. “I don’t have more to give you, so we needed to find another source.” She opened the grimoire to a spell near the back and handed it to him.


    He didn’t know what kind of effect the magic in Brina’s grave would have. But if he used it to give Allette her freedom, he’d have one of Habil’s grimoires. Two, if Celia had managed to steal hers.


    “We don’t have much time.” She knelt, unsheathed a dagger, and sliced her wrist, letting her blood drip into a bowl at her knees. It wasn’t much, only a few ounces, before her wound sealed.


    So it was true. They could heal any wound. He stepped into the grave and sat in the octagon, the grimoire open in his lap.


    She handed him the dagger and the bowl. “Thank you.”


    He opened his mouth to say something flippant, but if his spell worked, she wouldn’t get to thank him later.


    There was such hope in her eyes. He didn’t want to fail her, except he didn’t want to be the instrument of her death, either. There was a strange balance between physician and necromancer. As a physician, he was obligated to do everything within his ability to save lives. As a necromancer, he had to respect and understand the balance between life and death. In truth, there was no balance. He could no longer be a physician, and Allette’s life was unnatural. It was his duty to guide her soul back where it belonged.


    “You’re welcome.”


    She offered him a gentle smile and sat back.


    He smoothed the page before him. It was written in Vys. The language Enota had spoken when trying to turn the bounty hunter into a vesperitti. The spell was simple. Blood of the chosen, on the chosen and on the dagger, the chant, and power. Lots and lots of power.


    The grave beneath him and Allette’s blood would provide the magic. So, too, would everything around him. The grass, the tree, the rushing river. They all possessed magic. It was only a fraction of what was found in blood, but he’d take every little bit he could.


    He dipped his finger in the blood and drew a closed goddess-eye on Allette’s forehead, then smeared the edge of the blade.


    The spell said the chant would make the soul chain vulnerable, and when it was at its weakest, the blood-covered blade could sever it. Just above the creature’s heart.


    With his bloody finger, he activated the octagon. A rush of something swept over him, and he gasped. The hair on his arms and neck stood up.


    Goddess, what was that?


    “Ward?”


    “It’s all right.” He closed his eyes and concentrated on the chant. The words pulsed through his head, calling on magic to wither that which had been created by another and to imbue power into the dagger to sever the chain. Over and over he chanted, whirling a vortex of concentration and will, focusing his magic into a lance of intention.


    He imagined the magic from Brina’s soul and the violence from her death seeping from the grave, red and angry. He swept it up, spinning it into the remains of his magic. The imaginary ball of power grew and spun. He envisioned it bursting from him in a two-pronged trident. The one spike shooting into Allette’s soul chain, turning it brittle and weak. The other wrapping around the dagger until it shimmered.


    “You’re doing it.” Allette sounded so far away.


    The rush of imaginary magic filled his ears. Filled him. His pulse pounded, speeding up as the ball of magic whipped within him. He ground his teeth, determined not to get swept away.


    “I can see it weakening.”


    He opened his eyes but couldn’t see anything. He’d have to take her word.


    “Just a little more.”


    He nodded, afraid if he murmured anything but the chant he’d lose the spell.


    Something rustled behind him, and Allette’s eyes grew wide. “Hurry.”


    He glanced back. Quirin had risen to his hands and knees, and behind him, Macerio stormed toward the hillside from the wrought-iron gate. Ward’s heart pounded even harder. He clutched the book, willing his magic to manifest. The vortex within him throbbed, faster than his heart. Building, ever building, ready to explode.


    Allette leaned close, her knees on the edge of the grave. “Yes. Almost there.”


    He shouted the chant. In his mind’s eye, the magic erupted from him. The dagger flared red, the blood along its blade glowing and pulsing in time with Ward’s heart.


    “Now, Ward. Do it now.”


    Macerio yelled.


    Ward looked over his shoulder. The Innecroestri stormed up the hill, his hand outstretched. Allette staggered, her muscles twitching, just like Val’s had under Macerio’s control.


    “Please.” She screamed and clutched her chest.


    Ward scrambled over the edge of the grave, shoved her hands away, and slashed the blade through the air over her heart.


    She screamed again. Goddess, he’d killed her… But yes. That was the plan. Freeing her soul so she could cross the veil.


    She grabbed Ward’s wrist. “Thank you.”


    His throat tightened.


    Her breath came in quick pants.


    “You think you can take what’s mine,” Macerio growled. He pointed a finger at Quirin still on his hands and knees and barked a word Ward didn’t recognize.


    Quirin screamed, and blood poured from his eyes, nose, and mouth. He collapsed to the ground, and fire exploded in Ward’s chest.


    “Feel that? That’s what I felt when you murdered Lyla. That’s what the death of a vesperitti feels like.” Macerio kicked a line through the octagon, releasing the power gathered inside. “I welcome you into my house, and this is the thanks I get. The agony of a murdered pet.”


    Allette’s breath stilled.


    Ward squeezed the hilt of the dagger, his chest still burning.


    “I shared my sacred knowledge with you.” Macerio seized the front of Ward’s shirt and hauled him off the ground. “I embraced you as my apprentice. It’s been a long time since I’ve made a de’Ath suffer.”


    Ward sliced at Macerio’s wrist. It cut deep, scraping across bone. The Innecroestri didn’t even flinch. He grabbed the blade in his free hand, twisted it from Ward’s grip, and tossed it to the ground.


    Ward writhed and kicked, but Macerio held tight. His strength as unnatural as his vesperitti’s. He pressed a nail against Ward’s cheek. “Shall I make you bleed or rot?”


    Pain bit into Ward’s cheek, and heat seeped down to his jaw. Blood dripped onto his shoulder.


    “Rotting is always my favorite. You suffer more.”


    “No, you suffer,” Allette hissed. She snatched the dagger from the ground and plunged it into Macerio’s bicep.


    She drew back to strike again. He pointed at her, but nothing happened. His eyes widened.


    She slashed at his face. He stumbled back, dragging Ward along. Ward wrenched at his shirt to get free. Macerio batted off another of Allette’s attacks. He lost his balance and fell, pulling Ward down with him. He had to get free. He ripped the buttons from his shirt and shrugged out of it, scrambling to the side.


    Macerio shouted “stop” in Vys pointing at both Ward and Allette. All the muscles in Ward’s body contracted. Fire raced through him, and he dropped to his knees. An inferno consumed his heart.


    Allette staggered.


    “You know you can’t win. You can’t be free of me.”


    Allette’s lips curled back in a terrible smile. “Are you so sure of that?”


    Macerio flexed his hands, and pain exploded through Ward.


    Allette didn’t flinch, and Macerio’s eyes widened. She straightened and pointed the dagger at him. “This pet no longer has a leash.”


    Macerio’s mouth opened, to command, to scream, Ward didn’t know. In a heartbeat Allette was on top of Macerio. She plunged the dagger into his heart, yanked it out, and drove it in over and over again. With wild screams, she rammed the dagger into Macerio’s eye, shoved her hand into the hole she’d made in his chest, and ripped out his heart. “Who is the master now?”


    Ward couldn’t move. The pain was gone, but he couldn’t make his mind work. He was thankful Allette wasn’t dead, but she was supposed to be dead. A vesperitti couldn’t survive the severing of her soul chain. It just wasn’t possible. And without a doubt, she was still a vesperitti. Her speed and strength when she’d attacked Macerio had been inhuman.


    She turned to Ward. Blood covered her face, dress, and hands. She licked Macerio’s heart and shuddered, her eyes half-closed with pleasure.


    Goddess, what had he done?


    “Thank you, Ward,” she said, her voice sickeningly sweet.


    He swallowed. “You’re welcome.”


    “I know just the way to thank you, too.” She jerked the dagger from Macerio’s head and stood.


    “No thanks necessary,” he said, his voice cracking.


    “Really. I insist.”


    He forced himself to stand. Icy fear numbed his legs, his hands, everything. His mind banged through his options: run—no, a vesperitti could be faster than a man. This had to be a fight—damn. Not his favorite option, but currently his only one. No. He still had magic. An even worse option than fighting.


    He yanked the silver-plated knife from his sheath and held it ready.


    She lunged at him fast, knocked the knife from his hand, and grabbed his arm. Without thinking, he threw the image of the writhing ball of magic in his mind’s eye into Allette’s chest.


    She threw her head back and laughed. “Oh, Ward. You aren’t trying magic, are you?”


    He imagined more power, wrapping around her, binding her up.


    She laughed harder and pressed the flat of her blade against his cheek.


    Why wasn’t it working? He had to have enough magic. She really was a monster of legend, and now no one controlled her. There was blood everywhere, surely he could use that.


    She yanked him close, licking the blood on his cheek from Macerio’s cut. “You can try all you want, but without me, you’re barely even a necromancer.”


    Her words tumbled through him. Those conversations they’d had about magic, about him being blocked, and that he could release his potential. “You—”


    “Lied. You aren’t blocked. You’re just like Habil’s lover. Pathetic. A flicker of a necromancer, nothing more. You aren’t anything except dessert.”

  


  
    Thirty - Two


    Celia crested the hill with Val at her side and lurched to a stop. A few feet away, Allette held Ward close, a dagger pressed against his bloody cheek. Quirin lay face-down in the grass, and Macerio face up, a gaping hole in his chest. Something had gone horribly wrong. If she hadn’t been caught up with Lyla, or hadn’t taken the time to hide the spell book in Ward’s rucksack, she could have stopped this.


    But to what end? Macerio and Quirin were dead. And good riddance to them.


    Ward’s gaze locked onto hers from over Allette’s shoulder. Celia opened her mouth to call him, but a blast of hot air hit her in the back, and the dawn filled with wailing. Val staggered, clutched his chest, and gasped.


    She reached for him. “What is that?”


    “Death.” Allette tossed Ward to the ground and turned. She was covered in blood. It splattered her face, the front of her dress, and her arms. “You know what I’m talking about, Val.”


    “What does she mean?”


    Val straightened, but his face contorted in pain. “Macerio is dead. The magic keeping his vesperitti alive is failing.”


    Allette cackled, sounding far too much like Lyla. “Wonderful, isn’t it?”


    “It starts with the first.” Val sucked in a ragged breath.


    “But if it starts with the first—” Oh, Goddess. The spell Ward cast. She’d tricked him into freeing her. Ward shook but not with fear. His muscles were bunched as if he were inching toward something, hoping he wouldn’t be noticed.


    He gave a slight shake of his head, and she dragged her attention back to Allette. He was fine. Or at least he looked fine. Please let him be all right. She had to figure out what to do about Allette, who was now a vesperitti without a master.


    “Can you feel yourself slipping away, Val?” Allette asked.


    Another blast of hot air and wailing burst over the meadow. Val shuddered.


    “Piece by piece.” She licked the flat of her dagger. “I wonder how long it will take before you’re ripped from your corpse.”


    “Long enough to end you,” Val growled. He leapt at her. She twisted away, grabbing for Ward.


    Ward dove into the grass and jerked around, swinging his silver-plated knife at Allette. She hissed and shied back. Val tackled her, and they tumbled into the grass.


    Celia rushed at them. Val didn’t have a silver blade; he was going to need help. Ward scrambled to his feet, the knife held out. Allette clawed at Val’s face, drawing deep rents. Blood dripped down on her, and Val’s wounds didn’t close up. She growled and yanked him around, exposing her back.


    Celia leapt at them, plunging her silver knife toward Allette’s heart. The vesperitti twisted, and Celia’s blade skidded off a rib. Allette stood, hauled Val with her—with more strength than her tiny frame could ever have—and threw Val at Celia. She sidestepped, knowing she couldn’t catch someone of his weight. He landed on his heels and tumbled onto his back. He groaned and clambered to his feet.


    Ward swung his knife at Allette. It was an obvious attack, but it threw Allette off balance. She twisted away, and Celia lunged. Her knife caught the vesperitti’s forearm. Flesh hissed, and smoke billowed from the wound.


    Allette scrambled back, glancing from Celia to Ward. Val squared his shoulders and took a heavy step forward.


    “The odds aren’t in your favor,” Celia said.


    More hot air and wailing swept over the meadow.


    “If I wait, my odds will get better. Brother Val, here, will be dead.”


    “Think you’ve got that long?” Val growled.


    She turned to Ward and blew him a kiss. “You have my thanks, oh mighty necromancer.”


    Ward grimaced. Celia couldn’t imagine what he was thinking. They’d all been tricked.


    Faster than Celia thought possible, Allette leapt onto Brina’s half-filled grave, grabbed Macerio’s spell book, and bolted away.


    Val sagged to his knees and clutched his chest. Celia dropped to the ground beside him. It wasn’t fair a monster like Allette would live and Val had to die. But nothing about the world was fair. She’d learned that when she was a child.


    Goddess, curse the truth! This time, the innocent had to be saved. How could she justify her existence if Val couldn’t be saved?


    Ward could save lives…and control death. He hugged himself, the knife still in his hand, his mouth set in a hard line. Blood smeared dark across his cheek, and his nose was swollen.


    “Save him.”


    He hugged himself tighter. “I can’t.”


    “You mean you won’t.”


    Val moaned and bent over, pressing his forehead to the ground.


    “Please.”


    “No. I can’t.”


    She jerked to her feet, and he shied back. “I don’t care about your necromancer oaths or whatever. You owe him.” Her throat tightened. It was ridiculous how important this was. But she had to save Val. She couldn’t be the one who remained alive. She’d been brought back for all the wrong reasons.


    A hot tear trailed down her face, and she furiously rubbed it from her cheek.


    Ward reached for her hands but stopped before making contact. “Celia, I—”


    “Please. He’s a good man.”


    “I know,” Ward said.


    “Then why?”


    Val brushed her leg with a weak hand. “It’s all right.”


    “No, it’s not.” She dropped to her knees beside him. “Ward will fix this. You don’t deserve this.”


    Ward knelt beside her. “I can’t. I don’t have the magical strength.”


    “Yes, you can. You brought Quirin back and those flowers—”


    “That was all Allette’s power. She needed a necromancer to focus her magic or something. I’m still not sure what happened.” His shoulders sagged. “I’m still…nothing.”


    She grabbed his arm and yanked him close. The fool couldn’t see the proof right before him. When she got her hands on Allette, she was going to make the bitch pay for showing Ward what he really was and then tearing it away from him. “You’re still Edward de’Ath the fourth, eighth-generation necromancer. And you brought me back without anyone’s help.”


    “I—”


    “I know you have no idea what you did. I don’t care. Val saved your life. You owe him at least to try.”


    Val shuddered and groaned.


    “For the sake of all that’s good. Just try.” She released Ward and sliced the knife across her forearm. “You need blood. I got lots.”


    “Dark Son’s curses.” He slapped his hand over her wound.


    She dropped the knife and pressed her hand on top of his. “Please.”


    His eyes were dark pools filled with concern and uncertainty. It broke her heart to see the magical confidence he’d developed over the crazy few days here vanish. She’d thought he’d finally embraced the glimmer she’d seen back in Brawenal.


    


    Ward stared at Celia. She had such faith in him. More likely, it was such desperation. Val had been helpful. But Ward had been so wrong about Allette. Could he let another masterless vesperitti survive?


    If he didn’t try, Celia would never forgive him. One bad option after another.


    “Bind this, and I’ll try.”


    She practically melted with relief.


    He’d never seen her so concerned for another person before. It really was proof how much she cared for Val. He yanked his attention from her. Focus on Val.


    Ward had no idea how to save Val. Allette had taken the enspelled dagger, so he couldn’t sever his soul chain. He placed a hand on Val’s shoulder. The man groaned but didn’t look up. Still alive, but barely.


    All he had was his imagination and a whole lot of prayer. Goddess, please.


    He pressed his bloody palms to Val’s cheeks but didn’t urge the man to look up. For Celia. For the kindness still remaining in Val’s heart and all the torment he’d suffered at Macerio’s hands.


    Ward called on knowledge from the Light Son, power over the dead from the Dark Son, and grace and well-being from the Goddess. Beneath Ward’s fingers, Val’s pulse fluttered, weak and dying.


    A stillness settled within Ward, a pinprick of peace at his heart. It seeped across his chest and down his arms and legs. It filled every crack within his soul, every pore, every drop of blood. Using the technique he’d learned from Allette, he delved into his imagination and saw the meadow around him glimmering with magic. It drifted from the waving grass and mingled with the moonlight. It radiated red and angry from Brina’s grave and Macerio’s corpse. And pulsed pure and white from Celia.


    It was all there, just like Grandfather had said, except the bloodless magic was so much stronger. It wasn’t the same as the magic within Celia or Macerio or Brina. There was a difference to its pulse. It was slower but just as strong.


    No, it couldn’t just be his imagination, a figment of his desperate thoughts. He saw that Macerio’s death had seeped through the soul chain and was sucking the magic from Val. How could Ward’s imagination know to draw an image to represent that?


    Allette had said he was weak. He wasn’t strong enough to save anyone and—


    Val shuddered.


    Above him, a crack of light flared. It rippled, radiating love. A fissure between this world and the next. The Goddess was coming for Val.


    Without thinking, Ward grasped for all the magic surrounding him, blood or otherwise. He swept it up, pulling it from the grass and moonlight and Macerio’s corpse. It filled him, becoming the whirling vortex that had appeared when he brought the flowers back to life, when he called Quirin back, and when he’d freed Allette. He shoved it into Val and it exploded into him, ferocious, without focus.


    Ward struggled to control it, bend it to his will. He needed to tie Val’s soul to his body. He would not let Val cross and would defy the Goddess as no necromancer should. He was disrupting the balance between life and death…again. And there would be a price to pay.


    The magic surged from him, pouring and pouring. He had no control. Please, make the spell work.


    He couldn’t catch his breath. He spun with the power, around and around. The glowing meadow and moonlight and everything disappeared. Even the fissure in the veil. There was only the roar of magic and an all-consuming darkness.


    And then nothing.


    No sound. No magic. Only the darkness.


    He was empty. An aching void filled his heart. His throat tightened at the all-consuming loss. He wasn’t even sure what he was missing.


    Ward.


    Yes. That’s what he was missing. Himself. His essence.


    “Ward.” The voice blew through him, a soft, clear chime on a still morning.


    His essence picked up the note in sympathetic vibration. Gentle. Sure. The darkness bled into silvery light. Crickets chirped. Grass rustled. And a breeze caressed his temple.


    He smiled. It wasn’t a breeze.


    He opened his eyes. Celia leaned over him, her pale gaze filled with concern, her cheeks damp with tears. He brushed his thumb across the wet track, and her fingers stopped mid-stroke. Her mouth pressed into a tight line.


    “I didn’t do it. I couldn’t save him, could I?” He hadn’t wanted to fail her, but it was inevitable. “I’m so sorry.”


    “No, you stupid necromancer.” She cupped his face in her hands. “You saved him. But if you ever do that to yourself again, I’m going to kill you.”


    “Promises, promises.” He pressed his palm against her hand, leaned into her touch, and closed his eyes. He could lie this way all day, empty of thought, of magic, of everything but the feel of her close to him.

  


  
    Thirty - Three


    Dawn flooded the eastern horizon in full, although this edge of the valley still lay in partial shadows. It had been a good hour since Macerio had died, and Celia watched his mansion burn. The death of his vesperitti had sent the houseguests into a panic—not to mention the sudden disappearance of the magic entrancing them. It was easy to herd them down the old pilgrims’ road toward Brawenal City when Val had set fire to the east wing. Now, the entire mansion was engulfed in flames, billowing dark clouds of smoke flooding the lightening sky.


    She and Ward had gone through their darkest night yet and survived. Again.


    She adjusted the strap of her rucksack on her shoulder. Inside was a change of clothes, an extra dagger, food, and Macerio’s spell book. Ward had said it needed to be destroyed. Just like the mansion needed to be destroyed, since there was no knowing what other evil was hidden within it. The books, like the house, were just as dangerous. But she couldn’t bring herself to toss the grimoire into the fire.


    At the moment, it was her only connection to figuring out what Ward had done to her when he’d called her soul back from across the veil, and it was more important than ever to understand what she was. Perhaps, if she knew what, she could figure out who. She no longer knew how to think of herself, what her purpose was, or the nature of her relationship with Ward. Not that they had a relationship. If she knew what she was, perhaps, Ward would know how to look at her.


    But was that even a true desire? She had no way of knowing how much like a vesperitti she really was. There were too many unanswered questions. And a few she was afraid to ask.


    Regardless, Ward was safe. He could continue to the Holy City of Gyja. Would he invite her to come along? Or would this be the end for them?


    She bit back a growl. She wouldn’t know anything until she talked with him. Goddess, she’d never been so nervous about a conversation before.


    Hugging herself, she turned her back on the flames and looked to the top of the hillside. Ward sat in the grass, surrounded by Macerio’s soul jars, freeing the captured souls and guiding them across the veil. He’d collapsed after saving Val and woke looking more exhausted than ever. It probably didn’t help that somehow his nose had been broken and his right eye was going black.


    “Does he ever stop?” Val asked as he waded through the tall grass to her side, squinting in the light. Even the early morning shadows seemed to hurt his eyes.


    “Not that I’ve noticed.”


    “I can see why you’re drawn to him.” He ran a hand through his pale hair. He looked tired, too, but he didn’t look as if he’d been on the brink of death. Had he dined after Ward saved him? He’d probably had to. “I’m glad you convinced me to save him.”


    She snorted. “So he could save you in return?”


    “No.” He took her hand and turned her to face him. He would have made a good husband—if she’d been in search of a normal marriage before his disappearance. “Because he’s a good man.”


    Which was what she loved about Ward. He did things not because they were easy or he would gain something from them, but because they were just. He had the courage to stand against incredible odds to do what was right. No one from her world would have ever done that.


    Val raised her hand and brushed her knuckles with his lips. “You are unlike any woman I’ve ever met, Celia Carlyle.”


    This was goodbye. She could see it in his eyes. She didn’t know what he was going to do or where he was going to go, but she knew in her gut their paths were parting. He couldn’t go home just as much as she couldn’t. He, like her, was unique. A creation of Ward’s unusual magic. Magic Ward still didn’t believe he possessed.


    She wished she could figure out how to make Ward realize the truth. When he’d saved Val, the air had crackled with power. Invisible lightning had raced along her skin. Ward possessed incredible magical strength. She’d seen it in Brawenal and again today. She didn’t understand how magic worked, but she recognized strength when she saw it, and Ward was strong.


    Val chuckled, and she dragged her attention back to him.


    “Now I know what’s on your mind when you drift off like that.”


    Heat seeped up her neck. She really was becoming like Ward, getting lost in her thoughts.


    “He’s a lucky man.”


    “More lives than a cat.”


    Val brushed his lips across her knuckles again. “That wasn’t what I meant.”


    No, it wasn’t. “Keep safe.”


    He looked up at the hillside and Ward. “You, too.” His meaning was clear. Both of them.


    Yes, she would keep him safe. It was her only purpose now and one her heart wouldn’t allow her to deny. It didn’t matter what the nature of their relationship was. She could hope for more. Perhaps, someday, she’d work up the courage to ask for more.


    


    Ward rubbed his face with his hands. Pain lanced through his nose and between his eyes, and he jerked his hands away. Quirin’s punch really had broken his nose. Around him, Macerio’s soul jars lay empty. With the last of Ward’s concentration, he’d guided the final soul to the veil to be free and at peace. One of the few good things to have come out of that evening, or was that morning? A powerful Innecroestri had been brought to justice and his imprisoned souls freed. Although two masterless vesperitti remained.


    Quirin did not remain. His corpse still lay a few feet away. Val said Macerio had shattered Ward’s soul chain and the magic keeping Quirin’s soul in his body had burst apart. It hurt that Ward couldn’t save Quirin in life and couldn’t save his soul in death. The two fundamental things he was supposed to be good at.


    He glanced at the burning mansion. Two figures stood close together, outlined by the blaze. Celia and Val. They were a better match than Celia and him. They had more in common, like Brawenal’s court and their unlife. He forced himself to smile, but it felt more like a sneer. He wanted to be happy for her. He should be happy for her.


    Given her unusual existence, it was almost impossible for her to find someone who’d accept her. Val did. It was clear in how close they stood together and how they looked at each other. Who was Ward to stand in their way? Besides, he wasn’t even sure if Celia and he had been friends.


    He forced that thought away. He was tired of feeling sorry for himself because the woman he wanted was unobtainable.


    Something rustled in the grass behind him. The instinct to turn, face trouble, flashed through his mind, but he was exhausted. Instead, he glanced back.


    Nazarius strode toward him. Wonderful. Well, if the Master wanted Ward to do another job, he was going to have to wait. Once he was rested, he had unfinished business with Allette.


    Nazarius picked up an empty soul jar. “You know, you’re supposed to take care of yourself as well as everyone else.”


    “They’d suffered long enough.”


    “Pietro would be proud.”


    Ward tried to raise an eyebrow, but it made his face hurt. “So he really is a Thalonist.”


    “I didn’t lie to you in Brawenal. If you couldn’t have saved his body, he needed a necromancer to guide his soul across the veil.” Nazarius offered a wry smile. “And he is my brother.”


    “Through the brotherhood of the Quayestri.”


    “When you put your life in someone else’s hands, they become family.” Nazarius set the soul jar on the ground with the others and offered Ward a hand up. “You’d do anything for Celia.”


    “Please tell me this isn’t another threat from the Seer. I’ve kind of had a busy night.”


    “No. I’m just pointing out the truth.” Nazarius reached into his pocket and pulled out Ita’s locket. He tossed it at Ward who—much to his surprise—caught it. “Recompense for a job well done.”


    Ward turned the locket over in his hand. It glowed ever so slightly for a heartbeat, then the light faded.


    “The Seer suggests you don’t sell it.”


    “Where could I possibly sell it? I’m in the middle of nowhere in the Red Mountains.”


    Nazarius raised an eyebrow with better effect than Ward could manage, even if his face didn’t hurt. “He also suggests not to do what you’re planning.”


    “And what would that be?” Celia asked, slinking through the grass, her hand on the hilt of her dagger.


    Nazarius dipped into a court bow. “My lady.”


    “What do you think Ward is planning?” She drew closer to Ward.


    “It’s the beginning of the day. Now is the time to reveal plans,” Nazarius said.


    “Actually, it’s time to recuperate. Ward?”


    He could hear all the unasked questions in his name. Who was this man? What did he know that she didn’t? If he told her the truth, Ward had no idea how the Master would react.


    Nazarius knelt and picked up the bowl from Allette’s spell. A small pool of her blood sat at the bottom, dark and viscous. The rest had dried and crusted up the sides. He handed the bowl to Ward. So Nazarius knew. The Master must have foreseen that Ward would go after Allette.


    Any deaths Allette now caused were on Ward’s hands, and he had no doubt she would kill. She’d been trapped under Macerio’s control for too long.


    “Darkness lies down this path,” Nazarius said.


    “I know.” Ward purposely sought to destroy a life. Even if it was one unjustly maintained. As a necromancer, he had an obligation to maintain the balance. And as a man, he had to right his wrongs.


    He’d set a monster free. He had to bring her to justice.


    “What’s he talking about, Ward?” Celia asked.


    “I have to go after Allette.”


    She remained focused on Nazarius. “No, you don’t. You’ve done your duty here with Macerio.”


    “I set her free.”


    “How will you even find her?” Concern edged her voice. He wanted to give in, let her know he wasn’t going to do something foolish. But he couldn’t. He really hoped she wouldn’t tackle him again, and yet…


    “There’s a spell. I have her blood, I can use it to find her.” It was one more step into the soul-destroying darkness that was blood magic, but it had to be done.


    “This is your last warning,” Nazarius said.


    Celia yanked her dagger free. “And who are you?”


    Nazarius raised his hands and stepped back. “A friend.”


    Not the word Ward would have picked. But it would do. “Tell him I’m duly warned.”


    “He already knows.”


    “And?”


    “I’m here to help.”


    Not what Ward had expected at all.


    Celia narrowed her eyes. “Can we trust him?”


    If the Master wanted him dead, Nazarius could easily kill him. If they could trust him, a skilled swordsman would be invaluable. At the moment, Ward was too tired to care. Wait a minute. “What do you mean, can we trust him? Aren’t you and Val—?”


    She shrugged. “Val has his own path to walk.”


    “But—” Her words muddled in his head.


    “Ward.” She stepped closer to him and glared at Nazarius, who backed up a step. “Where you go, I go.”


    Right. “Because we don’t know what will happen if we separate. Because of my spell.”


    Something slid across her expression. He wasn’t sure what, but it was serious and sad. Then she flashed her ‘I love danger’ smile. “I’m not letting you have all the fun vesperitti hunting.”


    “I’m not sure if fun is the right word.”


    “Of course it is. Hunting a powerful creature that can only be killed by a precision strike to the heart with a silver blade. You don’t think I’d pass on that, do you?”


    Ward shook his head but couldn’t keep his smile at bay. This was the Celia he’d first met. The one he’d fallen in love with. Wild, adventurous. Full of life. “You’re mad, you know that.”


    “I’m only happy when I’m dodging crossbow bolts and facing four-to-one odds.”


    Nazarius cleared his throat. “So?”


    Ward glanced from Nazarius the Tracker to Celia the undead assassin. They were a strange group. But they had a strange goal. They might just survive their next adventure. “I really need to rest.”


    “And maybe set that nose,” Nazarius said.


    Ward winced, and pain shot through his face.


    “You know,” Celia said, taking his hand and sending a shiver of attraction through him, “we probably should have waited a day before burning down the mansion.”


    “I’ll remember that for next time.” He squeezed her fingers.


    Two weeks ago, he couldn’t have imagined the turn his life would have taken. Who knew what would happen two weeks from now? Souls had been saved and a great evil had been stopped.


    And Celia was still at his side. Maybe, just maybe, there was hope for them.
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