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    The Story So Far 

    Once, a mighty civilization bestrode the world, a towering wonderland of shining cities and dreams beyond compare, based on the applied principles of magic. The sorcerers who built the world thought it would go on forever… 

    … And then came the Cataclysm. 

    In a heartbeat, the world ended. The shining cities died in fire. The sorcerers died screaming. Wild magic ran rampant, shifting and changing all who were unlucky enough to survive the first moments of fire. The magic had turned on humanity, and only a handful lived to build a new world. With Greyshade leading the way, the new principles of magic are being codified and put to work rebuilding the lost world. 

    John, a blacksmith’s son, was born with a rare magical talent, one that guaranteed his acceptance at Greyshade’s school. His power made him stand out, winning him the love of Katrina Amador—a high-class girl descended from a man who’d build a kingdom in the ruins of the bygone world—and the respect of his tutors.  

    But John was not content to learn at the pace they set. Figuring out how to use a tattoo as a magic focus, John tried to teach the technique to his lover. It was a disaster. Katrina was nearly burnt to death, and John was summarily expelled. 

    On the advice of Greyshade, John headed west to join a band of adventurers on the edge of civilization. The team accepted him as one of their own on a series of missions, from rescuing kidnapped girls to facing a demented sorcerer who’d crafted a slave kingdom deep within the badlands, and John eventually came to accept his new role. But he could never put the past behind him… 

    … And, eventually, it came knocking at his door. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Prologue—Five Years Ago 

    “Are you paying attention?” 

    John, son of John, tried not to flinch as Master Yemen bore down on him. Magical Engineering was an interesting class, under other circumstances, but the lecture had been boring, and he’d spent most of it staring at Katrina Amador. She was so different from the girls he’d known in the village, in so many ways, that she’d caught his attention without ever trying. He wanted to speak to her, and yet he found himself tongue-tied every time he tried. 

    “Yes, Master,” John lied.  

    He braced himself, expecting everything from a stern lecture to a punishment that would leave him scarred for life. Master Yemen wasn’t known for being kind to students who didn’t pay attention in his class. The lectures might be long and boring, but they imparted information the students desperately needed when they moved to practical work.  

    John had devised a small charm to help him recall the tutor’s words, and yet, for reasons he’d yet to figure out, it wasn’t perfect. The recorded words lacked a certain immediacy. 

    “I see,” Master Yemen said. “Perhaps you could explain to the class the importance of attaching one’s motivator to one’s locomotive?” 

    John silently thanked all the gods he’d read ahead. “The motivator provides the power for the locomotive, but the power can spill out in all directions if the connections aren’t hardwired into the device. If that happens, the very best you can expect is the device simply melting or warping under the influx of tainted magic.” 

    Master Yemen cocked his head sharply. “And at worst?” 

    “The device will explode.” John was still hazy on precisely where the magic power came from before it was channeled into the device, but there were enough horror stories for him to guess the answer. “Or anyone standing nearby will wish it had exploded.” 

    “A fanciful answer, but technically correct.” Master Yemen turned and walked back to the front of the class. “As you can see, the motivator is a vitally important piece of modern magic. It provides the clean magic we rely on to run our devices and—” his voice lightened slightly “—it was invented by our very own headmaster.” 

    John kept his face under tight control. Headmaster Greyshade was a hero. Everyone said as much and, to be fair, he really had done most of the things they said he’d done. He was the sole surviving magician from the old days, before the Cataclysm had shattered the world-spanning civilization beyond repair and reduced the known world to thirteen kingdoms on the edge of a warped and twisted landscape, and the one who’d first codified the new principles of magic that brought sorcery back into the world, but… John didn’t trust him. He wasn’t sure why, yet his instincts insisted there was something wrong with the headmaster.  

    But the way everyone kisses his arse doesn’t help, he reflected. He’d grown up in a village where everyone had to pretend they liked the local landlord, even though they wouldn’t shed a tear if he was brutally murdered by wild wizards or outlaws, but the old bastard hadn’t received even a hundredth of the flattery poured on Greyshade. There were times it seemed everyone was competing to come up with newer and better ways to crawl in front of him, begging for his favor. Does anyone know the real him? 

    Master Yemen continued, his tone returning to normal, “You will be provided with motivators for your practical work. You will be expected, at the end of the year, to produce a working device, one that channels the power into something useful. Something magical. Remember, plain and simple is better than flashy and complex.” 

    John nodded. The old man was right about that. The more complex the designs, the harder it was to put them into practice, and the greater the chance of something going spectacularly wrong. The wreckage of the days of yore, where sorcerers had built castles in the clouds, or great flying cities, or even compressed giant mansions into simple apartment blocks, stood in testament to the folly of relying too much on magic.  

    John had no idea how many of the stories were true, and how many had grown in the telling, but he didn’t have to walk far to see the ruins of bygone days. The older students had dared him to spend a night in the ruins a few months ago. The prefects had put a stop to it before he’d left the school. 

    Katrina Amador stuck up her hand.  

    Master Yemen barely looked at her. “Yes, Miss Amador?” 

    “You tell us you’ll be providing us with motivators.” If Katrina was insulted by his lack of regard, she didn’t show it. “Why don’t you teach us how to make them for ourselves?” 

    Master Yemen stared at her for a long moment. “If you had read your textbooks, you would have noted that motivators are extremely complex pieces of magical engineering, requiring a level of skill far beyond fourteen-year-old students. They are generally produced by magicians who have spent years honing their craft, magicians who have been practicing magic longer than you’ve been alive. I would not expect this class to produce a working motivator. It would be like expecting a child to take up adult responsibilities before even leaving the crib.” 

    John saw Katrina flush and felt a hot flash of anger. “Master,” he said before he could think better of it, “why are there no instructions for producing motivators in the library?” 

    “Because their design is a state secret,” Master Yemen said, tartly. “The craftsmen who produce them, young man, take oaths of secrecy so intense, they literally cannot share the details in any way, shape, or form. The secret must not be allowed to get out.” 

    “Yes, Master,” John said, “but…” 

    Master Yemen eyed him nastily. “But what?” 

    John hesitated, trying to put his arguments into words. The hell of it was, he had a pretty good argument, if he was willing to discuss his past. He’d grown up in a village where half the work was done by hand, and the rest by animals. Access to even a handful of the wonders he’d seen as a student magician would change the villagers’ lives for the better, but there was no hope of that as long as the supply of magical devices was so limited. While the textbooks hadn’t made it explicit, John knew enough to deduce the reason the supply was so limited. There just weren’t enough motivators to go around. 

    But he couldn’t say it. He’d learnt to keep his mouth shut about his origins. 

    “The shortage of motivators limits the expansion of our society,” he said finally. “If we had more, we’d be able to expand faster, and develop newer and better ways to make use of magic, instead of relying on cables and—” 

    Master Yemen cut him off. “You are aware, of course, that the widespread use of magic played a major role in the collapse of the old world? They used magic for everything! They built their homes out of magic, raised great towers out of magic, lifted cities to the skies through magic, and when the laws of magic changed, that society crumbled to dust and died. We dare not risk the loss of our society. If we let the secret out, if we let everyone produce their own motivators, what will happen to our world?” 

    Greyshade would no longer be in control, John thought. The headmaster didn’t rule the world, not precisely, but he had enough influence to ensure his suggestions were almost always taken for orders. His control over the new magic was almost absolute. And who knows who’d take his place? 

    “We might have more healing spells,” he said instead. It was funny how motivators made it easier to devise spells and potions, even though they could be cast or brewed without one. “Or newer and better sliders and landships, and—” 

    “We must not repeat the mistakes of the past,” Master Yemen said. “And you can write me an essay on the dangers of allowing uncontrolled magic to fall into unworthy hands, due the end of the week.” 

    John groaned. A punishment essay. He’d sooner take the manual labor. The aristos might bitch and moan about having to do chores—oh, the horror—but he’d grown up in a village. Chopping firewood was hardly a new thing for him. He’d even earned some money by working for the janitor, doing tasks that were unpleasant, but hardly difficult. And yet the aristos made them sound worse than being flogged to death. 

    He sighed inwardly as Master Yemen assigned partnerships. He had little love for his village’s landlord, nor the greater master above him, who served a greater lord in turn. The man wasn’t a complete fool, but who knew what he’d do if he found himself with unrestricted magic? Or the kings might swear blind they could trace their ancestry back thousands of years, yet in truth they were little more than lucky warlords. What would they do if Greyshade gave them unrestricted access to magic? 

    “Hi,” a female voice said. John looked up to see Katrina. “It seems we’ll be working together.” 

    John blinked, feeling his heart start to race. “We are?” 

    “Yeah.” Katrina sat beside him and shoved a sheaf of papers under his nose. “And I already have great plans for our project. We’ll get the highest grade in the class.” 

    And they did. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter One 

    “I feel like an idiot,” John moaned as he walked down the street, “and I look like one, too.” 

    “I couldn’t possibly comment,” Scout said archly, “but no one will be looking at your face.” 

    John sighed. The outfit was almost a grotesque parody of the clothes he’d worn when Katrina had dragged him to a masked ball, right down to the sheer whirlwind of colors that made him look like a blancmange on legs. He might not be a sight for sore eyes, the nasty part of his mind reflected, but anyone who looked at him would get sore eyes.  

    The mask, covering his upper face, was almost pointless. He’d given himself a handful of fake warts and scars on his jaw to mislead anyone who happened to look at his face, but he doubted anyone would. They’d be too busy sniggering at the walking jelly. 

    “Perhaps not,” he agreed, “but at least you look stunning.” 

    Scout elbowed him. Her dress was as elaborate as the ballroom outfits Katrina had worn, once upon a time, complete with a frame under the silk that ensured no one could do anything more intimate than hold hands, unless they were prepared to break the frame. Scout had covered herself from head to toe, then used cloth to make her breasts and hips look several times larger than they were. It looked almost as if she were wearing a tent.  

    It was difficult to believe the girl he knew was the fancy woman in front of him, but… he shook his head. No one else would recognize her the moment she took off the dress and ran. Scout’s weirdling gifts made her hard to see even at the best of times. 

    John held out a hand, bracing himself as they walked towards the lodge. It was easily the largest building he’d seen in the badlands, five floors tall, with a surprisingly pretty garden surrounded by walls.  

    It stood in odd contrast to the grim mining town around it, where men worked their lives away in hopes of striking it rich. He shuddered, reminding himself, not for the first time, that his childhood could’ve been much worse. The children he’d seen in town were lucky if they weren’t fetching and carrying for the miners almost as soon as they could walk, then working in the mines themselves when they reached puberty. John had heard tales. The town’s owners had trapped their entire population in debts they could never hope to repay, debts passed down from parents to children. 

    He schooled his face into a mask as they passed the guards, who looked them up and down before waving them inside. In theory, the lodge belonged to everyone, the one place the entire population could meet as equals. In practice, it was owned and effectively dominated by Boss Edwards, the undisputed master of the town. A man, if the reports were accurate, who had somehow merged his roles as a ruthless businessman and an underground kingpin into a single entity. It was not that different, John reflected, from the aristos to the east. If you enjoyed the boss’ patronage, you went far; if you didn’t, you were screwed… and not in a good way. 

    The music seemed to burst out at them as they pushed through the doors and stepped into the lodge. It was a ballroom, a pub, a dining hall, and a multitude of other things, all compressed into one.  

    John’s eyes swept the room, spotting dozens of men and women in fancy outfits and masks, bright colors blurring together into a nightmarish mockery of the aristos he’d known. There were no visible weapons—Boss Edwards had ordered his guests to come unarmed—but he’d be astonished if some of the people weren’t carrying concealed weapons or objects that could be turned into weapons at a moment’s notice. A handful of maids scurried about, dressed in outfits that belonged in brothels rather than aristo ballrooms.  

    John doubted anyone knew or cared about the maids not being particularly authentic. They were only here because their master had summoned them. 

    Boss Edwards himself sat on a raised chair, his eyes sweeping the room. He was a tall, powerfully built man, his slight paunch and long beard failing to detract from the air of menace and imminent violence that surrounded him like a shroud. His suit was poorly tailored, yet John doubted anyone would dare point it out. The clearly visible gold chains were proof he was a very powerful man, indeed. 

    A maid stopped in front of them and bowed so deeply, she left nothing to the imagination. “Would you like a drink, my lord?” 

    John felt a stab of pity. The maid looked utterly terrified.  

    “No, thank you,” he said. He hadn’t wanted to know she had a mole on her right breast. “We want to dance.” 

    The maid bowed again and hurried off. John scowled, then forced himself to relax as Scout pulled him onto the dance floor, leading the way around the room. The dancers didn’t seem to know what they were doing, but half were too drunk to care, and the other half were merely having fun.  

    John kept his eyes open, mentally tagging the guards, the guests who were probably carrying weapons, and the locations of the exits. They’d learnt from their sources the lodge had quite a few secrets. The entire structure had been designed to allow the master and his trusted associates to move around without being seen. 

    He kept his face blank as he spotted Joyce and Bard on the other side of the room, whirling around as if they were a middle-aged couple trying to reclaim their youth. John felt a twinge of admiration at how well they played their roles, from Bard constantly ogling the maids to Joyce dragging him away every time his staring became too obvious. If he hadn’t known Bard, John would have fallen for the act. He allowed himself another twinge of pity as he saw the maids backing away. They had no way to know it was all a pretense. 

    Scout’s dark fingers twitched into a message. Magic? 

    John closed his eyes, trusting her to steer him around the floor as he reached out with his senses. Magic was rare in the mining town, but if there was anyone in the district who had a semi-legal or flatly illegal magician in their service, it was Boss Edwards.  

    He frowned briefly as he mentally touched a handful of wards, low power, but put together with enough skill to worry him. He couldn’t tell if the caster had been trained at school, like himself.  

    He scowled again. Boss Edwards could pay in more than just money. The bastard would happily indulge the worst of perversions if it meant keeping a magician under his thumb.  

    Wards, he signaled back. Low-level, but there. 

    He tensed as the clock chimed the hour. It was time. 

    Joyce bumped into a gaudily dressed man, then swung around and shouted, “How dare you grope me?” 

    Bard howled something incoherent and punched the man with immense force. John knew he’d held back—Bard was a blademaster, and a great deal stronger than he looked—but it was still something his victim couldn’t ignore.  

    The victim staggered forward, his companions closing ranks behind him; Joyce shouted again, acting for all the world like a woman demanding her man protect her honor, as Ted and Hans made things worse by punching the nearest targets or throwing beer in their faces. The fight was on before anyone, even Boss Edwards, could stop it. 

    John had no time to watch as Scout led him to the exit. A guard stood beside it, arms crossed over his chest as his eyes flickered between Scout’s fake chest and the growing fistfight.  

    John muttered a quick charm, and the guard’s eyes unfocused, slipping into a waking dream as John and Scout pushed past him and into the corridor beyond. John muttered a brief command—entranced people tended to be highly suggestible, and having a guard go wild would add to the chaos—and then closed the door behind him, drawing his focus as they hurried to the hidden staircase and headed up.  

    The sound behind them faded with astonishing speed. John glanced at the walls, puzzled. They were so thin he thought he could put a fist through them without even trying. 

    Scout collapsed the frame under her dress as they reached the top of the stairs and stepped out into a meeting room. John tried not to roll his eyes at the décor—the chamber was as crude as any other, but the lodge had hung a flag from the wall—as Scout found the inner door, then nodded.  

    John stepped forward, tapping his focus against the lock, and reaching out with his magic. It was a fiendishly complex design, with several spells woven into the metal to make it impossible to pick without magic. John allowed himself a moment of admiration, then channeled his own magic into the lock. The designer was clever, but not clever enough. John didn’t have to pick the lock. He just had to convince it he’d put the right key in the keyhole. 

    The door clicked open. John raised his focus, bracing himself. Boss Edwards was no magician, as far as anyone knew, but he had at least one magician in his service, someone who might sense the lock opening and come to investigate.  

    They’d found out everything they could about the lodge, yet none of their sources had ever been into the boss’ private chambers. There could be anything in there, from his private drinks cabinet to a small army of guards or whores. The air smelled unpleasant as they inched into the darkened chamber.  

    John muttered a night-vision spell and peered around. The office was as dark and silent as the grave. The walls were bare, save for a single painting that dominated the wall behind the heavy wooden desk. John was no prude, but even he flushed when he looked at the painting. It was so explicit, he found it hard to look at it. 

    “Check behind the painting,” Scout ordered. “And hurry!” 

    John nodded. The fight wouldn’t last forever, no matter what the team downstairs did to prolong the struggle, and then Boss Edwards would wonder if the whole affair had been a diversion. He put the thought out of his head as he tested the painting for magic, then pulled it from the wall.  

    A weird spell flickered underneath the canvas, barely detectable even to his senses. He cancelled it with an effort, then rested the painting on the floor. The wall behind looked unbroken to the naked eye, but he picked out the concealment charm hiding the safe. He had to admire the workmanship as he dismantled the spell, then went to work on the safe. Whoever had put the safe together was a remarkable magician. 

    And probably someone kicked out of school, like me, John thought. He’d never dreamed he’d be expelled until it had happened, and then he’d been lucky to find employment with Joyce and her adventurers. If Greyshade hadn’t given him a hand…  

    He wondered sourly if he’d have allowed hunger and thirst to drive him into criminal hands. It was easier to have a sense of morality when one had a full belly and enough money to ensure one wouldn’t starve in a hurry. What happened to this magician? 

    His lips twitched, silently thanking the gods he was a natural magician. The safe was designed to resist anyone who came at it with a focus rather than inherent magic.  

    Odd. It was crafty, and brilliant in its own way, but… were they wrong? Did Boss Edwards have magic of his own? It was possible. The Grey Men rarely came this far from civilization, and they certainly weren’t testing for magic. And no one knew for sure where Boss Edwards really came from. 

    But that’s hardly unknown out here, John reflected. The safe clicked, the sound loud enough to make him start. Half the population wants to forget their pasts. 

    The hatch opened. John peered into the safe. It was larger than he’d realized, the interior made up of multiple compartments that each housed a different set of documents. John’s eyes narrowed as he scanned the titles, looking desperately for the papers they’d been sent to find.  

    Scout was already checking the rest of the office, relying on her instincts and weirdling talents to find any other hiding places, but time was running out. How long would it be, he asked himself, before— 

    He grinned as a sheaf of papers came into view. “Got them!” 

    “Check them,” Scout advised. She was picking through a desk drawer that seemed to be crammed with alcohol and tobacco. “Make sure they’re the right ones.” 

    John nodded, scanning the documents one by one. The land ownership titles were printed on charmed paper, making them difficult—if not impossible—to duplicate or destroy. Boss Edwards had stolen the papers, intending to use them to lay claim to lands further to the west.  

    John didn’t know or care if the story was true. Boss Edwards was a monster, and putting a finger in his eye would be a good deed in and of itself, even if the other side was just as bad. It wasn’t uncommon, not in their line of work. And yet, John liked to think he’d clung to his ideals. 

    “Got them,” he said. The charms were intact, proving their validity to all who knew how to look. He folded the papers, then shoved them into his undershirt. “We need to get out of here and—” 

    “Ahem,” a new voice said. “Who are you?” 

    John blinked, nearly jumping out of his skin. A young girl, no older than himself, stood by the doorway, hands clasped behind her back. There was something about her face that was subtly wrong… another weirdling? Scout was hardly the only person whose ancestors had been exposed to wild magic… hell, she was one of the lucky ones. John had met weirdlings who looked like shambling parodies of humanity, others who appeared to be impossible crossbreeds and, worst of all, things so warped and twisted that the only thing anyone could do was put them out of their misery. And yet the girl wasn’t like that. She was just… wrong. 

    He cast a minor spell, a simple entrancement charm. The girl looked as if she’d just gotten out of bed. She could go back to sleep and wake up the following morning with no memory of them. John had no idea who she was, and he didn’t much care. Their time was running short. Boss Edwards might have asserted his authority downstairs by now and— 

    The girl brought her hands out from behind her back. John barely had a second to recognize the focus—two focuses—before she cast a spell of her own. His focus was yanked from his hand and thrown across the room, his body slammed back into the wall. The girl’s hand barely twitched as she tossed a simple freeze spell at Scout.  

    John gritted his teeth as he gathered himself, mustering his magic. She was the magician! He kicked himself for his oversight. Katrina had been a powerful magician, and she’d been far from the only sorceress in the world. Just because it was rare to encounter a female magician so far from civilization didn’t mean they didn’t exist. 

    And she’s had some training, he thought numbly. The girl stepped forward, keeping one of her focuses aimed directly at his head while holding the other at the ready.  

    John was impressed. Wielding two focuses at the same time was tricky, to say the least, and it was an art he’d never mastered. He’d never needed it. But she doesn’t know what I can do. 

    He gathered himself as the girl closed on him. She wasn’t being dumb. Magicians who could cast spells without a focus, even a makeshift one, were rare. Under normal circumstances, she could be sure of putting a bolt of raw magic through his skull before he could so much as twitch.  

    He concentrated, shaping the magic in his mind. The downside of being able to cast spells without a focus was that they lacked proper form. The tattoo on his palm twitched, a grim reminder of Katrina’s near death. Perhaps if he channeled power through the tattoo instead… 

    “I will ask this only once,” the girl said. Her accent was odd, a strange mix that reminded him of middle-class girls from school. There was a gleam in her eye that chilled him to the bone, a faint sheen of sweat that bothered him in a way he couldn’t put into words. “Swear yourself to me or die.” 

    John cast his spell. The girl’s eyes went wide with shock, but she reacted with admirable speed. John had hoped to blow her right across the chamber, stunning her before she hit the wall, yet she deflected much of the spell before it could strike her. 

    The girl brought up her second focus—she hadn’t even lost her grip on the first—and started to cast. Scout smacked her on the head before she could finish the spell. The girl started to say something, then collapsed. 

    You froze her dress, John thought, answering the unspoken question. All she had to do was stand still until you looked away, then melt and escape the frozen tent. 

    “We need to go,” Scout said. She hesitated, seemingly unsure if they should kill the girl while she was stunned, then turned away. “Now.” 

    John nodded. In the distance, he heard the sound of running footsteps. 

    Their time had just run out. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Two 

    “Search every room!” someone shouted. The lodge seemed to shake as the footsteps grew closer. “Check each and every room!” 

    John forced himself to think. They dared not be caught. There was no way out, no way to get past the guards without a fight. His magic sparkled, reacting oddly as the wards tightened. He couldn’t tell if it was automatic, or if Boss Edwards had another magician, but it hardly mattered. If they got caught, their chances of fighting their way out were minimal. 

    “This way,” Scout hissed. “Stay close.” 

    She left the remnants of her dress behind as she practically flowed out the door, almost a living shadow. It was on the tip of John’s tongue to tell her to hide in the darkened rooms and wait for the guards to walk past before making her escape, but he knew better than to say it. Scout would never forgive him if he told her to abandon him.  

    He gripped his focus tightly in one hand, then scooped up the fallen magician’s focus and charged it with raw magic. The design was poor—he wondered suddenly if she could use magic without a proper focus, too—but it would last long enough for him to leave it behind as a surprise for the guards. It might just keep the guards busy long enough for them to escape. 

    The sound grew louder, footsteps echoing from both sides of the lodge as they inched down the corridor. John had to admit, the guards were good. Judging by the sound, they were securing both the public and private staircases before advancing to search the offices. It would’ve been easier if they’d charged forward, giving John and Scout an excellent chance of slipping around them and escaping through a window or down the stairs before it was too late. He cursed under his breath as they picked up speed, heading further from the office and the stunned magician. If the guards were that good, they’d probably locked the lodge gates, too. 

    But even Boss Edwards can’t keep everyone prisoner for long, John thought. The boss had little formal authority. What he did have rested on force, and on his ability to keep a gang of ruthless killers under his control. If he pushed the miners and the rest of the townspeople too far and they banded together against him…  

    Is he gambling he can trap us upstairs without having to lock the gates and reveal he’s being burgled? 

    He grinned suddenly as the building shook. Someone had just stumbled over the charged focus, setting off an explosion. The blast had been contained by the wards—John hadn’t really expected otherwise—but it would still have been a nasty shock for the guards. He heard a scream, followed by more shouting. The guards might have been trying to keep everything on the down low, trying to keep the guests from realizing anything was happening as they searched the upper floors. That wasn’t possible now. The music might be loud, but there’d be no hiding the explosion. The entire building had shuddered. 

    A pair of guards appeared at the far end of the corridor and gaped at him, then brought up their swords. John raised his focus, hastily readying a spell as they charged—only to be slammed aside by a living shadow that detached itself from the darkened walls and sent them crashing to the ground. John smiled wryly—even he had trouble seeing Scout, though he knew she was there—and followed her into a larger room. It looked like a chamber of horrors, where the boss tortured his prisoners for his own entertainment. Manacles—thankfully empty—hung from one wall, while two more walls were covered in instruments of torture.  

    John tried not to shudder. He’d run into a few sadists in his second career, from the maddened Skinlord to a serial killer whose lack of magic hadn’t made him any less dangerous, but this… was proof, if they needed it, that Boss Edwards was a monster in human form. He tried not to think about the horrors inflicted on anyone unlucky enough to be the boss’ prisoner. 

    “They’re in the darkroom!” someone shouted. “There’s no way out!” 

    John glanced around, realizing the bastard was right. There was one set of doors—the ones they’d come through—and nothing else. Scout didn’t seem concerned, even as the sound of guards sealing off the one entrance grew louder, but John gripped his focus, cursing under his breath. She’d led them right into a trap, and all they could do was sell their lives dearly, saving the last curse or stab for themselves.  

    He swallowed hard. The thought of being chained up was bad, but the concept of having it done to Scout was even worse. He had no doubt Boss Edwards would invent some new horrors so he could inflict them on her. 

    “Take out the floor,” Scout said as she slammed the doors closed. The guards laughed so loudly they could be heard even through the walls. “Now!” 

    John blinked, then kicked himself for missing the possibility as he hastily mustered his magic and shaped the spell. If he was right, the torture chamber was directly over the ballroom, and if the floor collapsed…  

    There were several floors between the upper floor and the ground, of course, but the shock would certainly send most of the guests fleeing for their lives. The floor proved no challenge for his magic, tilting under his feet as he sliced through the rafters and carved through the light wood. Scout grabbed his arm as they plummeted, her hand seeming to turn to jelly.  

    John had no more time to notice as he divided his attention, cushioning the fall—for them—as they hit the next floor and smashed through. He had a glimpse of a couple, naked as the day they were born, running for their lives before he and Scout crashed through another floor and came to a stop.  

    The floor continued to collapse underneath them. Someone screamed loudly as the floor—the roof, to them—caved in, debris crashing down.  

    John felt a twinge of guilt as they jumped clear, magic slowing the fall to allow him to land neatly in the middle of the ballroom. The racket was so loud, no one, not even Boss Edwards, could slow the flight to the gates. John grinned savagely as he ran, trusting Scout to remain in the shadows. The odds were good no one would even notice her. 

    He felt his grin grow wider as he reached the gates. A pair of brutally beaten guards lay on the ground, ignored by all. He guessed they’d made the mistake of trying to stop the crowd, only to discover—too late—the crowd’s fear of death was stronger than their fear of their master.  

    Boss Edwards was still bellowing orders behind them, but no one was listening. John slipped through the gate, picking up speed as he ran down the street to the rented stables. A flash of light lit up the sky, followed by a thunderous explosion. Joyce had warned them when they came up with the plan that the timing might easily go askew. It sounded as if the timing had come off perfectly. 

    The darkness swallowed him as he ran on, silently thanking the gods—and the sergeant—that he’d had enough practice at running over the last year. He’d thought he was fit until he came to the frontier and discovered he’d been deluding himself. If he hadn’t had magic, he would’ve been the weakest member of the team and, in truth, there were times he thought he still was. There was no way he could match Joyce, let alone Bard or Ted in an endurance contest, and he knew it. 

    “Here,” Joyce called. She was already taking the horses out of the stable. “You got it?” 

    “Yup,” John confirmed. “And you?” 

    “Left behind a few surprises,” Joyce said, passing him the reins, “but we have to move now.” 

    John nodded as he scrambled onto the horse, Scout flowing up behind him. The plan called for them to remain anonymous, to let the blame for the theft fall on Boss Edwards’ other enemies. There was little point in trying to hide what they’d stolen—Boss Edwards would go through his files with a fine-toothed comb once the excitement calmed down—but the boss would be a little more careful if he thought he was dealing with capable local foes rather than hired adventurers.  

    Personally, John had his doubts, but he trusted Joyce. Boss Edwards was known for being vindictive. The man was unlikely to let the team get away with their theft, even though chasing them to the point of absurdity would make it harder for him to hire adventurers and mercenaries himself, but he might feel he didn’t need them. 

    He braced himself, then pushed the horse to follow Joyce as she cantered down the darkened streets. Scout wrapped her arms around him as the horse picked up speed. He tried not to notice her breasts pushing into his back—it really wasn’t the time—or the fact that the road, a morass of ancient roads and dirt tracks laid down by the miners and nearby farmers, was steadily getting worse as they reached the edge of town. They’d gone up and down the road network in broad daylight, but the darkness posed all sorts of dangers for unwary riders. If a horse put its foot in the wrong place… 

    We have to get clear before the boss can get his men organized, John told himself as Bard galloped past. The blademaster would be the first to engage the enemy if Boss Edwards managed to somehow signal ahead. It wasn’t completely impossible, if one had magicians in one’s service. If we can get out of the region before daybreak, they’ll have to let us go. 

    Scout’s grip tightened. “Shit.” 

    John risked a glance behind them. The darkness was absolute now—there’d been few lights in town, and none in the countryside—but the night-vision spell was still working. A handful of horsemen were giving chase, waving weapons as they pushed their beasts to the limit.  

    John cursed Boss Edwards under his breath. The man had had no reason to expect trouble, not when his reputation alone kept the rest of the town thoroughly cowed, but he’d still managed to organize a pursuit.  

    John’s heart sank. There were limits to how far the horses could gallop—two miles at most, from what he’d been told—before they had to slow to a walk. He’d heard stories of enhanced horses that could gallop for hours, but… 

    Joyce barked a command. John leaned down and dug in his spurs. There were fewer routes they could take through the mountains, and fewer still suitable for galloping horses. The enemy knew the paths at least as well as the adventurers, and probably better, which meant outrunning them was the only realistic option.  

    John swallowed hard as it dawned on him that he wouldn’t want to return to Boss Edwards empty-handed. The boss’ torture chamber might be gone, but there was nothing stopping the boss from using his fists. 

    But if he beats up his own people for an entirely understandable failure, he told himself, surely they won’t stay with him? 

    He kept glancing back, cursing under his breath. The enemy continued to push their horses to the limit, reminding him of dogs he’d seen chasing carts. They hadn’t known what they’d do if they caught the carts, but John was entirely sure the enemy troops knew what to do with their prisoners. He glanced at Joyce, half expecting her to order the team to turn and fight, even though it was likely to be suicidal. The enemy outnumbered them three to one, and they might have another magician— 

    Something hissed through the air. John blinked in shock. “What?” 

    “Arrows,” Scout muttered. Another arrow hissed past, vanishing into the darkness before he was even aware it was there. A third followed, then a fourth. John glanced back and saw the enemy leaders raising their crossbows for another volley. Crossbows and longbows were rare along the frontier, but he had to admit, it was good thinking. The boss probably had a team of archers under his command, ready to wipe out any angry mob before it could reach the lodge. “We need to—” 

    Hans grunted, then fell off his mount and tumbled to the ground. John swore as he saw the arrow sticking through the man’s brain. He was no healer—he lacked more than the basics—but there was nothing even the most skilled healer could have done, not when the arrow had punched through the victim’s skull and killed him before his body fell.  

    John started to put together a spell to grab the corpse—Hans deserved better than being trampled into mush, or having his body tortured to scare the boss’ enemies—but there was no time. His horse was already flagging, and more and more arrows were coming at them. If he used magic, he might frighten his horse so much they’d be thrown from the saddle… 

    Joyce glanced at him, her face grim. “Flare,” she ordered. “Now!” 

    John didn’t hesitate. He’d learnt to trust Joyce’s tactical sense months ago. If she felt it worth the risk of using magic, even when it might frighten the horses, it surely was. He drew his focus and raised it, casting the brightest light spell he could.  

    The night seemed to turn to day, throwing their enemies into stark relief. John saw their horses shying, rearing, or simply galloping away as blinding light burned into their eyes and panicked them. His own horse wasn’t much better, but at least the beast had been spared the worst. It didn’t keep the horse from galloping faster, despite sweat staining its coat. The poor beast’s breathing suggested it was on the verge of a heart attack. John hadn’t heard gasping like that since… 

    He cut down on that thought and stared behind him. The enemy pursuit had collapsed. The archers were on the ground, fighting desperately to control their horses, or dead. He half expected Joyce to order them to turn and fight, to pick off the rest of the enemy before it was too late, but there was no point. The light would have been visible for miles. Boss Edwards was probably already sending reinforcements, and their horses were pushed to the limits already. There was no time even to recover Hans’ corpse. 

    “Nicely done,” Scout said as they cantered onward. The bottom of the mountainous region greeted them, marking the edge of Boss Edwards’ territory. “We can lose them now.” 

    John nodded. The badlands outside the mountains posed no challenges to their horses. They’d have no difficulty vanishing into the night, then putting enough distance between them and enemy reinforcements to be sure of escape.  

    He felt his body shake as the adrenaline slowly drained away. It wasn’t their first narrow escape—they’d been very lucky to escape Skinlord—and yet, somehow, it felt worse. Boss Edwards was a very human monster. 

    The horse slowed to a trot. John glanced back, breathing a sigh of relief when there was no sign of pursuit. Boss Edwards had lots of enemies. It was quite possible some kindly soul had put a knife in his back as he ranted and raved, freeing the mountain from the fear that hung over it like a shroud. Or he was gathering his men to make a show of strength to discourage challengers. 

    He scowled as they continued their slow ride into the badlands. He’d loathed his family’s landlord, and he hadn’t been impressed with Katrina’s father, either, but Boss Edwards was worse than both put together. Men like him simply didn’t exist in the civilized lands. 

    There’s no law and order out here, save what the locals make for themselves, he reminded himself. Even the Grey Men don’t try to interfere unless magic is involved. 

    “We might have to go back for Hans,” Bard said grimly. “If they took him alive…” 

    “They didn’t,” Scout said flatly. “The arrow went right through his head.” 

    “And to think, I used to say he didn’t have a brain,” Ted said sardonically. “I stand corrected.” 

    John scowled. Ted’s partner had been killed—worse than merely killed—by Skinlord, leaving the sergeant embittered and cynical. He’d done his duty by Joyce and her team, yet…  

    John sighed inwardly. He hadn’t known Hans that well—the young man had only recently joined up—but he hadn’t deserved to die, not with an arrow through his brain.  

    He hoped, prayed, Hans had followed orders and left behind anything that might lead his killers to the rest of the team. Boss Edwards really wouldn’t let them go unpunished if he had someone to blame. 

    “We did it, at least,” he said. “I’ve got the papers.” 

    “And so we will be paid,” Joyce agreed. “We’ll camp shortly, then resume our journey tomorrow.” 

    “And I’ll entertain you all with a song,” Bard added cheerfully. “The Ballad of Boss Edwards’ Fall.” 

    John groaned. Bard was… not… a great singer, to say the least, and the act got tiresome after a while. He understood Bard’s need to hide his true nature, but still… “What did we ever do to you?” 

    “We need to rest,” Joyce said before the argument could get any worse. “We have a long ride ahead of us tomorrow.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Three 

    Joyce was no fool, John reflected, and she’d been very careful when planning their escape from the mining region.  

    They’d headed south through the badlands for hours before turning west, heading along the well-trodden road to Debone. There’d been no sign of pursuit, something that bothered John more than he cared to admit. Boss Edwards was hardly the type of man to let them go, or to let himself be assassinated by his former subjects.  

    John kept scanning the horizon as they crossed the slider tramlines and kept moving, reaching the frontier town by nightfall. It seemed to have grown overnight, again. There were at least thirty tents and a dozen buildings John was sure hadn’t been there the last time they’d passed through. 

    “Quite a wagon train over there,” Scout said. She’d tied herself to the saddle and gone to sleep, waking only as they neared the town. “And more sliders coming in, too.” 

    John nodded thoughtfully. Debone was quite some distance from the border as the crow flew, and more as the human walked. He was surprised the slider network had been extended so far from the border, even though extending the network had been one of Greyshade’s pet projects for the last dozen years.  

    The sliders hissed past him and came to a halt at the station on the edge of town, disgorging a surprisingly high number of passengers. John had no idea where they thought they were going. Debone was rough—very rough—and the odds of the newcomers finding good jobs were low. It was far more likely they’d wind up in indentured servitude within the week. 

    Curious, he reflected as they reached the inn. Is someone selling falsified land deeds again? 

    He put the thought out of his head as the stable boy—actually a girl wearing male clothing—came forward to take the reins. John waited for Scout to scramble off, then followed her.  

    His body ached from head to toe, a grim reminder he probably needed to spend more time in the saddle. He sighed inwardly, wishing for a hot bath and a long soak. The odds of getting anything more than a bucket of lukewarm water, at least at the inn, weren’t good. He might have to go to the public baths if he wanted a proper soak. 

    “Get something to eat, then bring it with you and join me upstairs,” Joyce ordered curtly. “We’re not quite done.” 

    John nodded. Joyce would be speaking to their employers, then… John wasn’t sure. Joyce had a sense of morality, which was more than could be said for many others along the frontier, but times were growing harder. They’d been lucky not to have to take jobs that forced them to choose between their values and not getting paid.  

    He sighed inwardly as he followed Ted and Bard to the door. It was easy to get work if one had no qualms about looting, raping, and murdering one’s way across the region, but harder if one wanted to keep one’s hands clean. 

    The doorkeeper barred their way, jabbing a finger at Scout. “We don’t serve her kind here—” 

    Ted punched him in the stomach, hard. The doorkeeper folded and hit the ground, gasping for breath. Bard kicked his head, placing the blow so precisely the guard went out like a candlelight and would wake up a few hours later with a splitting headache.  

    John was tempted to cast one of his nastier curses as they walked over the unconscious man and pushed their way into the inn. Weirdlings weren’t always welcome, even along the frontier, but Scout was one of them. How dare the doorkeeper stand in her way? 

    The inn was as dark and gloomy as he’d expected, a common trait of inns that wanted to hide the mess as much as possible. The air stank of beer, tobacco, vomit, and human misery, the latter coming from men drinking as much of their pay as possible before staggering back to their homes or down to the yards to see if the foremen had work. A pair of whores stood on stage, dancing naked in front of men too far gone to pay attention.  

    One of the girls, John noted, wasn’t even trying. Why bother, when strong drink had taken away both the desire and the ability? He tried not to wince as he nearly trod on a man who’d drunk himself senseless, lying on the floor because there was nowhere else to go. If he’d been a little less lucky, he might have ended up like that. 

    Bard gave the barmaid his brightest smile. She didn’t look remotely impressed. “Four plates of the local stew, my love, and four pints of your finest booze.” 

    The barmaid shouted a command into the kitchen, then poured four pints of beer. John sniffed his warily—he’d never been much of a drinker, but they owed it to Hans to hold a proper wake for him now that they were safe—then took a sip.  

    He’d had some ghastly beers in his time, but this… He bit down on the urge to tell the barmaid to pour it back into the horse or dog or whatever. It wouldn’t make it any better. The inn looked to be falling on hard times despite the influx of newcomers. He dreaded to think what might be in the stew. 

    “We’ll drink later,” Bard said firmly. 

    “Tomorrow,” Ted said. John couldn’t tell whether he meant it, or if he was just trying to start a fight. Either was possible. “We’re in no state for anything tonight.” 

    The barmaid slipped into the rear and returned, carrying four plates of stew. John tried not to wince. The meat was slathered in a brown sauce that made it impossible to tell what it was—cold logic suggested he should be grateful—and the potatoes looked as if they hadn’t been removed from the water before being mashed, leaving them a watery mess that was barely edible.  

    He reminded himself sharply that he should be grateful to have anything to eat at all after being expelled from school. He’d need the money he’d been saving for something far more important than food and drink. 

    Ted cleared his throat. “Upstairs,” he said curtly. “I don’t know about you lot, but I want to go to bed.” 

    Bard nodded and followed him up. John and Scout exchanged glances, then followed, Scout taking advantage of the shadows to accidentally-on-purpose pour her drink into the drain. John wished he could do that without being spotted. He saw a man lurching out of an upper room—a bedroom, he was sure—and pushed the pint glass into the man’s hand. He took the glass and downed it in a single go. John wasn’t sure whether he should be impressed or horrified, but at least he didn’t have to drink the beer himself. 

    Joyce nodded to them as they filed into the conference room, closing the door behind them. John took a sniff and regretted it instantly. The air stank of… he wasn’t sure, but it smelled worse than a pigsty that hadn’t been cleaned for a few weeks. The wooden walls were grimy, covered with mold, while the floor was stained by vomit and alcohol. He didn’t want to know what the bedrooms were like. 

    “Fuck,” Bard said. “Can’t we hold the meeting in the brothel? Or the baths? Or…” 

    “This is the last place anyone will look for us,” Joyce said as she took a chair and sat, “and we haven’t been paid—yet—for recovering the land deeds.” 

    John eyed the chairs—they looked as if they’d collapse the moment a child sat on them, let alone him—and decided he’d stand. The others made the same decision. Joyce didn’t seem to care. 

    “We did secure the deeds, and they’ve been verified,” Joyce said after a moment. “The farmers who paid us to steal them back will be happy, now that the deeds are back in their possession. Boss Edwards will, if the plan worked, assume they carried out the raid and are, in fact, more formidable than he thought. Hopefully, it will keep him from avenging himself on them.” 

    “He’ll certainly think it was them,” Bard said. “It isn’t as if they could hide their possession of the deeds, not now.” 

    John nodded. Land deeds were supposed to be unique, keyed to whoever owned the land… in theory. In practice, possession of the deeds was nine-tenths of the law, and Boss Edwards would’ve been able to claim the farmers were his tenants as long as he held the deeds himself. No one with the power to do anything about it would have questioned the story of how he came to hold those deeds.  

    Hell, given how many towns and farms failed when the settlers ran into something they couldn’t handle, there was no reason to ask questions. The deeds were meant to be transferrable, after all. 

    And if the farmers insisted the deeds had been stolen, he thought curtly, Boss Edwards would simply bribe the authorities to ignore them. 

    He sighed inwardly. They’d taken the deeds and given Boss Edwards a black eye in the bargain, but how much difference would it really make? He might insist he owned the land anyway, and dare the farmers to do something about it, or send his men to burn the farms to the ground and sell the farmers into slavery, or… who knew? The authorities were weak out here, and the land deeds were of strictly limited value. In the long run, the raid might have made no difference. 

    Joyce tapped the table. “We should be paid tomorrow, and then we can look for another job.” 

    “I could always sing for our supper,” Bard said. “I hear rotten fish and mushy tomatoes can make a pretty good dinner—” 

    “They’ll be throwing bricks here,” Ted predicted. “I suppose we could collect them and try to sell them on.” 

    “We need something a little more realistic,” Scout said. “Perhaps we could ask them to pay Bard not to sing.” 

    John eyed the plate in his hand. “Or we could offer to cook for them instead.” 

    Joyce snorted. “We need another job. Ideally, one that pays well enough to let us pick and choose the job after that.” 

    “Yeah,” John said. His earlier thoughts came back to haunt him. “Are there any kidnapped girls who need rescuing again?” 

    “Not as far as I know,” Joyce said, “but I’ll see what I can find.” 

    “We could move further west,” Scout said, “or even take up convoy duty…” 

    “The settlers rarely have the money to pay well,” Bard said. “They’d offer to pay in land that isn’t worth the effort.” 

    John nodded. There was a lot of unclaimed land beyond the frontier, despite the patches of wild magic, weirdling settlements, and the gods alone knew what else, but very little of the land could be turned into a prosperous settlement without a great deal of hard work. For every settlement like Debone, and the countless nameless towns he’d seen in the past year or so, there was a settlement that had failed, the population walking away and leaving their handiwork to decay to dust. The settlers could give the team a land grant so large it would make Katrina’s father’s holdings look like nothing, but the land grant would be worthless without settlers to turn it into something useful.  

    And John had no intention of settling down. 

    “There might be other things they could offer,” Ted said. “A base of operations, perhaps. Or a long-term share in the town.” 

    “A base would be nice,” Joyce said, “but it would tie us down.” 

    “True,” Scout agreed. “We have to move with the frontier.” 

    John grimaced. Adventurers—and mercenaries—were welcome and practically unrestricted on the western side of the frontier, but to the east… the rules and regulations governing their operations were so strict it was hard to see how any of the teams made any money. The mercenaries, at least, could take service with local aristos or town councils; adventurers, free-thinking and independent, had no place in civilized lands. Sure, they could set up a base in a new settlement far from the border, but it wouldn’t remain there. It would be just a matter of time before the border washed over the settlement, bringing all the advantages—and disadvantages—of civilized society in its wake. 

    “We’ll see what I can find,” Joyce said. “There’s always something.” 

    She cleared her throat. “We’ll have to find a replacement for Hans, too. He’ll be missed.” 

    “Unfortunately, he wasn’t missed,” Ted said snidely. 

    Joyce fixed him with a look. John tensed. If it came to blows… They were tired and sore, and feeling the pinch, and needed to rest before all hell broke loose. Ted would be better after a good night’s sleep, if that were possible in this inn. John feared the beds would be hard and the blankets covered with slime. 

    “Hans did his part,” Joyce said finally, “and we owe it to him to mark his passing.” 

    Ted nodded, bowing his head. John sighed inwardly. Ted and Len had been more than just sexual partners. They’d been lovers who’d given up a hell of a lot for each other. Ted could go to the brothel and find someone to fuck, if he wished, but no amount of fucking would make up for what he’d lost. How could it? John knew he’d be a mess if Scout were to die. 

    “We’ll drink ourselves silly tomorrow,” Bard said, as if it had been his idea. “What about his share of the loot?” 

    “He listed no relatives,” Joyce said. “What little he owned will be shared out to those who want it, and what’s left will be handed over to the store. His share of the payment will be split between the kitty and us.” 

    “Splendid,” Bard said. “With such wealth, I could buy another match!” 

    Scout leaned forward. “Was there no one? No wife, no children, no nothing?” 

    “Not as far as I know,” Joyce said. “He said little about his past.” 

    John nodded. There were hundreds of thousands of people in the badlands who wanted to leave their pasts where they belonged, in the past. Hans might have been a runaway groom, a father with ten kids, a criminal, or merely someone who hadn’t doffed his hat deeply enough when the local aristo rode by. Who knew? There was certainly no way to track down his heirs, assuming he even had them. Joyce didn’t have the time, even if she wanted to try. 

    He scowled, feeling his heart sink. Hans had been a comrade. Given time, they might have become friends. And now he was dead.  

    It bothered John that he wasn’t that upset. Death was common along the borderlines, let alone the untamed lands beyond, but he’d grown up in the east. Surely a dead comrade should have bothered him more. He’d been welcoming, of course, but… he knew now how the others had felt when he’d joined the band. They hadn’t known they could trust him until he’d put his life on the line for them. 

    “We will be looking for replacements,” Joyce said. “I’ll put the word out, see who might be interested. We’ll hold tryouts this week, if we find a few possible candidates, and proceed from there. Until then…” 

    She stood, passing out the room keys. “Go get yourselves some rest. And if you’re going to the whorehouse, remember to wear protection.” 

    “Yes, Mother,” Bard said cheekily. 

    “If your manhood rots away because you stuck it in a rotting hole, I’ll be forced to use iodine to treat it,” Joyce said in the sweetest possible tone. “It’s for your own good.” 

    John shook his head as he left the room, taking the empty plate with him, and headed down to the room. He braced himself as he pushed open the door and peered inside. The room was surprisingly clean and tidy, but there was a stench in the air he didn’t like at all. There was no washroom, no tap or sink, just a covered bucket of water, and a chamber pot under the bed. He reminded himself sourly that he’d slept in worse places. 

    He didn’t bother to take off more than his boots as he sat on the bed and warded the room. It was unlikely they’d be attacked in the inn—inns were neutral territory, normally—but he’d grown used to making sure he was safe. The risk was just too high.  

    He leaned back, half wishing Scout had joined him, even though the bed was barely big enough for him. Ted was going to have very real problems getting comfortable. John sighed and shook his head. It wasn’t his problem. 

    I need to write another letter, John reminded himself. He’d written to Katrina once a month, although she’d never replied. In truth, he was unsure the letters were reaching her. It was illegal to tamper with the mail service, but her family were powerful enough to defy the law and keep her from reading his letters. And then I need to go to the bank. 

    He sighed inwardly as he closed his eyes. He’d been saving for her medical care, telling himself he owed it to her to pay, even though her family was wealthy beyond dreams of avarice. It was the least he could do to make up for what he’d done to her. 

    But he knew, as he drifted off to sleep, there was nothing he could do to make up for what he’d done. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Four 

    John awoke slowly to the awareness he was no longer alone. 

    He tensed, despite the lack of any sense of threat. The room was closed, the door was bolted, and the wards were still firmly in place. There was only one person who could have slipped through the defenses—probably coming through the window—and not cut his throat while he lay sleeping. He opened his eyes, careful not to move too much, and saw Scout curled up against him in her underwear. A flicker of lust ran through him, quelled by the grim awareness they had nowhere to wash. He was surprised she could bear to be so close to him. Her senses were sharper than his. 

    Scout shifted and opened her eyes. “Did you sleep well?” 

    “I don’t recall,” John said. He felt stiff and sore, as if he’d been in a particularly brutal fistfight. He hadn’t felt so bad since the first day he’d worked his uncle’s farm. “I just closed my eyes and went to sleep.” 

    He glanced at the window and scowled. If bright sunlight hadn’t been streaming through the dirty glass, he would’ve thought he’d barely slept at all. Scout uncurled herself and stood, face calm and composed. John couldn’t help staring. She was physically perfect, unlike many other weirdlings, but her skin was impossibly dark, and her eyes were pools of shadow. Even her nipples were dark.  

    He forced himself to sit up, cursing under his breath. The bed was hard enough to make the soreness worse. 

    “I need a bath,” he said crossly. He had no idea what the inn offered for breakfast, and he didn’t want to know. “You want to come with me?” 

    “Someone has to watch your back,” Scout said. “We can eat properly afterwards.” 

    John nodded and stood, rummaging through his knapsack for his spare outfit. The public bathhouse washed and dried clothes for its patrons—a service beyond price, as far as he was concerned—but he didn’t want to spend most of the day in the water. He probably wouldn’t be allowed to, either. Debone was a boomtown, and the bathhouse owners would want as many customers as possible. He’d have to pick up his clothes later. 

    Scout dressed quickly, then stepped aside to let him open the door. John had to admire the way she’d dressed to hide her skin and eyes, in case the bathhouse owners didn’t want weirdlings anywhere near water. It wasn’t a disease, and people couldn’t catch it by sharing a bath—or something more intimate—but prejudice was rarely logical.  

    John suspected it had more to do with the very human need to kick people below you in a bid to convince yourself you were higher up the ladder than you were. And yet, the innkeeper and his staff were pretty big fish in a very small town… 

    The air outside was hot and dry, the sun beating menacingly down on him. John took Scout’s hand and led her down the street, noting how many newcomers had magically appeared overnight. He wasn’t the only one, either. Some shopkeepers and small-time craftsmen were hawking their wares, while pickpockets and sneak thieves were slipping into position to take advantage of their target’s distraction. The more expensive shops weren’t trying to convince pedestrians to give them a chance. Everyone who needed their services—and could afford to buy—already knew where they were. 

    “The sliders have been coming and going faster than ever before,” Scout commented, reminding John of his earlier thoughts. “How many more people are coming here—and why?” 

    John shrugged. There were some good farming settlements nearby, but he doubted they could afford to feed all the newcomers. He’d heard horror stories about settlements planned by beancounters who’d never so much as set foot in the badlands, beancounters who thought the territory could support a population two or three times bigger, even though it simply wasn’t true, but… was anyone really that dumb?  

    He raised an eyebrow as he saw a pair of wagons rolling by, clearly being prepped for a journey into the unknown. Perhaps the newcomers were all heading west. That was as good an explanation as any. 

    The bathhouse had once been the largest building in the town, and even now, it was still strikingly large. There were none of the frills he’d come to expect from aristocratic bathhouses back east, just a simple blocky, brick building with a pair of weirdling guards standing outside. It was early morning, and it was already doing a rousing trade. John and Scout joined the line, which moved with surprising speed. It slowed as they entered the lobby, ensuring they had a chance to look at the adverts. The bathhouse wasn’t the only community center in the town, but it was certainly the one nearly everyone visited at least once a week. 

    John’s eyes narrowed. There was the usual collection of adverts and Help Wanted signs, but he frowned as he read one offering to pay well above market rates for motivators, even ones still attached to their devices. He hadn’t even been sure there was a market rate this far from the school, where the vast majority of the motivators were produced by magical craftsmen. A working motivator wouldn’t be quite priceless, but pretty close to it.  

    Absurd, he thought. How many people so far west have even one motivator? 

    His mood darkened as he considered the question seriously. More than one might expect, he suspected. There’d be a motivator in each of the sliders, if he was any judge, and probably quite a few more scattered over the region. It wasn’t entirely impossible to produce a working device without one, but the device would lack the power it needed to run without constant replenishment… he thought.  

    He’d read everything he could find on motivators when he’d first been introduced to the concept, but there’d been almost nothing beyond the bare essentials. Master Yemen had been right. The only people who knew how to make them were craftsmen who’d taken oaths of perpetual secrecy.  

    He put the thought aside as he scanned the Wanted posters, a shiver running down his spine. He hadn’t seen his own face on the wall, not yet, but he feared it was only a matter of time. The people on the posters looked unpleasant, with listed crimes ranging from cattle rustling to murder, rape, and something unspecified, yet with a surprisingly high bounty. The smaller requests for information were less worrying, but it wouldn’t be long before someone working for Boss Edwards tried to use the board to track down Joyce and her team. He was mildly surprised it hadn’t happened already. They were lucky Hans wasn’t known in Debone, or someone would try to claim the reward.  

    The air grew warmer as they paid at the desk, then split up to go into the changing rooms to undress. John kept a wary eye on his companions—he had grim memories of pranks played in the school changing rooms—although none of them did anything to worry him. He told himself not to be silly as he undressed and carried his clothes to be cleaned, then placed his other outfit in a locker. The rules were strict. No matter what you saw or heard, you kept your eyes and your hands to yourself, or you’d be lucky if you were just kicked out on your arse. 

    Scout met him as he stepped into the first washing room, the air so thick with steam it was hard to see. John nodded to her and slipped into the warm water, letting out a sigh of pleasure as the heat worked its way into his body. The steam seemed to grow thicker—magic was involved, he was sure—as Scout sat next to him, her fingers brushing against his. They couldn’t do anything else. That would get them kicked out. 

    They should offer private rooms for people who want to do more than hold hands, he thought wryly. They’d make even more money that way. 

    He leaned back in the bath, resting against the tiles. People came and went, bodies hidden within the steam to the point he couldn’t tell if they were male or female, young or old, or… who knew? A weirdling might pass completely unnoticed in the steam haze, if he was lucky. 

    “Don’t go to sleep,” Scout advised. “Drowning out here would be a terrible way to go.” 

    John nodded, resisting the urge to stay in the water until he was ordered to leave. His body protested mightily as he stood and made his way out of one bathroom and into the second. The water was colder here, with a handful of people standing on the steps trying to nerve themselves to go deeper and deeper. The haze was more overtly magical, too, making it impossible to see much. John sighed as he forced himself to step into the pool, feeling his senses come alive as ice-cold water brushed against him. Scout followed a little more carefully. She’d never washed herself in a lake, unlike John. Doing it in the badlands was asking for trouble. 

    “Cold,” Scout said. “Shall we move on?” 

    “Yeah,” John said. He’d enjoyed swimming in the lake near his village, but it hadn’t been this cold. The water was so chilly, he expected to see chunks of ice bobbling in the waves. “Let’s go.” 

    The next bathroom was larger and warmer, although not as hot as the first. John sat in the deep end and forced himself to relax, knowing it was just a matter of time before they had to go back to the inn to meet up with the others. And then, he wondered suddenly what he’d do if the only jobs they could find were tasks that would require him to get his hands dirty. What would he say if it was a choice between doing something shitty and starving? He wasn’t sure he wanted to find out. 

    A man settled in the water next to him. John blinked in surprise. There were bathrooms where customers were allowed, even encouraged, to meet up and chat about nothing in particular, but this wasn’t one of them. Getting so close was poor etiquette unless the bathtub was full to bursting, and it clearly wasn’t. He braced himself, wishing he’d been able to bring his focus with him. The fact he could cast spells without it was a secret he’d like to keep as long as possible. 

    “Sir,” the man said, “may I have a moment of your time?” 

    John hesitated, then nodded. “You may.” 

    “I am Cameron,” the man said. “I represent New Hope.” 

    John looked at Scout, who shrugged.  

    “I’ve never heard of New Hope,” John admitted. “What is it?” 

    “We are planning to establish a major settlement some distance to the west,” Cameron said, sounding rather put out. “We’ve been recruiting settlers and escorts for the last six months.” 

    “I’m only passing through,” John said. He vaguely recalled hearing something about a large settlement, but it hadn’t stuck in his mind. He’d had other things to worry about. “What can I do for you?” 

    “Two things,” Cameron said. “You’re a magician. We’d like to hire you.” 

    John eyed him thoughtfully. How had he known? It wasn’t as if John cared to dress himself in magical robes, outfits he’d always thought a little silly. Besides, shirts and trousers were a hell of a lot more practical in the badlands. Had he spied the focus? The tattoo? Or did he have enough magic of his own to sense another magician? John hadn’t sensed anything from him, but that was meaningless. He hadn’t been paying attention. 

    “I have a job, thank you,” John said. Cameron didn’t know it, perhaps, but hiring John would cause legal problems further down the line, when civilization swept over New Hope and swallowed it. He was technically an unregistered magician. “I may consider it later, but not now.” 

    Cameron nodded simply. “That leads to the second question. If you have a motivator, we’d like to buy it.” 

    “What?” John found it hard to believe what he’d just heard. There were few magicians who had their own personal motivators, and they pretty much all lived near the school. Hell, the devices weren’t that useful unless they were inserted into a bigger device. “You think I have one?” 

    “I have to ask,” Cameron said. “We’ve been trying to obtain a handful for the settlement.” 

    “You’d need to apply for them back east,” John said slowly. That was the first thing anyone who wanted to buy a motivator learnt, that and the price. The advert he’d seen outside the bathhouse was chancy. He’d be surprised if there was even a single response. “Anyone who has one out here needs it too much to give it up.” 

    Cameron scowled. “We’ve been stalled, and the ones out here are effectively under armed guard.” 

    John frowned. Stalled? Refused to sell? It was possible the price had risen again—the demand certainly rose higher and higher with every passing year—but he doubted anyone would refuse to sell if someone offered to pay the asking price.  

    Unless… Had Greyshade vetoed it for some reason? It was possible, and that would explain why Cameron had taken the risk of coming to him. He risked nothing, save some time, and stood to gain much. 

    Except he doesn’t, because I can’t help him, John thought. Can I? 

    “I don’t know where you can find one,” he said seriously. There’d certainly been rumors of someone—someone else—figuring out the secret, but John didn’t place any credence in them. The supply would be a great deal less limited if there were more craftsmen who could make them. “And I don’t know how to make them myself.” 

    Cameron made a face. “Does anyone? I mean, apart from the inventor himself?” 

    John shrugged. He doubted there was something only Greyshade could supply. It was a basic rule of magic that there was nothing one magician could do that couldn’t be duplicated by another. Greyshade certainly didn’t have the time to craft each year’s supply by himself. No, he’d shared the secret with oathbound magicians to ensure there’d be enough to supply everyone, and the oaths were airtight, John was sure, or someone would have found a loophole by now. There was certainly a hell of a lot of incentive. 

    “I can’t help you,” he said finally. “I’m sorry.” 

    Scout leaned forward. “What makes New Hope so special?” 

    Cameron jumped and tried to hide it. “We are not just a band of settlers trying to find a place in the unknown.” His tone became more enthusiastic as he went on. “We intend to build a whole new society, one free of the jumped-up warlords who call themselves kings and princes, who took advantage of the destruction of the old world to shape the new. We have the resources to set up a solid settlement and create a new order that will remain in place, even as the frontier sweeps over our lands.” 

    John got it. “You’re trying to build a whole new Free State?” 

    “I wouldn’t call the Free States actually free,” Cameron said. “How many of them are ruled by kings and princes and aristos, rather than elected representatives?” 

    “Not enough,” John said. If he hadn’t had his commitments to Joyce, and the burning need to save money for Katrina, he would’ve been tempted. Very tempted. “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful.” 

    Cameron stood. “Thank you for your time, and if you change your mind, feel free to send me a note.” 

    John averted his eyes as the older man clambered out and headed into the next room, his mind churning. Had Cameron recognized him? Was he someone John had met and forgotten? Or had he just sensed a magician and tried to recruit him?  

    Or… had he seen John’s face on a Wanted poster? Dead or alive, preferably dead? John had no illusions about what Katrina’s parents would have done the moment they heard what had happened to their daughter. Greyshade had warned John himself. Katrina’s parents would’ve put enough money on John’s head to set his killer up for life. 

    “Interesting,” Scout said. “Do they have a hope?” 

    “A new hope,” John said. Scout elbowed him. “I don’t know. Really, I don’t.” 

    He sighed inwardly. The Free States were trying to expand west. The ever-growing slider network was part of it, as were the Grey Men. But it wasn’t easy.  

    He suspected quite a few kings and princes and whoever else was making the big decisions were deliberately letting independent settlers tame the land, then moving in to take over. He scowled. And if that were true, what could anyone do about it? None of the settlements, even the bigger towns, could stand up to even the smallest of the Free States. Hell, in some places, the Free States might be better for the locals. They’d certainly be far superior to Boss Edwards. 

    “We should go,” Scout said. “We need to get lunch before Joyce calls us home.” 

    John made a face. “Do we have time for another hot soak?” 

    “Maybe,” Scout said, “but we will be coming back here before we go.” 

    “True,” John agreed. It was unlikely Joyce could find anything that required them to leave at once. “But we should enjoy it while it lasts.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Five 

    “I hope you had a pleasant lunch,” Joyce said when they made it back to the inn, “and you didn’t cause too much trouble.” 

    Ted called from inside the room, “I barely touched the fellow, and besides, he deserved it.” 

    “We had a good lunch,” John said. He strode into the room and hung his cloak on the wall hanger. “What’s up?” 

    “The first candidates are coming here shortly,” Joyce said. “I’m going to ask them a lot of questions. You’re going to watch and take mental notes, and raise any concerns you might happen to have. Afterwards, you get to say your thoughts before we come to any final decisions.” 

    John raised his eyebrows. “Did you do that for me? Or Hans?” 

    “You both came highly recommended,” Joyce said dryly, “and we still tested you carefully before accepting you as one of us. Didn’t we?” 

    “Yeah.” John wondered suddenly what doubts and questions had been raised by his performance. Greyshade might have sent him with a letter of introduction, and Joyce owed him a huge favor, but she wouldn’t have accepted John if it meant alienating the rest of her team. There were limits to anyone’s authority when their subordinates could simply walk away at any moment.  

    “How many argued I should be kicked out at once?” 

    Ted grinned. “Do you really want to know?” 

    “No,” John said after a moment. He’d been a naïve fool back then, an ignorant man unaware of the depths of his ignorance. He liked to think he’d learnt better since then, but every so often, the wildlands managed to surprise him. “As long as you don’t want to kick me out now…” 

    “You’re one of us now,” Joyce said, waving him to a chair. “If you are loyal to us, we will be loyal to you.” 

    John sat, looking around with interest. Money must have changed hands, because the meeting room had been scrubbed from top to bottom, and the rotting furniture replaced with chairs and tables that didn’t look as if one good push would turn them into sawdust. The blinds had been closed, the only source of light a pair of lanterns hanging from the ceiling.  

    Scout didn’t sit. Instead, she leaned against the wall nearest the door and faded into the shadows, ready to intervene if the interviews went horrifically wrong. John knew she was there, and yet he had problems picking her out against the darkness. Anyone who didn’t know where to look wouldn’t see her at all. 

    Joyce glanced at them, eyes flicking from face to face, then stepped out the door and pulled it closed behind her. John had a moment of awkwardness, a sense he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, before the door opened again, and Joyce led a newcomer into the room.  

    John felt his eyes narrow as they skimmed over the man. He was almost absurdly handsome, his clothes tailored to make him stand out a mile. He wore a sword at his belt that had a decorated pommel, covered with gold leaf and precious stones. John felt a twinge of dislike that grew stronger with every passing second, backed up by the sense something was subtly wrong.  

    It took him longer than it should to work out what was bothering him. The fancy outfit was quite bad enough, drawing every eye for good or ill, but it wasn’t tailored to allow the wearer to move easily. John felt his eyes narrow. This was not a man who expected the unexpected. He certainly didn’t move like a blademaster. 

    Neither does Bard, John thought, and yet Bard tailors his clothing to make sure he can move easily if push comes to shove. 

    He put tight controls on his emotions as Joyce waved the newcomer to a chair, then walked around the table to sit on the other side. It was quite possible the carefully constructed appearance was an act, one designed to make people underestimate him… just like Bard, John noted, or John himself. His perfect blond hair, teeth, and flawless skin might be the product of magic, rather than clean living. John hated to admit it, but the vast majority of frontier folk bore the signs of a hard life on the edge of civilization. There was no room for a peacock in the badlands. 

    “I am Starling,” the newcomer said. His accent dripped aristocracy, to the point John was sure it was an act. Katrina’s father was so aristocratic he made normal aristos look like commoners, and his accent hadn’t been so plummy. “I thank you for seeing me.” 

    Joyce didn’t seem impressed. Instead, she bombarded Starling with question after question, ranging from his experience as an adventurer to his knowledge of healing, magic, and everything else that might come in handy in the badlands.  

    John was no expert, but he was fairly sure Starling was failing. His answers were vague, almost to the point of uselessness, and he was very good at avoiding specifics. Joyce kept her expression carefully bland, but John knew her well enough to be sure she was irritated. John had arrived with skills she needed, even if it meant having to show him the ropes before he accidentally ate the wrong thing and killed himself; Starling, for all his braggadocio, didn’t seem to have any useful skills.  

    John made a mental bet with himself Starling hadn’t been in the badlands that long. 

    “You’re new in town,” Joyce said. Clearly, her thoughts were going in the same direction. “Why did you come so far from home?” 

    Starling’s face flickered, the emotion coming and going so rapidly John couldn’t place it. “There was a spot of trouble with one of the serving maids,” he said, his tone mildly irritated rather than embarrassed or angry. It was enough to convince John he was telling the truth. “I was advised to leave for a few short months.” 

    “I see.” Joyce’s tone was flat, but John could tell she was annoyed. “You may go. We’ll send a messenger once we make up our minds.” 

    “But—” Starling saw something in Joyce’s eye and hastily changed his tune. “I’ll await your reply with bated breath.” 

    He turned and left the room, closing the door behind him. John let out a breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. Starling came across as a fop and a fool, and John suspected it was at least partly an act, but what was it concealing? Did it matter? 

    Joyce cleared her throat. “Thoughts?” 

    “No,” Scout said from the wall. “Just no.” 

    “That guy is either a fraud or a very good actor,” Ted put in, “and he was definitely lying to us.” 

    “Of course he was lying,” Bard agreed. “The question is, what was he lying about?” 

    Joyce nodded. “I think we’ll give him a pass. Or does anyone want to argue in his favor?” 

    John shook his head. Starling felt wrong. He was far from the only person to reinvent himself after leaving the civilized lands, but no, Ted was right. Starling had been lying about something, even if they didn’t know what, and he didn’t have anything like the right skills to convince Joyce to overlook her concerns.  

    Starling was either going to learn a few hard lessons very quickly, now he was so far from home, or he was going to wind up dead in a ditch, as naked as the day he was born. If he really had embarrassed his family, they might be quietly hoping he wouldn’t come home. 

    “I’ll call in the next one,” Joyce said, “and hopefully she’ll be better.” 

    “She can hardly be worse,” Ted opined. 

    John suspected, five minutes later, that Ted was wrong. The second candidate was a runaway, probably from the brothel or some other form of indentured servitude. Joyce was surprisingly gentle with her, asking several questions in the hopes of discovering she had hidden talents, but there was nothing. John felt a flicker of awe and respect as Joyce gave the girl some money and advice, even though he feared the former would be stolen very quickly, and the girl would have no opportunity to use the latter. Her master would already be tracking her down… probably. Pimps tended to be very vindictive. 

    The third candidate was a little more interesting. “I came out west to marry someone,” she said cheerfully. She was a couple of years older than John, with long brown hair dangling over a simple brown dress. “He turned out to be an asshole, and the promised shop only a figment of his imagination, so I ditched him and found work in a trader’s wagon train. It pays, but it’s boring. I was hoping for something more exciting to do.” 

    Joyce cocked her head. “Can you fight?” 

    “I have a dagger,” the candidate said, “but most of my skills are intellectual.” 

    “I’ve yet to meet an intellect that can stop a blade,” Ted commented. 

    Joyce shot him a sharp look. John winced inwardly. He’d seen too many young men beaten up by their peers for being too smart, or going to a distant school and coming home with airs and graces more suited to a town than a village. Being clever wasn’t enough to protect you if you weren’t smart enough to realize that shoving your intelligence in someone’s face would only anger them, particularly if you didn’t realize the difference between theory and practice. And yet, the cleverer you were, the more you could do with magic. John knew, without false modesty, that he was very clever, indeed. 

    And that’s the sort of thinking that normally ends with you having egg on your face—or worse, he reminded himself. If you think you’re invincible, you’ll be dead before you realize your mistake. 

    “Thank you for your time,” Joyce said. “We’ll send a messenger once we decide.” 

    “She’s a nice girl,” Ted said once the woman was gone, “but totally unsuited to life out here.” 

    “She has survived for a year or two,” Scout pointed out. “That’s quite impressive for someone who started with nothing.” 

    “She found work with someone who had the inclination to look after her,” Ted countered bluntly. “If she’d been on her own, she would probably have wound up warming someone’s bed—at best.” 

    “A likeable person, but too untrained,” Joyce said. “I’ll fetch the next one.” 

    John tensed the moment the fourth candidate was shown into the room. He was a bland man with a bland face and blander outfit—the sort of person who would pass unnoticed in a crowd—and yet all of John’s senses were screaming a warning the moment he laid eyes on the man.  

    He stared, trying to put his feelings into words. The man was just… wrong. He saw Ted put a hand on his sword, ready to draw his blade at a moment’s notice. Bard seemed to have stiffened, too. 

    “I rode with Rackham,” the man said. His voice was a faint lisp. “And—” 

    “That will be all,” Joyce said coldly. “You may go.” 

    The man hesitated, one hand dropping to his sword. Ted stood and drew his sword. John grabbed his focus, readying a spell as violence hung in the air. The man stared at Joyce for a long, cold moment, then turned and walked out. He didn’t even bother to slam the door behind him. Joyce kept her hand on her dagger as she closed the door herself, face grim. John had no idea what had happened, but it felt bad. 

    “What—?” 

    “Rackham is… is a monster,” Joyce said curtly. “He and his gang bill themselves as mercenaries, but in truth, they’re little better than glorified thugs selling themselves to the highest bidder. They’ve destroyed towns, poisoned wells, killed men, and raped women and children before selling them into slavery. I believe they even did some work, once upon a time, for Boss Edwards, until even he got sick of them. They keep moving because there’s no way they can get permanent employment.” 

    “And the bounties are incredibly high,” Bard added. 

    Joyce nodded to him. “Anyone who willingly rode with him will have picked up bad habits,” she said curtly. “I’m not going to take chances with someone who might commit an atrocity on a whim.” 

    “Shit,” John said. “Why doesn’t anyone stop them?” 

    “They’re a tough bunch,” Joyce admitted sourly. “They wouldn’t be much of a threat back east, where an army regiment or two could be tasked to deal with them, but out here… fifty or so armed men can dominate an entire town or country as long as they stay together.” 

    “And Rackham is good at binding men to him,” Bard said. “If you weren’t a monster when you entered his service, you’d have to become one just to survive.” 

    “He doesn’t bother to hire decent people,” Ted said. “If Rackham is looking to hire you, the chances are good you’re a psychopath or worse.” 

    John shuddered. Worse? “Can’t we go after them?” 

    “There are fifty-plus of them,” Joyce said flatly. “We’d be heavily outnumbered.” She shook her head. “I’ll bring in the next candidates, and hopefully they’ll be better.” 

    John leaned back in his chair, wondering why Joyce hadn’t asked more questions before inviting the man to the interview. It smacked of carelessness, and Joyce wasn’t careless. She certainly didn’t allow her teammates to become sloppy themselves.  

    Perhaps she hadn’t looked too closely, or more likely, she’d wanted to make sure the entire team was involved in selecting their new teammates. The team was too small for any major disagreements or conflicts to be tolerated, not when it could distract them at a crucial moment. Joyce knew better than to recruit someone unpleasant and try to force the rest of the team to accept them. 

    The door opened, revealing Joyce and a pair of young girls. John blinked in surprise. They didn’t look dangerous, even though there were daggers hanging from their belts, but there was something about them that set alarm bells ringing at the back of his head.  

    One had a primitive focus dangling beside her dagger, while the other had a magical device John didn’t recognize. His eyes opened wide as he realized they were practically twins. One had her dark hair cut shorter than the other, but otherwise they were identical. 

    Joyce took her seat. “Tell us about yourselves, and why we should consider you.” 

    The girls exchanged glances.  

    “I’m Jayne, and this is my sister Jane,” one said. “We were born on the frontier, in Prestwick… a small town that is now dust. Our parents wanted to build a new home far from the old—I think they met and married out here, but I don’t know for sure. They rarely talked about their past. When we were ten, the town was attacked by raiders and put to the torch. Our father told us to run into the wildlands while he fought the attackers, but it was too late. They killed him and captured us.” 

    John swallowed. He’d heard the same story time and time again, a grim reminder—if he needed it—that life so far from civilization was never safe. The girls had been lucky to survive. They might have been the only survivors of a once-prosperous town. 

    “Our captor took a shine to us,” Jayne continued. “He taught us everything he knew, including a handful of simple spells. I think… I don’t know what he had in mind, him and his gang. When we had a chance to kill them all, we took it and ran. Since then, we’ve been doing odd jobs for cash and places to rest our heads.” 

    Joyce leaned forward. “Odd jobs?” 

    Jayne hesitated noticeably. “Spying, sometimes. A little theft, a little assassination. We traded our services, once, for additional lessons in swordplay and other things. As we grew older, it became harder to move freely—” 

    “You’ve been on your own for… what? Six years?” Joyce looked from Jayne to Jane and back again. “Can you follow orders? And work as part of a team?” 

    “Yes,” Jayne said flatly, “we can.” 

    John studied her thoughtfully as Joyce ran though the same questions she’d asked Starling, trying to figure out how much they actually knew. The girls were head and shoulders above him when it came to local knowledge, correctly noting which plants were safe to eat, and which were just too deadly to risk cooking and eating unless you knew precisely what you were doing. John had been told not to try anything with them unless he was desperate, and even then, starvation might be a better way to go.  

    Starling had been a handsome ignoramus. The girls, he decided, were smart enough to be useful. 

    “Wait outside,” Joyce ordered finally. She turned to the team as soon as the girls were on the far side of the door. “Thoughts?” 

    “I heard Prestwick was burnt to the ground,” Ted commented. “The word was there were no survivors.” 

    John grimaced. “Do you think they’re lying?” 

    “No,” Ted said. “They’re clearly smart enough to come up with a better lie.” 

    “They’re also more capable than they wish us to believe,” Bard added. “They move like experienced fighters.” 

    “They probably are,” Joyce said. “They’re pretty enough to draw unwanted attention.” 

    John grimaced. Back east, women weren’t expected to have to defend themselves. A man who attacked a woman would be lucky if he got a trial before he was marched to the nearest tree and hanged. Even female magicians were rarely challenged openly. The taboo on attacking women was strong. But here, a woman who didn’t know how to look after herself was asking for trouble. She might have to knife an attacker at any moment.  

    “They will do,” Scout said. “They’re certainly the best we’ve seen so far.” 

    “Agreed,” Joyce said. “Any objections?” 

    John shook his head. “Not from me.” 

    Joyce smiled. “You’ll have to test their magic, and perhaps teach them more.” 

    “Ouch,” John said. It was technically illegal to teach magic outside school. He was still surprised sometimes that he’d gotten away with doing it last year. “If I must…” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Six 

    “We could just stay in bed and snuggle,” Scout said. “Couldn’t we?” 

    John grinned at her, although he knew they had to get up. The last few days had been weirdly chaotic, both hectic and relaxed.  

    He’d spent his time testing Jayne and Jane’s magic, training with Bard and Ted, and somehow, going to dinner and the bathhouse with Scout. It bothered him to remain in one town for so long, not least because Boss Edwards might be looking for them, but there was no sign of another job. That boded ill. Joyce hadn’t said anything yet, but there was a very real risk of them having to choose between their morals and their empty stomachs. Or taking up work that meant tying themselves down for the foreseeable future. 

    He stood, looking at Scout as she lay on the bed. She was beautiful, and so very different from the girls of his childhood or his teenage years. It was impossible to imagine Katrina, or any of the village girls, coming so far from civilization to make a home in the wildlands… but then, Scout had had no choice. Weirdlings were rare in civilized lands. Scout might pass for a denizen of the Free States, with a great deal of luck and a coherent cover story, but others would be lucky if they weren’t stoned out of house and home. It wasn’t fair, yet there was nothing anyone could do about it. 

    Scout sat up and reached for her clothes. “Are their magics coming along?” 

    John hesitated. “It’s tough. It feels like I’m teaching children.” 

    “You were a child once yourself,” Scout pointed out dryly. “How did your teachers teach you?” 

    “They knew I was a child,” John said. He’d been twelve when he’d gone to school. Jayne and Jane had been vague on precisely how old they were, but they had to be somewhere between sixteen and eighteen. “They knew I was lacking in the basics, and they taught me from scratch. The girls have much more to unlearn. Whoever gave them their first lessons didn’t bother to explain the basics. It’s like putting a broadsword in the hands of a complete novice.” 

    Scout shrugged. “And it’s too late to suggest they go to school?” 

    “They’d probably be rejected,” John said. He couldn’t recall anyone older than fourteen entering the school, and that guy had been the firstborn son of a warlord-turned-king. “If they had the money, they could pay for a proper tutor, but they’d still have a lot to unlearn.” 

    He sighed inwardly as he donned his shirt and trousers. He’d expected Scout to be annoyed—or jealous—if he spent time with the girls. He’d even invited her to watch the lessons. And yet, she hadn’t shown much of any reaction. He wasn’t sure what to make of it. Back home… if she’d been a village girl, they’d spent enough time together to ensure both sets of parents would be encouraging them to tie the knot before she fell pregnant. Here… he had no idea. Should he ask her to marry him? Or should he wait for her to ask him?  

    “It’s not going to be easy,” he said, unsure which subject he meant. “What do you make of them?” 

    “Hard-edged, but basically good people,” Scout said. “They could easily have gone very bad instead.” 

    John nodded. Joyce had asked around, and sent Bard and Ted to do the same, to check out as much of Jayne and Jane’s story as possible. Most of it appeared to be true, although they’d left out some details. One would-be rapist had been castrated, another had been knifed and left to bleed to death… John hoped that wasn’t a sign of sadism. It was hard to blame a woman for wanting to hurt her attacker, but it was easy to go too far. 

    He waited for her to finish dressing, then led the way down to the dining room. Breakfast had improved—a little—but he would still have preferred to eat out. Joyce sat at a small table and waved to them before he could suggest going somewhere else, so he headed over to her and nodded.  

    She was drinking something that looked suspiciously like water with brown flakes in it, a grim reminder that coffee was in increasingly short supply. The barmaid brought two more mugs before John could say a word. He eyed his mug warily. There were horror stories about what people ate and drank if they didn’t have the money to get real food. 

    “We may have a job,” Joyce said. “We’ll discuss it upstairs.” 

    John nodded and took a sip. The coffee tasted foul and dusty, as if the grains hadn’t quite dissolved. He stirred it with his fingertip—it was probably cleaner than the spoons—and took another sip. It still tasted foul, but at least it was drinkable. The barmaid brought bread, honey, and cooked meat. He didn’t want to know what it was. Thankfully, it was reasonably tasty. 

    “A job,” Scout said. “Are we going to approve?” 

    “I don’t know,” Joyce said. “We’ll discuss it upstairs, as I said.” 

    John nodded—there might be listening ears—and quickly ate his breakfast. Joyce waited patiently, then led the way back to the meeting room. Bard and Ted were already there, but there was no sign of Jayne and Jane. John had no idea if that was a good sign. They wouldn’t have any say in the team’s decisions until they proved themselves, but surely they should have at least some input. If nothing else, the team had to know if they were willing to carry out the job. It could get very sticky if it turned out the answer was no. 

    “Times are hard,” Joyce said without preamble, “and things are changing.” 

    “I’ll say,” Bard said. “There’s normally more bravos swaggering around, looking for work.” 

    “Boss Edwards is apparently recruiting,” Ted put in. “His agents are snatching up everyone who knows how to carry a sword without slicing off his own head and sending them to his town. I have no idea why.” 

    “His people are revolting,” Bard said, “in all senses of the word.” 

    “Or he’s looking for us,” John said. “We never found out what happened to Hans’ body.” 

    “If he’d been carrying something that would’ve led them to us, they’d have caught up with us by now,” Joyce said flatly. “I searched him myself. He wasn’t carrying anything dangerous.” 

    “There are bounties posted for us,” Ted reminded her. “Sure, they don’t know who we are, but…” 

    “So what?” Scout spoke with surprising passion. “The only people who can point the finger at us are the people who hired us, and they couldn’t do that without revealing it wasn’t them who robbed the lodge and stole the land deeds. Boss Edwards is just trying to save face by posting the bounties. There’s little hope of anyone figuring out who did it and then grabbing us.” 

    Joyce cleared her throat loudly. “Jobs are also scarce,” she said. “Most of the proffered missions are… morally unsound. A couple are less unsound, but beyond our ability to handle. But there’s one that might be interesting, if you don’t mind a very long-term commitment. New Hope.” 

    John frowned. “The same people who approached us in the baths?” 

    “They must be desperate,” Bard teased, “or they had something else in mind.” 

    “They have been hiring a lot of people,” Joyce said, ignoring the byplay completely. “There’s hints they actually hired craftsmen and experienced farmers from a dozen other towns, men who broke the land and planted the soil before growing bored and selling their farms to others. And they want a bunch of guards. Their offer is actually pretty good, if we’re willing to be tied down for at least two to three years. We provide escorts, then security.” 

    Bard leaned forward. “Just how likely is this to get us in trouble with the folks back home?” 

    Joyce’s lips thinned. “It’s hard to say,” she said. “New Hope is pretty clear that it’s setting up a settlement far from the Free States, a settlement that will be shaped by a very different set of circumstances, and one that will hopefully be big enough to maintain a degree of independence, even when the border rolls over their lands. They’ve gone out of their way to recruit dozens, perhaps hundreds of dissidents who are willing to put their lives on the line for a whole new world. And they have enough money and supplies to make sure their settlement has the best possible chance to put down roots.” 

    She paused. “My sources aren’t clear on how the Free States are reacting to this unexpected challenge. Some think the dissidents are being ordered to leave. Others think the dissidents are being ordered to stay. There’s been no official response from any of the councils—or Greyshade—which may be good or bad. I suspect they simply don’t know what to do.” 

    John frowned. In his experience, most commoners didn’t have time for any sort of political activity. They were too busy working to keep their heads above water. The middle classes were more likely to want things to change, but they could head west, if they thought they could make it out there. And yet… were the kings and warlords really interested in sending the dissidents west? On one hand, they might die or wind up working too hard to rock the boat; on the other, they might found a state that would pose a threat to the Free States in the next few decades. Who knew? 

    “So we have some freedom of action,” Bard said. 

    “We won’t if we join the wagon train,” Scout said. “It won’t be just us, will it?” 

    “No,” Joyce said flatly. “They’ll have others riding escort, too.” 

    “Then no,” Ted said. “There’s too great a risk of a disagreement turning into a fight.” 

    John blinked. “In the middle of a job?” 

    “We’re a small team,” Ted said curtly. “New Hope will need at least five or six teams our size to protect them—and arguably, a few more. There will be a lot of personality clashes—the leaders will all think they’re the real leader, the bladesmen will think they’re the real bladesmen, the magicians will think—” 

    “We’re not in the habit of holding pissing contests,” John said stiffly. 

    “You’ve never worked with your fellow magicians,” Ted said. “Take it from me. They can and they do hold pissing contests. And then someone winds up croaking on a lily pad, or something worse.” 

    “There’d need to be a proper chain of command,” Joyce said. “It could be handled.” 

    “I doubt it. You know I was at Blaydon Fields?” 

    Ted went on before anyone could answer. “The army was from a dozen different states and cities, and had a bunch of volunteers, too. The commanders worked overtime to smooth out the differences and sort out a chain of command that no one really liked, but everyone could work with. They had to, you see. And then the rebels somehow manage to kill the entire fucking officer team, and command devolves on a frilly dressed idiot who panics and orders a retreat. Perhaps not a bad idea, but the retreat is in the open, and the enemy are hunting us down and pressing us hard, and…” 

    His face twisted. “There was a mutiny in the middle of the retreat. Half the troops panicked and ran, either in formation or alone. The remainder were run down by the enemy and hacked to pieces. The idiot stabbed himself in the back repeatedly, but it was too late to do more than get as many men out as possible and hope for the best. It was a majestic fuck up, and we lost around five thousand men.” 

    “I heard it was one thousand,” Bard said. 

    “They lied,” Ted said bluntly. “The figures were massaged until they said what their masters wanted them to say.” 

    He looked at Joyce. “A regular army unit could do it. They wouldn’t have so many problems when they came under pressure. But a team put together from a dozen smaller teams is just asking for trouble. My very strong advice is that we turn the job down.” 

    “It depends on the price,” Bard said. “What are they offering?” 

    “It isn’t worth it,” Ted said. “Frankly, what are the odds of their settlement surviving long enough to pay us?”  

    “They’ve scouted out the terrain,” Joyce said. “They have the land deeds and enough supplies to provide a considerable degree of mutual support, including a breeding population of oxen and horses. They shouldn’t have the shortages most new settlements develop in their first year or two—” 

    “Which will also make them targets for every asshole who thinks anything that isn’t nailed down is ripe for the taking,” Ted said. “We’ll be pinned down, unable to leave, or even to maneuver. It will end badly.” 

    Joyce nodded curtly. “John? Scout?” 

    “I don’t know,” John admitted. “If we go…” 

    He hesitated, unsure what to say. A year or two ago, the idea might have appealed to him. The prospect of finding a place in a settlement, particularly one so well-funded by people who wanted to free themselves from a suffocating society, would’ve been as attractive as a pretty young girl. Now… he wasn’t so sure. He needed to keep saving money for Katrina, and that was going to be hard if he went west for a couple of years, with only the promise of a big payment at the end of it. And Cameron had talked about buying motivators. That struck him as odd. There were aspects to the whole settlement project he suspected remained unseen. 

    Scout leaned forward. “I don’t believe the settlement plan will suit most of us,” she said bluntly. “None of us wish to be tied down—” 

    “I recall Bard getting tied to a bed and robbed,” Ted teased. “That must have been embarrassing.” 

    Bard stuck out his tongue. “Don’t knock it until you try it.” 

    “The being robbed bit?” Ted’s fingers made a pinching motion. “I can pick your pockets if you want, or even steal your bag. I’ll charge for the service, of course. One gold for a stolen wallet, five gold for a pinched dagger. I’ll throw in a pinched arse for another gold.” 

    “Cheap date,” Bard said. 

    “As I was saying,” Scout snapped, “I think the job doesn’t play to our strengths. We’re too few in number to escort a massive wagon train, and our specialties are of little use in a settlement. Ted can train settlers to fight, and John can offer magic lessons, but Bard and I aren’t so useful.” 

    “You are useful,” John said quickly, “and Bard can fight.” 

    “I can sing for them,” Bard said. He took a deep breath, then burst into song. “On top of—” 

    “Thank you,” Joyce said sharply. Bard shut up. “Are there any other thoughts, or should we move to a vote?” 

    “Just one,” John said. “I’m not licensed to teach magic. Setting up a school will draw unwelcome attention to the settlement, certainly from the Grey Men. If that’s what they want me to do…” 

    “We’ll see,” Joyce said. “Is there anyone in favor of accepting the job?” 

    “Me,” Bard said. “It’s a steady job. They’ll be feeding us, too, so we can save our pay.” 

    John frowned inwardly. What would happen if Bard was the only one in favor of the job? Would he sulk or complain? Or strike out on his own? John didn’t know. It was easy to say the team would stick together, and Joyce had told him he was free to leave if a vote went against him, but they were feeling the pinch. Bard had a point. It would be a steady job. 

    But Ted has a point, too, John thought. The job could easily turn into a disaster. 

    Joyce nodded curtly. “Against?” 

    “Me,” Ted said. “You’ve heard my reasons. I won’t bother to say them again.” 

    Scout echoed him a moment later. John hesitated, then did the same. He had no idea how Joyce would react if she wanted them to take the job. 

    “It’s decided,” Joyce said. “New Hope will have to head into the badlands without us.” 

    “And good luck to them,” Ted said. “They should be fine.” 

    “I hope so,” Joyce said, “but it isn’t our problem right now.” 

    She looked from face to face, then lowered her voice. “We have very little in the way of company savings. Our pay for the last job will not last forever. This place—” she waved a hand at the walls “—is cheap, but we will have to move out eventually. Whatever the next job is, we may have to take it.” 

    “Unless it involves working for Boss Edwards,” Bard said. “That might be pushing our luck a bit too far.” 

    “He didn’t really see our faces,” Ted countered. “No one did.” 

    John had his doubts. Boss Edwards’ men might have seen Scout. If they’d gotten a glimpse of a living shadow, would they put two and two together if they saw the team? It was impossible to be sure, one way or the other. They certainly knew their raiders had magic. How else could they have broken into the safe or crashed through the floor? 

    “Still,” Bard said, “there’s no point in taking chances when we have other choices. What else is there?” 

    “The darker jobs,” Joyce said curtly. She left the specifics to their imagination. “How much blood do you want on your hands?” 

    John scowled. “None.” 

    “I’ll make a few more inquires,” Joyce said, “but right now, beggars can’t be choosers.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Seven 

    John wasn’t sure, in all honesty, why he’d bothered to watch as the New Hope wagon train left Debone and rolled into the distance. 

    It was an impressive, if slightly shambolic procession. He’d heard enough over the last two days to know that Cameron and his team had done a good job of recruiting settlers, procuring supplies, and hiring guards to protect them in the badlands.  

    The settlers had spent so much money, they’d actually driven prices up all over the region, to the point the townspeople would probably be glad to see them go. Even the merchants and shopkeepers would be relieved. There were risks as well as opportunities in prices soaring. The coming economic crash was going to be painful. 

    He frowned inwardly as the last of the wagons vanished into the dust. There was something about the effort that awed him, even though he was sure he was missing something. The towns and villages along the frontier had largely sprung up by chance, people finding good places to settle and inviting others to join them, but New Hope was different. Or so they planned. John had been an adventurer long enough to know no battle plan ever survived contact with the enemy. He assumed it was true of settlement plans, too.  

    Part of him wished he could join them. It would be something different. If he was one of the first settlers, if he was one of the first men to break the ground or set up a shop or a school, he’d be set up for life. He shook his head as he turned away and trudged back to the inn. It wasn’t for him, not now. Perhaps not ever. He’d never found a place he wanted to settle down and spend the rest of his life. 

    Count your blessings, he told himself sourly. If you didn’t have magic, you’d be stuck in your father’s shop until you passed it down to your son. 

    The thought haunted him as he passed through the post office, taking advantage of the short break to check if there was any mail. There never was any for him. Katrina never replied to his letters—if she even received them—and no one else would be interested in writing to him, not now.  

    It nagged at his mind that she might be dead. Her injuries hadn’t been fatal, thank the gods, but she might have killed herself rather than live with her scars. If that were true… he tried not to think about it as he left the office and headed on to the inn. The streets were quieter now that the settlers were gone. John knew they wouldn’t stay that way. 

    Bard was standing outside the inn, drinking a pint. “We have a meeting in twenty minutes,” he said curtly. “Get yourself a drink and go upstairs.” 

    “A job?” John wasn’t sure what was eating the older man. Bard was a blademaster. He could find work anywhere. “Or something else…?” 

    “A job, I think. Get upstairs. I’ll join you in a moment.” 

    John nodded and stepped into the inn. The barmaid looked cross, as if she’d bitten into something sour, but she poured him a glass of flavored water without comment. John took it, muttered a brief spell to check it was safe to drink, then headed upstairs. He suspected he’d need all his wits around him. It felt odd to be without Scout, but she’d gone with Ted and the girls to get their supplies. John wondered idly who was chaperoning who. Ted wasn’t interested in women. 

    Joyce looked up as John stepped into the room. She motioned for him to close the door. “The others will be here shortly. Are Jayne and Jane ready to use their magic?” 

    “They can do some charms,” John said. “They don’t have the knowledge or experience to do anything more complicated. Not yet. Don’t make of them more than they are.” 

    “They need proper training,” Joyce agreed. She broke off as the door opened, allowing the others to join them. “We’ll discuss it later.” 

    John felt a shiver run down his back. If Joyce had found a job… He scowled, remembering her warning that they were running out of time and money. Would they wind up with dirty hands? Or would he choose to leave rather than let himself be pushed into committing atrocities? It was something he wouldn’t know, he feared, until he had to make the choice. 

    “Close the door,” Joyce ordered. Her eyes flickered over Jayne and Jane, but she made no attempt to order them to leave. John feared that was a bad sign. “We have a job.” 

    John glanced at Scout, then leaned forward as the others took their seats. A nasty feeling was growing in his stomach, an instinct that something was about to go terribly wrong. Greyshade and his tutors had always sneered at such feelings, calling them old wives’ tales, but out here, it was impossible to convince himself they were nothing more than his atrocious dinner working its way through his stomach and back into the world. The unease grew stronger as Joyce looked at the papers on the desk. She’d clearly done more than just signal an interest in the job.  

    Joyce leaned forward. “How many of you have heard of Janstown?” 

    “It’s a big town on the far side of the borderlands,” Ted said. “Are we going there?” 

    “In a manner of speaking,” Joyce said. “Janstown, to cut a long story short, discovered the remnants of an ancient city buried beneath the earth. Our best theory is that it was actually a flying city, which fell out of the air when the magic went crazy, and hit the ground hard enough to be buried, although we don’t know for sure. The important detail is that Jan—the founder of Janstown—and his men have been poking through the wreckage, trying to recover artifacts from the old world and sell them at auction. This is technically illegal, but the Grey Men haven’t tried to stop it. I think they figured Jan wouldn’t find anything dangerous.” 

    John felt ice dripping down his spine, despite the heat. “But he did?” 

    “Yes.” Joyce met his eyes. “It’s hard to be sure, but he appears to have dug up an artifact of uncertain power and danger. One possibility is that it’s a plague box, an artifact designed to kill everyone within range; it may also be some other kind of weapon, something beyond our imagination. Jan is apparently billing it as a strongbox from the pre-Cataclysm days and trying to sell it to the highest bidder. If it falls into enemy hands, or merely into the hands of someone stupid enough to open it, the results could be disastrous.” 

    “So the Grey Men need to go after it,” Ted said. “Why haven’t they?” 

    Joyce hesitated. “From what I understand, politics. The Grey Men have a legal right to operate in the Free States, but their exact status out here has been hotly debated over the last few years. Going to Janstown, brushing Jan aside, and simply taking the box will alienate everyone else along the frontier, making their job much harder in future. The box may not be the only dangerous thing in the ruined city—and, of course, there are plenty of other ancient artifacts to the west. If the Grey Men mishandle the situation, the next dangerous artifact may not be advertised until it’s already too late.” 

    “Odd,” John mused. His mind raced. Greyshade had paid them to deal with Skinlord. Was he paying them to deal with Jan and his box? It wasn’t a question he could ask with so many listening ears. “What are we being hired to do?” 

    “Steal the box,” Joyce said. “We take it, then get it somewhere safe, somewhere it can be disarmed and smelted down without further ado. If we do it, we’ll be paid enough to keep us going for five years.” 

    “And if we fail, we die horribly,” Bard said. “Should we not at least try to win the auction first?” 

    “We will,” Joyce said. “We’ve been sent some money for that purpose, but it may not be enough.” 

    John nodded curtly. There was a thriving trade in semi-legal and flat-out illegal artifacts from the old world. Most weren’t particularly dangerous, from what he’d heard, but some of them offered insights into magic that could be turned to useful purposes. Skinlord’s books had certainly offered him some insights. His palm twitched, a grim reminder of just how close he’d come to dying. And yet, he knew it wouldn’t be enough to keep him from testing the limits. 

    And Greyshade is the one who bans the trade, John thought. Is it for the world’s safety, as he claims, or is it to keep the power in his own hands? 

    “So we try to win the artifact, then steal it if we can’t,” Bard said. “This mission stinks… with the greatest of respect, of course.” 

    “The pay is very good,” Ted countered, “and if it really is a plague box…” 

    “If,” Bard said. He glanced at John. “Would you know one if you saw it?” 

    “No.” John tried to recall what little he’d been told about ancient weapons, but most of his lessons had boiled down to orders to keep his distance and summon the Grey Men. “From what I was taught, they were extremely dangerous. They could be used to target a specific family with a lethal plague, or exempt them from being infected. If it really is a plague box, and if it’s opened in the middle of a town, everyone in that place is going to be dead.” 

    Jayne looked disturbed. “There’s no cure?” 

    “I don’t know,” John said. “There were very few specifics in my lessons. Greyshade is the only person who might know more than wild rumors, and he’s not available for questioning.” 

    Joyce shot him a sharp look. She knew John knew. “We don’t know who else wants the box. We don’t even know who knows what it is. But we dare not let it fall into unfriendly hands. What could Rackham do with such a weapon?” 

    “Whatever he wants,” Scout said flatly. 

    “Rackham has burnt towns before,” Bard agreed. “A disease outbreak would kill the people while leaving the buildings intact. There are so many outbreaks out west that no one would know for sure it was actually cold-blooded murder.” 

    “Quite,” Joyce agreed. “Jayne. Jane. This is your one chance to back out now, before we set out. If you want to leave, now is the time.” 

    “We’re staying,” Jayne said. Her sister nodded. “We’re not backing out now.” 

    John’s lips twitched. He had no idea what Joyce would have done if the sisters had decided they wanted to leave. They knew too much. Would she pay for them to be held in the town gaol for a few weeks, feed them a potion to wipe their memories, or simply slit their throats? Or… no, he suspected Joyce had asked the question in private first, giving them the chance to leave without recriminations. Instead, they’d chosen to reaffirm their commitment to the team. 

    “Very good,” Joyce said. “Bard? Ted? Scout? John? Any objections?” 

    John said nothing for a long moment. He had no qualms about stealing stolen goods from the thieves and returning them to their rightful owner. He had no hesitation about blasting kidnappers, rapists, and murderers. But stealing a priceless artifact someone had dug up from a ruined city? He wasn’t so sure about that. It was thievery, plain and simple, and his morality revolted against it. And yet, if it was a plague box… 

    You wouldn’t let a child pick up a sword and cut himself because he didn’t know the blade was sharp, he thought slowly, would you? 

    His stomach churned. There were millions of broken artifacts, some so badly damaged it was impossible to tell what they’d been before the Cataclysm, but working artifacts were extremely rare. There was no way in hell any of the other bidders—kings, princes, rebels, criminals—would let morality get in their way when it came to getting their hands on a superweapon. A plague box could shift the balance of power. 

    Perhaps it would be triggered by accident, not in the badlands, but in the heart of the Free States. How many people would die if the box was triggered in Grantville or Flint? The threat was so big, he found it impossible to comprehend how many people might die. It was just too big to grasp. 

    “If it really is a plague box, it needs to be made safe,” he said slowly. There was something about the affair that didn’t quite make sense. Politics be damned. If the threat was that great, you did what you had to do and apologized later. The Grey Men should be sent to Janstown, and quickly. “And if it isn’t…” 

    “My source was very specific,” Joyce said. “I believe it.” 

    You believe Greyshade. But we have no independent verification of his claims. John’s mind churned. Greyshade should be panicking. Why isn’t he? 

    Bard cleared his throat. “There are risks, but the pay is good,” he said. “I assume we’re getting a cover story?” 

    “Officially, we’re wandering merchants,” Joyce said. “This will fool absolutely no one, but they’ll all pretend to believe it. Unofficially, we’re agents of Lord Tulloch. The old rat bastard is well known for having his fingers in many pies, none of which would please his monarch if he knew about them. Having him take the blame for sending us would be very satisfactory, indeed.” 

    Ted raised an eyebrow. “You know the guy?” 

    “Suffice it to say he makes Rackham look like a sweet and kindly man,” Joyce said. There was a hint of hatred in her tone. “We have an… icon that will put our identities beyond question, at least for the moment. By the time they figure out they’ve been duped, it will be too late. We’ll have the plague box and be well on our way to safety.” 

    “If everything goes according to plan,” Ted said. “Is there anything else we should know?” 

    Joyce unfurled a map. “It will take at least ten days of hard riding to get there. The auction is scheduled to begin twelve days from now. We’ll be leaving tomorrow morning, following the old roads as far as we can before shifting to head west. I’d prefer to avoid contact as much as possible—really, I’d prefer to lay a false trail, too. But we don’t have time.” 

    “No one is going to be following us for ten days,” Scout said. “They shouldn’t be drawing a connection between a team leaving Debone and another team arriving at Janstown ten days from now.” 

    “We’re cutting it very fine,” Ted said. “If we run into any trouble, we might not be able to get there before the fun starts.” 

    “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it,” Joyce said. “Bard, you and Scout check the supplies and horses. Purchase anything we need from the shops—we may have a budget now, but don’t forget to haggle. Ted, make sure Jayne and Jane have everything they need, then get them fed and put to bed for the night. We’ll be leaving early.” 

    “Stupid o’clock,” Ted said. 

    “John, stay here,” Joyce said. “I’ll see the rest of you tomorrow morning. Don’t get drunk, and if you find a bedmate, don’t be late tomorrow.” 

    John took a breath as the rest of the team filed out of the room, then met Joyce’s eyes. “It’s Greyshade, isn’t it?” 

    “Yes.” Joyce didn’t bother to lie. “He’s backing us.” 

    “It makes no sense,” John protested. “The Grey Men should be sent—” 

    “Like I said, politics,” Joyce disagreed. “The headmaster is extremely powerful, true, but he isn’t a god. He certainly isn’t all powerful. The kings will tolerate his supremacy in the magical sphere, but only to a point. If he shows blatant disrespect for property rights, he’ll find it harder to convince the kings to tolerate him. And who knows what will happen then?” 

    John made a face. “Point.” 

    “So he needs agents,” Joyce said. “Deniable agents. People he can swear blind have nothing to do with him if it all goes horribly wrong.” 

    “Quite,” John agreed slowly. It still struck him as odd. The puzzle was missing some of its pieces. “What did Lord Tulloch ever do to you?” 

    “Let’s just say he deserves everything bad that happens to him and leave it at that,” Joyce said shortly. “Get something to eat, then get some rest. If Scout joins you tonight, make sure you both get plenty of sleep. You’ll need it tomorrow morning.” 

    John flushed. “I know the drill.” 

    “And spend some time thinking about what we can do if the box is accidentally opened,” Joyce said. “I don’t buy anyone making a superweapon and just leaving it lying around unless they were sure they could handle an accidental opening.” 

    “I don’t think there is anything we could do,” John said. The stories he’d heard had been nothing more than rumors. There’d been no formal instruction on dealing with a plague box some idiot had opened. It wasn’t clear if he’d even have a chance to bend over and kiss his ass goodbye. “If the plague box lives up to its legend, everyone within range could be infected and killed before we have a chance to react.” 

    “Charming,” Joyce said. “What sort of person would build a weapon like that?” 

    John shrugged. “I was told there are people stupid enough to want anything. I guess my old tutor was right.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Eight 

    They rode out the next morning. 

    The town was surprisingly quiet after the last week, but John kept his eyes open as they trotted through the streets and out into the countryside. Joyce was right—Debone and Janstown were so far apart it was unlikely anyone would realize the team had gone from one to the other—but there was no point in taking chances.  

    He’d grown up in a small town, and he knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that it was very hard to do anything without someone taking note. The frontier had fewer older women who saw themselves charged with protecting the younger girls, and most folks knew to mind their own business, but people would still take note. And if someone drew a connection… 

    They shouldn’t, he told himself. And even if they did, we’re riding under false identities. 

    He sighed inwardly. He’d taken a few moments to look up Lord Tulloch in hopes of being able to bluff his way through any questioning, but there’d been surprisingly little in the town library. That was odd. In his experience, most noblemen loved talking about themselves and their huge tracts of land. You didn’t have to ask questions, just keep your mouth shut and listen while they bragged. There was normally some exaggeration, but not much.  

    And yet there’d been very little in the books about Lord Tulloch. The only point of any real note was that he was a landowner to the northeast, something that could easily be said of hundreds of others. But if he was that far from Janstown, it was unlikely he’d sent a representative to the auction. 

    Unless he really does want an ancient superweapon, John thought. It would be almost priceless if it was still in usable condition. 

    He frowned as they rode out of town and picked up speed. There was something about the whole affair that bothered him, something that didn’t quite make sense. He couldn’t put his finger on it no matter how many times he churned the facts over and over in his mind. What was he missing? What was— 

    Scout leaned against his back, her arms wrapped around his chest. “You’re thinking again,” she teased. “I can tell.” 

    John snorted. “We’re missing something.” He didn’t bother to raise his voice. Scout had good hearing. “What?” 

    “Good question,” Scout said. There was a long pause. “Is the artifact a fake?” 

    “I…” John considered it thoughtfully. There was a roaring trade in fake artifacts—he’d often wondered why anyone bothered, when there was no shortage of real artifacts—but he found it difficult to believe anyone would stake huge sums of money on an artifact without taking a careful look at it first. Most faked artifacts tended to be charmed to make them look real and functional, yet the spells wouldn’t stand up to scrutiny.  

    “The bidders would know, wouldn’t they?” 

    “It depends,” Scout said. “People sometimes do blind auctions.” 

    John shook his head. It might make sense to sell lost luggage and sealed bags to bidders, allowing them to gamble the contents might be worth the bid, but the sums couldn’t be that high. No one wanted to spend more than a handful of coins on a bag that might be crammed with nothing more than unwashed laundry, rather than a collection of books or a passing traveler’s small fortune. There might be tales of people bidding tens of coins for something worth hundreds, if not thousands, but he suspected most of them were made up. The auctioneers would probably check inside the bags, just to be sure. That was what he would do in their place. 

    “It can’t be a fake,” he said finally. “No money would change hands until the artifact was checked and rechecked.” 

    Scout chuckled. “But opening the box might be very dangerous. They might decline to take the risk.” 

    “They’d still be able to tell the box was extremely magical, even if they couldn’t work out what it actually was,” John said. “It’s possible Jan doesn’t know it’s a plague box.” 

    “If it is,” Scout said. “If he doesn’t know, he might try to open it.” 

    John frowned inwardly. If Jan had a priceless superweapon, why try to sell it? His eyes narrowed as he considered the possibilities. Jan might not want a superweapon… or, more likely, he might expect the Grey Men to come take it from him in short order. Selling it now might be the only way to profit before Greyshade’s representatives arrived. It was also possible Jan didn’t really want an independent kingdom of his very own. He might see the superweapon as more of a liability than anything else. 

    Particularly as it’s hardly a flying battleship, he thought. It was hard to tell how plague boxes actually worked—the rumors suggested the magic worked like a directional lantern, with everyone standing in line getting infected, even if they were on the far side of a solid wall—but there had to be limits, or the ancients would have wiped themselves out a long time ago. It could easily infect him and his people if he kept it in his hometown. Perhaps he thinks it’s wiser to pass it on before someone accidentally opens it. 

    He sighed inwardly and concentrated on the ride as they galloped on, following the ancient road as far as they could. The road was flat, seemingly undamaged by the disaster that had swept the world, but the landscape on both sides was either dry desert or foliage that came uncomfortably close to the roadside. He kept his eyes open, scanning both sides of the road for any flicker of movement. Seven people on five horses might look more dangerous than a slow and cumbersome wagon train, but outlaws and criminals in the badlands might be tempted to have a go anyway. The rewards would be quite high if they got away with it. 

    The ride went on, slowing to a canter and pausing only when sunset sent long shadows crawling over the landscape. Joyce called a halt, then scrambled off her horse and looked around. There was no sign of anything dangerous, but it was difficult to be sure. Something nasty might be hiding under the rocks—or worse, the rocks themselves might be dangerous. The wild magic that had swept over the world, warping and twisting what it didn’t destroy, had left an assortment of strange and dangerous creatures in its wake. If half the stories were true, it was risky sleeping anywhere outside a town. But they had no choice. 

    “John, set up a circle,” Joyce ordered as the rest of the team dismounted. “Bard, you and Ted can make dinner.” 

    John hid his amusement as he drew out his focus and waved for Jayne and Jane to follow him. Back east, making dinner was women’s work, and any man ordered to cook dinner would be sure to rebel, particularly if the person ordering him was a woman. The only exceptions were army cooks, and they had a terrible reputation, often regarded as being more dangerous than enemy troops.  

    But here, there were few gender-specific roles. Bard and Ted could and did cook very well. They’d even tried to teach John. 

    Why is it I can brew potions with remarkable skill, he asked himself, but not cook something as simple as a stew without burning it? 

    He put the thought aside and told the girls to watch as he crafted the first circle. It wasn’t an impregnable defense, not by any reasonable definition, but it would ward off any unintelligent threats while sounding the alarm if something more dangerous tried to cross.  

    The second circle was a little nastier, crafted to hurt anyone who ignored the first. He knew it wouldn’t stand up to a trained sorcerer, but it would buy him a few seconds to wake and react before it broke. The girls watched with interest, eyes bright. John felt a flicker of pity. If they’d been born in the east, they’d have gone to school a year or two after him. They wouldn’t have to rely on half-assed lessons from someone who’d been expelled… 

    “You could make the circle a little tighter,” Jayne said as he finished drawing the line. “Why…?” 

    “Two reasons,” John said. He had to remind himself of her ignorance. It was a question a first-year student would ask, not someone who should be on the verge of graduating by now. “First, the tighter the circle, the more magic and attention I’d need to invest in it. Second, we’re going to need to answer the call of nature overnight. You don’t want to risk trapping someone in the circle when they need to piss.” 

    The girls nodded, showing none of the disgust Katrina and her peers would have shown if he’d said that to them. They’d grown up along the frontier, where the facts of life were the facts of life and there was little in the way of privacy. Where there was no point in trying to pretend piss and shit and menstrual cycles didn’t exist. He felt a flicker of pity mingled with the awareness they’d understood the job when they took it. They couldn’t complain about the lack of privacy now. 

    “Food,” Bard called from his cauldron. “Don’t forget to tip the cook!” 

    “Sure,” Scout teased. “Putting pork and beef in the same stew is asking for a bellyache tomorrow.” 

    Bard made a rude gesture. “That’s not quite the sort of tip I had in mind,” he said as he ladled out bowls of stew. “I wanted you to cross my palm with silver.” 

    “I think you have to pay us to eat it,” Ted said, eyeing his bowl as if a fly had landed in his meal. “I charge ten golds per bite.” 

    “You’d better starve,” Bard countered, sticking out his tongue. “Ten golds? There isn’t that much.” 

    John shook his head, then dipped his spoon in the stew and took a bite. It tasted better than the food at the inn, although the bar wasn’t set very high. Bard might not be a master chef, but he knew how to use his dried spices and herbs to add a little flavor to dried sausage and vegetables. John was careful not to ask what else might have gone into it. If he was eating insects or something else that would make him feel sick, he didn’t want to know. The meal was edible, and that was all there was to it. 

    “I’ll take first watch,” Joyce said when they were done. “Ted, I’ll wake you in four hours.” 

    “Wake me,” Scout said. “I got a nap on horseback.” 

    “Fine,” Joyce said. “I don’t know how you did it.” 

    “John has a very comfortable back,” Scout said, “and I didn’t have anything much to do.” 

    Joyce nodded. John blushed. 

    “You know the drill,” Joyce said. “Wake us if there are any problems, but otherwise, just stay on guard.” 

    John unfurled his bedroll and laid it on the ground, then watched the girls as they prepared to rest. There was an art to laying out his bedroll and sleeping bag so he could sleep comfortably, one that had taken him weeks to learn. They didn’t seem to have any problems, so he turned away to give them what privacy he could.  

    The temperature was falling rapidly. He took a long breath, already missing having Scout in his bed, then lay back and closed his eyes. It felt as though sleep would be a long time coming. 

    He sighed, all too aware of the magic around them. His spell felt like a strand of weak light against the darkness of the tainted land. It would be decades, perhaps centuries, before the towns and farms were linked together, and the aftermath of the Cataclysm swept into the shadows of history. It was all too easy to think sleeping in the badlands would leave its mark.  

    It was bad enough, he recalled, being aware there were things that could get quite close without setting off the alarm. Joyce might trust his magic, but she knew better than to rely on it. And the bloodcurdling threats she’d made about what she’d do to anyone who fell asleep on watch… 

    And she’d be right, too, John thought. The threatened beatings were minor compared to what could happen if one of the nastier creatures got into the circle. If whoever is on watch falls asleep, they could get us all killed. 

    He jerked awake without ever being quite aware of having fallen asleep. The sun was peeking over the horizon, rays of light illuminating the ground. John crawled out of his sleeping bag, answered the call of nature, and helped Ted prepare breakfast. It wasn’t difficult. All they really had to do was heat up the remnants of the stew and pass it around. Scout nodded to him as he gave her a bowl. It was hard to be sure, but she seemed tired. John made a mental note to ensure she slept during the ride. 

    Jane caught his eye. “Is it always like this?” 

    “It was a good night, all things considered,” John told her, “but you slept amongst armed men inside a sorcerer’s circle. Elsewhere…” 

    He kicked himself mentally. Jane and her sister already knew that. They were talking about the ride, not the campsite. He shrugged as they finished their stew, then took advantage of the opportunity to teach them basic cleaning spells. They didn’t have enough water in their canteens to wash the bowls and spoons, and it was incredibly dangerous to trust pools and streams outside settlements. Anything could be lurking within the water, anything at all. 

    “We have a long way to go,” Joyce reminded them after they fed the horses. “Let’s go.” 

    John nodded and scrambled onto the horse, Scout right behind him. The beast seemed to shift uncomfortably, then followed the others back down the road. John wanted to talk, but suppressed the urge as Scout rested her head against his back and closed her eyes. He muttered a brief spell to make it a little more comfortable for her, then forced himself to recall the first magic lessons he’d been given. He was going to have to repeat them for the girls. 

    The days seemed to blur together as the ride went on and on. It was almost as if he were trapped in a nightmare, the long rides broken only by short rests that never felt long enough. The dust in the air didn’t make it any easier…  

    John felt old and tired, even though he was only a year or two older than the girls. He had no idea how Joyce and Ted coped so well. Bard complained—Ted complained that Bard complained like an old woman—but there was an odd air about it, as if he were complaining only because he was expected to. The girls handled themselves very well, although they didn’t have to take watches at night. John didn’t envy them. They might not realize it, but it was a sign they weren’t trusted completely. Not yet. 

    And we don’t have time to test them properly, he thought. There’s too much at risk to take chances now. 

    The landscape changed as they turned off the ancient road and headed west, further into the badlands. The roads became dirt tracks, populated by a handful of riders and wagons heading in both directions.  

    John wondered idly if the people heading east had had a taste of land beyond the frontier and decided they wanted no part of it, or if they were couriers heading to the nearest slider station or post office so they could send letters back to civilized lands.  

    A number of prisoners—men wearing shackles—were walking west, faces dull and despondent. John shivered. The men had probably been given life sentences, then sold so they could be worked to death. And yet, even that was merciful compared to what Katrina’s family would do to him if they got the chance. 

    Joyce called a halt two miles short of Janstown. The landscape was changing again, the scrubby wasteland scarred by remnants of ancient settlements that had been brutally damaged, and then half buried under the soil.  

    John could feel magic prickling at the air, his skin itching as if he was being bitten by invisible insects. The girls seemed more uncomfortable, fingers constantly brushing their hair out of their faces. It would be a long time before this part of the world became safe for habitation… 

    “You know the cover story,” Joyce said. “Stick to it, and you’ll be fine.” 

    John nodded. Joyce was Lord Tulloch’s agent. Bard, Ted, and John were her bodyguards. Jane, Jayne, and Scout were her servants… the story was weaker than John would have preferred, but it wasn’t easy to explain the presence of the two girls without raising suspicions. Ideally, Scout would remain completely unnoticed. Joyce had no qualms about pretending she didn’t exist if no one realized she was there. 

    “We arrived on time,” Joyce added. “We have a day or two to get ourselves oriented before the auction begins. Don’t do anything stupid, and don’t do anything that will get us kicked out before it’s too late. Any questions?” 

    Bard stuck up a hand. “What’s the price of sliced ham per portion?” 

    Ted laughed. “Your mom!” 

    “Relevant questions,” Joyce said as some of the tension drained out of the air. “Anything important?” 

    “Just one thing,” Jayne said. She sounded nervous, even though she’d been assured she could ask questions without getting her head bitten off. “Do we have a plan?” 

    “Not yet,” Joyce said. “We don’t know enough to put together a plan. Not yet.” 

    She turned her horse back to the west. “Come on,” she said. “It’s time.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Nine 

    John hadn’t been sure what he’d expected when he’d first heard about Janstown. A cluster of wooden and stone buildings, perhaps, like many of the other settlements across the region, or a handful of ancient dwellings that had been cleansed of wild magic and turned into homes for Jan and his closest allies.  

    The settlement managed to be both and neither, a handful of modern buildings contrasting oddly with the old and surrounded by dozens—hundreds—of makeshift shacks and hovels that seemed piled on top of each other such that the slightest cough would trigger an avalanche. He had the weird impression the settlement was both huge, easily the largest he’d seen on this side of the border, and yet compressed into a very small space. His head ached as he tried to make sense of it. It was just… 

    He forced himself to think as they neared the settlement. There were no visible gates, just people flowing in and out of the town with no rhyme or reason. They looked a diverse lot, from settlers in hard-worn clothes and women who were clearly whores to fortune hunters and aristos in all their finery.  

    He thought he spotted a pair of magicians, but they were gone before he could be sure.  

    A handful of women were draped from head to toe in black cloth, faces and bodies completely concealed. He felt an odd shiver run down his spine as he eyed them. Weirdlings? It wasn’t impossible. Scout was amongst the luckiest of her kind, and she couldn’t pass for a pureblood human. 

    A guard stepped out of the shadows as they approached. “Your business here?” 

    Joyce passed him their papers. The guard looked them up and down, then shrugged and pointed to a road that looked more like a tunnel leading deeper into the settlement. Joyce nodded her thanks, then dismounted before leading the horse into the town.  

    John followed suit, looking around with interest as they walked. The houses, makeshift shacks, and stalls were just too close, the dry air smelling of too many people in too close proximity.  

    His eyes flickered over the stalls, noting everything from food and drink to colony supplies, and artifacts—seemingly broken—hauled out of the ground and offered for sale. He suspected most of them were worthless, but who knew?  

    One table groaned under the weight of cheap paperbacks—novels, mainly—from the east. John glanced at the titles and the lurid covers and shook his head. He was entirely sure they were written by teenage virgins. They had the same air as a schoolboy bragging about his sexual conquests when he’d never even kissed a girl. 

    He kept one hand on his focus as the walls seemed to close in, the horses whinnying nervously as the crowds pressed around them. It was on the tip of his tongue to suggest they turn around and head out, finding a place to sleep outside the settlement, before they stopped in front of a large pair of doors. Joyce spoke to the doorman, who opened the doors to reveal a massive courtyard and stables.  

    John had to smile. It looked like a coachman’s inn, but they were normally on the outskirts. The ever-expanding settlement had trapped the inn deep inside the walls. 

    A young woman appeared and offered a formal curtsey. “My lady. It’s an honor to have you attend the auction.” 

    “I am honored to be here,” Joyce said. “I trust you have rooms for us?” 

    The woman looked embarrassed as she dropped a second curtsey. “I’m afraid your servants will have to share a chamber, my lady. We have a lot of guards.” 

    “That’s quite all right,” Joyce said, as if she hadn’t timed the letters to ensure that would happen. “They won’t mind in the slightest.” 

    John concealed his amusement as he handed the reins to a stableman and followed Joyce up the stairs. The servants would mind, under normal circumstances, but no one would give a damn what they thought. Joyce was perfectly in character, pretending she didn’t care.  

    The innkeeper was too relieved, he guessed, to question it. Their forged paperwork should have entitled them to an entire wing to themselves, which likely wasn’t possible. He had to smile at the thought. The more they endeared themselves to the staff, the less likely they’d be to get in the way. 

    He looked around with interest as they reached the second floor. The inn was a riad, a building with multiple stories centered around an open-air courtyard with a small swimming pool bubbling with water.  

    He glanced up to see netting high overhead, keeping out insects, while allowing air to circulate freely. It would be a nightmare if it rained, he thought, but he guessed the innkeeper wouldn’t mind too much. The water would fall into the swimming pool and stay there, or be drained into tanks if it overflowed. Out here, fresh water was as important as gold. 

    The innkeeper pushed open a door to reveal a surprisingly well-appointed bedroom. “The servants will have to sleep in the next room,” she said, pointing to a smaller compartment with bare stone walls. “I’ll have bedding sent up shortly.” 

    John kept his eyes open as they filed into the room. It was light—the windows opened into the courtyard, rather than the world outside—and had very little privacy. John could hear someone talking in the next room, and he was sure they’d be able to hear them, too…  

    He scowled inwardly as he shaped a small privacy ward. It would be a little too revealing if another magician happened to walk past, but there was no choice. He put his bag on the table and smiled. The master bed looked as if it had come out of a bordello. 

    “I think there’s enough room in that bed for four of us,” Bard said. “Can we share?” 

    “Mine, all mine,” Joyce said with a grin. “More seriously, we can swap beds at night.” 

    She sat on the chair and scowled at her hands. “From what our host was saying, there are a lot of bidders here. I don’t think we have much hope of winning the auction fairly.” 

    Her eyes lingered on John and Scout. “You two can go out and buy supplies for your greedy bitch of a mistress,” she said wryly. She meant they could have a wander and put together a mental picture of the town. “Get yourselves something to eat, too. The rest of us will eat here.” 

    And talk to the other guests, John thought as he donned his cloak. Scout pulled her own cloak over her head, concealing her features as much as possible. See who they are and why they’re here. 

    Janstown felt odd, he decided as they left the riad and walked. Some confined streets, so cramped they made alleyways look like open roads, were surprisingly peaceful, so peaceful they brought tranquility to his soul. Others were teeming with people and animals, from elderly men walking in the middle of the road to younger men leading horses and oxen up and down.  

    Children ran everywhere, followed by dogs and cats and warped creatures they’d somehow found and tamed. John kept one hand on his focus and the other on his wallet as they walked, all too aware that some of the children would be pickpockets. It was common along the frontier. Street children had no parents to look after them, nor was anyone else inclined to try, and anyone who recruited them might have very dark intentions indeed. 

    The streets buzzed with chatter about the auction and the guests and matters that made no sense to him. He listened anyway, filing the details away in his head for later consideration as they found a small café and ordered lunch.  

    Everyone was gossiping like old women. He wondered suddenly if there were any information brokers in Janstown. He was sure there were—somewhere—but where? Joyce would track one down shortly, he was sure. She wouldn’t have to look far. Hell, for all they knew, the innkeeper was an information broker. 

    But she wouldn’t rat on her guests, John reminded himself. Innkeepers who did tended to find themselves going out of business, if they weren’t murdered first. We might need to ask her to point us to someone who will. 

    He smiled at the thought as the food arrived, spiced meat in a flatbread roll. The meat was so heavily spiced, it was impossible to tell what it had once been, although he had his suspicions. The settlement would be a breeding ground for rats, cats, and dogs, and all of them were edible, once you got past the gag reflex. Scout ate hers without hesitation, a reminder she’d grown up in a world where one couldn’t be fussy. John sighed and ate his, grimacing slightly at the taste. The food was a little too heavily spiced. 

    “There are rooms upstairs, if you like,” the shopkeeper offered. “They can be inhabited for a very reasonable fee.” 

    John felt himself blush. He was no prude. He’d known there were brothels near the school, although he’d never visited them… and yet, someone coming up to him so blatantly and offering him a room was something new. Did the man have no shame? Scout was right next to him, and… John tried not to show his disgust as he shook his head. It would be cheating, and she wouldn’t like it. Who could blame her? 

    “Charming,” Scout muttered as soon as the man was out of earshot. “I’ll bet good money half the girls aren’t there of their own free will, either.” 

    John nodded, left a handful of coins on the table, and led the way back out of the café. The streets seemed darker somehow, the skies overhead growing cloudy with astonishing speed. It felt like rain. 

    He glanced into a food store to pick up some supplies, the sort of thing servants would buy for a particularly fussy mistress, eyes narrowing as he spotted how many things were on offer. Janstown was quite some distance from the nearest slider, and while the prices were high, uncomfortably so, they should be higher. It didn’t quite make sense. 

    “There’s a spellmonger’s just down the road,” Scout said. “Do you want to go?” 

    John nodded, curious. It was difficult to get magic supplies on the western side of the border, where trained craftsmen were rare, and spellmongers often had to shut up shop and leave town in a hurry when they drew attention from the wrong sort of people.  

    Half the spellmongers he’d passed through in the last year were fakes, selling potions that were colored water, and focuses that were little more than sharpened pieces of wood. The latter weren’t entirely useless, but someone who wanted to cast more complex spells needed a focus that actually worked. He felt a tingle as he pushed open the door and stepped inside. The spellmonger’s was surprisingly large and gave off an air of permanence.  

    A veiled woman, inspecting the books, glanced at him and then left. John frowned to himself. What was that about? 

    He put the thought aside as he inspected the books, then the supplies. There was more than he’d expected, from actual potion ingredients—bagged and sealed by trained apothecaries—to gold- and silver-lined cauldrons a step or two above the lead-lined cauldrons one normally saw on the western side of the border. They were dangerous, he recalled. 

    He wondered suddenly why the gold and silver cauldrons hadn’t been sold or stolen long ago. They’d be expensive, of course, but they’d be worth it to anyone who brewed regularly… 

    “There’s a lot here,” he mused, more to himself than to her. “Where does it come from?” 

    “Oh, I have my contacts in the east,” the storekeeper said. John tried not to jump. He hadn’t even noticed the man behind the counter. “I can get anything you want, for a price.” 

    “Anything?” John raised his eyebrows. “Dragon scales? Basilisk eyes? Kraken dung?” 

    “Anything,” the man repeated. “Just make sure you give me the time and the money.” 

    John frowned. Dragon scales and basilisk eyes were incredibly restricted. Kraken dung was far less dangerous, but difficult to collect and store. If the storekeeper was sure he could obtain them… 

    Was he looking at Greyshade’s agent? A place like Janstown practically begged for a quiet watchdog, someone keeping an eye on the untamed city for Greyshade and the Free States. And Greyshade’s agent would have no trouble obtaining whatever he needed to bolster his credentials. There’d be no need to smuggle the supplies, either. 

    “I might have to come back,” he said. He hoped they’d have time. There were ingredients and tools on the walls that would come in very useful if he had a chance to buy them. “Until then…” 

    He nodded politely to the shopkeeper, then headed outside and let Scout lead him back to the riad. The rain was falling; great, heavy raindrops that smacked off the rooftops and splashed down, rapidly forming into rivers running through the gutters and into the drains. The storekeepers didn’t bother to close up shop, merely moving their supplies under cover and watching the water as it flowed into barrels and casks.  

    John wondered idly if the water was truly safe to drink. Rainwater normally was, but they were in the badlands. Who knew? 

    Joyce nodded to them as they entered the room, then tapped her ears meaningfully. John checked the privacy ward and nodded. “It’s safe.” 

    “I met some of our competitors over lunch,” Joyce said. “There was a lot of grumbling. Apparently, some got here early and took good rooms, then got themselves downgraded because higher-ranking people and their representatives arrived and kicked them out. Lord Tulloch is a pretty big fish in his own pond, but here he’s nowhere near as important as he thinks. He’d be damn insulted on our behalf if he knew we were here.” 

    “He’d be more surprised, I’m sure,” Bard said. “Didn’t they think to check our credentials?” 

    “How?” Joyce smirked. “The letter booking the rooms was sent by me, not his staff. They know we’re good for the money, so why rock the boat? They might be a little more careful if they thought we were going to win, but…” 

    “We can’t,” Scout said flatly. “We heard talk about representatives from Gaipajama. If they’re here…” 

    John nodded. Gaipajama had a fair claim to being the richest of the Free States. The king was the richest man in the known world, with the possible exception of Greyshade, and perhaps a couple of his peers. Gaipajama could buy Lord Tulloch out of pocket change and never even notice. If they wanted the plague box… 

    The king is already fantastically powerful, but he wants more, John reflected. He’d heard rumors Gaipajama had even defied the Grey Men—and gotten away with it. It made a certain kind of sense. On one hand, Greyshade would find it hard to push the kingdom around without risking pushback; on the other, the king was already so powerful that any restraints would feel like he was chained hand and foot.  

    And an ancient superweapon might make it possible. 

    “Then we need to lay our plans quickly,” Joyce said. “We’ll spend the rest of the day scouting the hall, then plan how best to proceed.” 

    John hesitated, then leaned forward. “There are a lot of magical supplies here,” he said, mentally kicking himself for not picking up a basic textbook for Jayne and Jane. The textbooks had looked valid, too, rather than the ones made up of nonsense, or worse, the books designed to send prospective magicians mad. “We should be able to use them to cause a diversion or mislead the enemy…” 

    He sighed inwardly. There were going to be too many variables, or his name wasn’t John, son of John. How many magicians worked in the town? How many had come to lay their own bids? How many…?  

    He cursed under his breath as Joyce and the others collected their supplies, readying themselves to explore the city. He knew he was skilled, and he’d been top of the class before he’d been expelled, but there were limits. Two or three sorcerers would be able to tie him up in knots. 

    “Stay here,” Joyce ordered. “Try to come up with a set of options.” 

    “And don’t break the bank,” Bard advised. “Lord Tulloch isn’t made of money.” 

    “The bastard would tell us to spend freely, because it’s important to make a show of wealth,” Joyce said. The hatred in her voice was striking. “Believe me, he’s as shallow as they come.” 

    “But we don’t have much cash,” Ted reminded them. “No one is going to believe we brought a wagonload of supplies to haul them all the way to wherever he parks his arse.” 

    “Tools,” Joyce supplied. She pulled on her coat and led the way to the door. “We’ll be back.” 

    John nodded, wishing Scout could stay. But Joyce knew better than to let them stay together. 

    “I’ll see what I can come up with,” he said. “If you can find out where the box is being kept, it would be very helpful.” 

    Ted shook his head. “We’ll never get into the vault,” he said. “This isn’t Boss Edwards’ lodge. The vault will be heavily guarded and magically sealed. There’ll be no way in without their permission.” 

    “They’ll have to take the box out to show it off,” Joyce said, “and that will give us a chance to snatch it and run.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Ten 

    “Peace bond all weapons, then place them in the lockers,” the guard droned as they approached the auction hall. “Peace bond all weapons, then place them in the lockers.” 

    John sighed, cursing under his breath. He didn’t need his focus to cast spells—and there was no way they could remove the tattoo on his palm, assuming they noticed it—but it was still annoying to be stripped of all weapons.  

    The others would be even less happy. Ted was tough, used to using his fists when no other weapons were available, but Bard and Joyce both preferred their swords, and Jayne and Jane were helpless without their focuses. If it all went to hell, Scout might be the only one who made it out. 

    He wrapped a thread around the focus, trying not to roll his eyes at the sheer inanity of thinking the thread would stop him from casting a spell for even a second, then placed it in the locker before heading to the next set of guards.  

    They were patting everyone down, and not even trying to hide it, making a big song and dance about fining anyone who dared to try to slip a weapon past them. Jan had gone to some trouble to minimize the offense—he’d hired a bunch of female mercenaries to search the guests—but it was still going to cause a lot of trouble.  

    John had to admit, Jan had a point. There were so many guests—and their bodyguards and servants—heading into the hall that it might be wise to keep weapons out of their hands. 

    The thought mocked him as he stepped into the hall. The guests were finely dressed, escorted by servants and guards. He scowled as he noted one richly dressed man who looked vaguely familiar, surrounded by a dozen unhappy men who were clearly bodyguards. John frowned, trying to place him… someone he’d seen at one of Katrina’s balls, perhaps? Her father had been very fond of showing off his daughter before her face had been badly scarred…  

    John gritted his teeth and looked away from the aristo, his eyes sweeping the rest of the room. It was hard to be sure, but there looked to be at least thirty to forty prospective bidders in the chamber. The ones who were sizing up the opposition were clearly expecting a major contest. 

    And half are probably deniable assets, John thought. If Greyshade puts on the pressure, their masters can deny they were ever sent and dare him to prove otherwise. 

    Scout gripped his hand. “Too many people here. Nowhere to hide.” 

    John nodded. The auction hall reminded him of the riad, but with a roof over the courtyard, and half the rooms turned into storage compartments. Someone had hung a heavy cloth over the far end of the room, presumably hiding the artifacts as they waited their turn to be shown to the crowd.  

    He reached out with his magic, sensing wards and dead zones everywhere… and something right at the edge of his awareness that danced out of view the moment he turned his mind’s eye to it. The plague box? He’d thought its mere existence would poison the air, that they’d reach Janstown only to discover it had been turned into a charnel house, but he couldn’t sense it. Were the wards too strong? Or… or what? 

    A bell rang. John straightened, bracing himself as a middle-aged man stepped onto the stage. He wore a simple set of robes, slung over his body in a manner that suggested he didn’t need to worry about appearance or anything else. Jan?  

    John didn’t know. He’d heard three different descriptions of the man, each so different it was clear they were describing three separate people. Jan—if it were Jan—looked more like a merchant than an aristo or an archaeologist digging up the past. His bushy beard was so red and wild, John was sure it was fake. One moment to pull away the beard, another to dump the flowing robes, and he’d look completely different, able to make an escape without being seen. There were no visible weapons or magical defenses on his person, but that was meaningless.  

    He’d been an adventurer long enough to know almost anything could be used as a weapon if you had the right mindset. 

    “Welcome,” the man boomed. His voice echoed over the chamber. “I’m Jan, and we all know why we’re here, don’t we?” 

    John tensed. He’d heard the rumors on the streets, oddly non-specific. Something had been recovered, something very old and very important, but no one seemed to know what it was. Jan could have kept it quiet—if his people knew what it was, they might insist he throw it back in the hole and bury it again—and yet, John was sure something would leak out. The man’s staff would be bound to say something. Why hadn’t they? 

    “You’ve heard the stories,” Jan said. “Whispers passed through networks we all know don’t exist—” he winked “—word passed from person to person until it reached you or your masters. And now, you get to see it!” 

    A thrill of anticipation ran through the chamber as a pair of female servants pushed a large wooden trolley into the room. They were topless, but no one paid any attention to them. The artifact held their gaze, a device so wrapped in magic it was hard to pick out any actual details.  

    John leaned forward, forcing himself to peer through the glow. The box was smaller than he’d expected, little bigger than the trunk he’d taken to school. It looked to be made of metal, but what sort of metal? No one knew what the ancients had used to produce their artifacts.  

    He’d wondered, despite himself, if the box was a fake. He knew now it wasn’t. 

    His eyes narrowed. It didn’t feel poisonous. It didn’t feel as though opening the latch would mean immediate death. It felt… he wasn’t sure how to put it into words.  

    Plague boxes were poisonous, their mere presence fouling the air. This box was more centered, as if the magic was concealing its presence rather than exulting in its horror.  

    And yet… it wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding itself. John knew a dozen obscurification charms that would have concealed the box from everyone, unless they knew to look. 

    “This box was removed from the ground last month,” Jan said. “It was inspected and certified by experts as a genuine—and working—artifact. The lucky bidder who ends up with the box could change the world.” 

    Or end it, John thought darkly. Jan was being very cagey about what the box actually was. Did he know? It was possible he didn’t, but… surely, if he was planning any action, he’d take care to find out what he was actually selling first. Unless he was hoping to convince a court he didn’t know if it ended badly. John suspected that would end badly, too.  

    What’s he playing at? 

    “There are a great many bidders here,” Jan continued, “so here’s what we’re going to do. You’ll each put your opening bid in an envelope and pass it to one of my girls—” he waved a hand at the topless women, who were now standing beside the box “—who will take them all into the back room and sort them out. The ten highest bidders will have the chance to bid higher and higher tomorrow, until a winner finally emerges. Then the box will be theirs.” 

    John’s eyes narrowed as a rustle of suspicion, eyes flicking at their neighbors and back again, ran through the chamber. He’d assumed the bidding would be open, but instead, the first round would be secret. A good way, he acknowledged after a moment, to convince the bidders to raise their opening bids as high as possible. There would be no cagey bidding, no bidders trying to keep the cost low. 

    He wondered suddenly if some of the bidders would put their money together in hopes of sharing the prize. Or stabbing their partners in the back at the first opportunity. It was quite possible. 

    “You may inspect the box first,” Jan said with a cheeky grin. “Don’t try to open it. That would be very bad.” 

    The crowd rustled, a handful choosing to break out of the gathering and make their way up to the stage. Two were clearly magicians, though without their focuses; the third was a veiled woman with a focus holster on her belt.  

    John felt something odd as he studied the shapeless outfit, something that nagged at his mind. Anyone could be under there, anyone at all. It might not even be a woman.  

    He put the thought aside as he stepped onto the stage himself and stared down at the box. It really was smaller than he’d expected—he could carry it on his back easily—and the magic seemed almost welcoming. Was it trying to get him to open the box? Or was it…? 

    “Interesting,” Scout commented. “My eyes have problems seeing the text.” 

    John nodded. The words carved into the box were written in the old tongue, he thought, but he couldn’t parse them out.  

    It puzzled him. He’d been taught to read the language at school, and he’d certainly had no trouble reading the ancient books he’d stolen from Skinlord and kept for himself. His tattoo itched as he studied the magic haze, trying to understand what it was. It felt like an accident someone had intended to happen. Or perhaps one waiting to happen. 

    They made their way back to the floor and joined the rest of the group.  

    “I placed a bid,” Joyce said, playing her role. “We’ll see.” 

    John shrugged. He doubted the bid would be the highest. Even if it was, the other bidders would rapidly outbid her once the start point was established. Jan had played it smart, John admitted sourly. The bidders had had no chance to work together to offer a low starting bid… although he suspected that wouldn’t matter. The bidders who couldn’t offer the highest bids would be rapidly excluded anyway.  

    Scout had slipped off somewhere, relying on her talent to keep people from noticing her. John closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, assessing the wards as they flickered and flared. They were much neater than most he’d seen on this side of the border, but they had one glaring weakness. Whoever had crafted them had assumed the crowd wouldn’t be able to use magic without focuses. 

    And that would make sense, if they confiscated all the focuses, John thought wryly. His palm itched, the sensation a grim reminder of what he’d done to himself—and his lover. But they didn’t account for someone like me. 

    Jan vanished into the back room after commanding his servants to carry food and drink to his guests. John took a sausage roll and chewed it thoughtfully, mentally putting together a plan. It wasn’t going to be easy, but if they timed it right… They’d have to work out the details as soon as they reached the riad, then purchase what they needed and get some sleep. If it worked… 

    He sighed inwardly. If it failed, they’d be lucky if they just wound up dead. 

    “Well,” Jan said, holding a collection of papers in his hand, “it seems the starting bid is seven thousand golds!” 

    An angry rustle ran through the crowd. John winced in sympathy. Lord Tulloch couldn’t have bid seven thousand golds unless he sold everything he owned, and even if he had, that was only the starting bid.  

    His eyes swept the chamber, trying to determine who’d placed the bid—if anyone—and who might try to top it. Jan had said only ten bidders would be allowed, but John was pretty sure someone else would try to put forward a bid anyway, if they thought they could swing it. Someone might even try to screw up the process out of petty spite, offering a bid they couldn’t hope to pay. 

    “The bidders will assemble tomorrow morning to make the final bids,” Jan said after reading a list of names. “Until then, you’re free to enjoy the hospitality of my home, or speak to me in my private office. You may even attend the session tomorrow, if you like. It may be educational.” 

    And you may be encouraged to bid ever higher, John added silently. Bastard. 

    The angry muttering didn’t abate as Jan and his girls wheeled the artifact behind the curtain, leaving the prospective bidders behind. John saw fists clenching as some tried to talk, and others headed for Jan’s office, ready to make private bids or do whatever it took to keep their foot in the door.  

    Joyce joined them, her face grim as she readied herself to argue on behalf of her imaginary patron. John wondered if she’d try to screw up the bidding to cause trouble for Lord Tulloch, then reminded himself that Joyce was too professional. She wouldn’t take the risk. 

    Scout returned, seemingly unnoticed. “John?” 

    “We have to wait,” John said. The line of bidders seeking a private audience was growing longer. Joyce might be quite some time. “Then we can go home.” 

    He grinned as he watched the crowd. It didn’t look like any of them wanted to throw down their cards and go. Some were planning bids, some were clearly making notes to cause trouble, and some were even discussing alliances.  

    Jan might have bitten off more than he could chew, John reflected. The bidders were either big shots or represented people who were. They weren’t going to take their rejection calmly… 

    Joyce rejoined them. “We need to go,” she said curtly. “We’ll talk back at the room.” 

    She said nothing more until they were back in the room, safely behind a privacy ward. “Jan is convinced he’s on the verge of a vast fortune. He rejected my second bid as quickly and as crudely as one might imagine. He didn’t even drop hints about accepting a sexual bribe. Lord Tulloch just doesn’t have the money to offer him.” 

    “Charming,” Bard said. “How… sad… for the poor man.” 

    “Quite.” Joyce looked at John, her tone forbidding further discussion of that matter. “Is it a plague box?” 

    John hesitated. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally. “I don’t know what a plague box actually looks like. All I have to go on is stories, and most of them were no better than fairytales, and pretty much as reliable. But the box doesn’t feel dangerous. There’s no hint of anything designed to ensure it can’t be opened without the proper permissions…” 

    “If it isn’t a plague box,” Jayne said, “what is it?” 

    “It’s an artifact of some kind,” John said flatly. He was sure of that, if nothing else. “But precisely what sort of artifact, I don’t know.” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Joyce said. “We accepted a commission. We have a job to do. Thoughts?” 

    Scout leaned forward. “The box itself appears to be stored in a vault behind the auction hall,” she said. “The maid went into the vault and came out again in less than five minutes. There were no visible locks on the vault door, suggesting they were closed and sealed by magic. The hall itself is carefully guarded—” 

    “But not that secure, at least not in the open areas,” Ted said. “There are limits to how much they can keep people out without starting a riot.” 

    “Apparently so,” Joyce agreed. “Ideas?” 

    “I have one,” John said. “It might work.” 

    He paused. “It seems we have two problems. First, we have to snatch the box itself, and then we have to get it out of the hall, so we can get it out of town before they realize it’s been stolen. That isn’t going to be easy. I didn’t manage to get a look at the vault, but my guess is we won’t have time to crack it before we get caught.” 

    Ted scowled. “You can’t crack the spells?” 

    “If it’s a proper vault, there will be multiple spells to ensure no one can enter or leave without the right permission,” John said. He hated to admit he couldn’t do something, but they had to understand his limitations. “Depending on who put it together, there might be a bunch of tricks and traps to catch anyone who doesn’t know precisely how to scry out the defenses and open the doors. The more eccentric magicians often come up with tricks that are difficult, if not impossible, to predict. I won’t know how long it will take to break the spells until we get there—and it might be impossible.” 

    “We could subvert one of the maids,” Joyce said. “Some people will do anything for money.” 

    “They’ll be bound to his service,” Bard said, “and even if they’re not, they might hesitate to take a bribe.” 

    Jayne scowled. “I thought that was illegal.” 

    “So is selling a plague box to the highest bidder,” Ted pointed out dryly. “That… and enslaving his servants? How’ll he get a job with a record like that?” 

    Joyce snorted. “John? What do you have in mind?” 

    “This,” John said. He spoke rapidly, outlining his vague concept so the others could turn it into a workable plan. There were holes in the idea, but it was their best chance… unless they tried to take the box off the highest bidder. He doubted it. The highest bidder would have a small army of bodyguards and a magician or two covering their departure. “If we can get the supplies we need, it might just work.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Eleven 

    John felt his heart racing as they neared the hall, his backpack feeling hot and heavy against his skin despite the sheer number of obscurification charms he’d cast on it. It was difficult to be sure it would go unnoticed, even though he was certain he’d outsmarted the wards… a task made easier by the sheer number of magicians, magical tools, and bodyguards forming up in front of the hall.  

    Jan might have insisted that only ten people would be allowed to bid, but there were at least twice that number of representatives, and nearly a hundred bodyguards waiting in line. Jan’s people looked decidedly worried.  

    John didn’t blame them. If two or three of the low bidders had formed an alliance, they could sweep the chamber with sheer numbers and take the box for themselves. 

    And then we’d have to steal it from them, he thought as they passed through the security guards and stepped into the hall itself. The guard ran his hand over his belt and pockets, but otherwise let him pass without impediment. John didn’t look particularly threatening compared to the small army of heavily armed men and magicians outside. That’s going to make life interesting. 

    Joyce caught his eye as they slipped into a side corridor. Scout and the others had put together a map of the building, or at least the public areas, but it was impossible to be sure they hadn’t missed something, either in one of the private sectors or a pocket dimension recovered from the ancient city.  

    John knew it was unlikely, yet he dared not rule it out. Jan would be a fool to allow all his security precautions to be as visible as the guards on the gates. The wards he could sense might be concealing other—nastier—wards further into the building. 

    A line of maids filed past, escorted by armed guards who kept their hands on their swords as their eyes flickered from side to side.  

    John felt a bit of sympathy. Their master had created—intentionally or not—a very dangerous situation, one that could easily result in a great many guards injured or dead. In theory, Jan would have to send their pay to their kin; in practice, it was unlikely he’d bother.  

    Hell, there was a very good chance Jan himself would wind up dead. The plague box—if that was what it was—was an order of magnitude more dangerous than anything else he’d ever dug up and sold. There was a very real risk of someone trying to open it, dooming everyone within the hall… 

    The walls seemed to close around him as he reached the far side of the riad and looked around. A curtain hung from the ceiling, privacy spells crawling over the cloth with an intensity that surprised him.  

    He had to grit his teeth to withstand the sudden bombardment of mental commands pounding against his magic. It was about as subtle as grabbing someone’s body and physically thrusting them in the direction you wanted them to go, but… he calmed himself with an effort, ignoring the commands. They weren’t dangerous to anyone without magic. 

    And the girls are on their way to the rendezvous point, he thought. He didn’t blame Joyce for sending them away—they’d have a chance to escape if all hell broke loose—but the plan was getting a little too complicated for his peace of mind. They’ll be ready for us when the time comes. 

    Scout pointed at the far wall. It looked blank, but the more John studied it, the more he could see the concealed door to the vault. Jan had spared no expense. The spells protecting his treasure made it hard to even note the vault’s existence, let alone break through the lock and get into the chamber.  

    John could feel the spells plucking at his thoughts, trying to erase all knowledge of the vault. A person with lesser mental discipline—and no reason to remember—might walk away with a gap in their memory, a gap they’d never know existed. Jan might even be erasing the memories of his servants as they left him. 

    He has to be ready to leave himself on a moment’s notice, he recalled as the hubbub outside grew louder. It was so loud the sound was overwhelming the soundproofing wards and stone walls. He has too many enemies who might try to attack his fortress and steal everything he owns. 

    Joyce pointed to a hiding place on the other side of the rear chamber. John leaned against the wall, trying to look innocent, although he knew it was pointless. This wasn’t a mission where he could reasonably claim he was looking for the restroom. He muttered a quick spell to conceal their presence, casting it without the tattoo.  

    Hopefully, the defenders would assume no one could use magic without their permission—and a focus—and wouldn’t notice any warning signs. John kept a wary mental eye on the wards as he waited, bracing himself for the first sign of trouble. If that didn’t work, they’d have to abandon the mission and run. 

    The hubbub grew louder. John saw small squads of guards hurrying past the chamber and into the hall, readying themselves for trouble. He didn’t envy the men. The guests were supposed to be disarmed, but only an idiot would take that for granted. Even if they were… a mob could overwhelm a squad of armed men if they didn’t have time to draw their swords and get into formation. There were so many people in the chamber that the guards would probably be getting in each other’s way. 

    “Settle down, settle down,” Jan boomed. “The twelve bidders will now step forward.” 

    John’s lips twitched. Twelve? It was ten only yesterday. 

    A pair of young women stepped into view, faces blank. John felt his heart sink as he saw naked horror in their eyes. Their garments were charmed, making it difficult—if not impossible—for them to resist orders from their master. The spells were highly illegal.  

    John had been told it was possible for someone to figure out loopholes and break the charms from within, but it was extremely rare. The girls were effectively puppets, their bodies moving at their master’s command. The only upside, he thought, was they’d have no incentive to report any sign of intruders. That was the only means of defiance open to them. 

    The girls walked past him and pressed their hands against the vault door. It slid open after a long moment, revealing a darkened chamber bristling with wards. Scout started forward, but John held up a hand to keep her from entering before she could cross the line. The girls jerked forward, bodies rattling as if they were stumbling into the wind, and faded into the darkness. John glanced at Joyce, readying his magic as he heard the sound of the trolley being pushed toward them. They’d have only a handful of seconds to make the switch before it was too late. 

    He braced himself as the girls pushed the trolley into the open, the vault door sliding closed behind them. The spells were quite impressive, although there was something about them that bothered him.  

    He put the thought aside as he cast a spell of his own, freezing both girls in a moment of time. It was a stronger spell than he wanted to use, but he doubted he could compel the girls to do anything without breaking the spells that already had them in its clutches. He wanted to break it, to give the poor girls a chance to free themselves, but he dared not. There was no way to know how they’d react without trying it, and if they reacted badly, all hell would break loose. 

    Perhaps literally, John told himself. Who knows? 

    Bard and Ted guarded the curtain, while John worked at fiendish speed, undoing the charms holding the plague box in place, and removing it from the trolley. It was surprisingly light—he’d expected something heavier, perhaps something akin to his school trunk—but there was no time to quibble.  

    He pulled the replacement out of his backpack, cast a pair of illusion charms over the trunk, and placed it on the trolley, replacing the broken spells a moment later. It wouldn’t fool anyone for long if they saw it in plain sight, but the spells Jan had used to protect his treasure would make it hard for anyone to get a clear look.  

    Joyce took the plague box and forced it into the backpack, while John altered the spells on the girls. They wouldn’t even know anything had happened, he hoped. He couldn’t resist slightly undermining the compulsion spells. Who knew? Maybe they’d wear off when the two girls were alone with their master… 

    “Done,” he whispered. 

    He stepped back out of sight, and motioned the others to follow suit, then undid the freeze spell. The girls kept walking forward as if nothing had happened. A magician might sense something odd and start to put the pieces together, but a person without magic—and perhaps caught in the grip of a spell they hated—would probably overlook the subtle clues something had happened, something they’d missed.  

    He hoped the girls would ignore them if there was something that broke through the haze covering their minds, but… they kept walking, bodies oddly stiff as they stepped through the curtain and vanished. John suspected they were trying to be defiant in the only way open to them. They might be wearing next to nothing, but there was nothing remotely sensual about the way they walked. 

    Poor girls, he thought as the team inched their way further into the shadows. And there’s nothing we can do for them. 

    He scowled—they could tip off the Grey Men from a safe distance—and then kept his mind’s eye on the wards. They didn’t seem to notice the switch, but that would probably change the moment they took the plague box too far from the vault. John thought the wards weren’t particularly intelligent—or connected to a living mind—yet it was difficult to be sure. He wasn’t even sure Jan wasn’t a magician. It was quite possible he’d set out to conceal his magic to give himself an ace in the hole. 

    Joyce caught his eye as the bidding started, the bidders shouting over each other as the bids climbed higher and higher. John heard someone shouting obscenities as the price shot too high for him—too high for anyone, save a king or a very wealthy lord.  

    He wondered idly why Greyshade hadn’t sent someone to place a bid, rather than arranging for the artifact to be stolen, then decided it would put a major dent in the school’s budget. Besides, trying to buy something you had a legitimate right to confiscate would be a sign of weakness. 

    “Nearly there,” Joyce commented. The bidding was growing higher still, with only two or three bidders remaining in the race. It was possible others were waiting to hear the final price and try to top it, rather than keep driving it ever up, but there was no way to be sure. “There’ll be a winner soon…” 

    John nodded, sweat prickling down his back. The winner would want to inspect the merchandise, and at that point, all hell would break loose.  

    Then the bidding seemed to slow, to the point he wondered if the bidders had given up on victory and were trying to spite their opponents by driving the price up to a breaking point.  

    What would happen, he wondered, if Gaipajama’s agent put the price up too high even for them? Would the king disown his representative? Or pay anyway? John doubted it. In his experience, powerful men had no qualms about abandoning their subordinates if they became inconvenient. They never seemed to think it might come back to bite them. 

    The hall seemed to explode with noise as the final bid was made—and won. John sucked in his breath. Four hundred thousand golds… incredible. Even Gaipajama would blanch at the cost.  

    He heard Jan congratulating the winner, even as a dull undercurrent of anger ran through the air. If someone else was planning to steal the plague box, they’d never have a better chance. They wouldn’t know it had already been stolen. 

    He braced himself. Any moment now… 

    The wards heaved and shattered. Someone shouted, an angry, ugly sound. Jan started to say something, too late. His voice cut off as all hell broke loose…  

    John grinned, feeling a twinge of dark amusement. The spell he’d woven into the replacement trunk hadn’t just exploded. It had piggybacked on Jan’s aura and used it to dismantle the wards from within, tearing them down. There was no way to know how many magicians had realized the wards were gone—he’d worked a handful of other tricks into the box—but it didn’t matter. They could run now, leaving Jan to explain himself to his angry guests. 

    Bard and Ted led the way, heading straight up the stairs. John followed, Joyce and Scout bringing up the rear. A handful of guards appeared at the top, their faces grim; Bard and Ted crashed into them before they had time to react, knocking them out swiftly and brutally before scooping up their weapons and passing them out.  

    John scowled as he looked at his sword—he was no swordsman, but even he knew the importance of cleaning one’s blade—and then kept moving, hoping for the best. How long would it take for Jan to realize what had happened? Unlike his guests, he knew the artifact was real. 

    Hopefully they’ll tear him to pieces before he has a chance to escape, John thought. If he’d been under the impression he’d been tricked into attending a fake auction for a fake artifact, he’d have wanted to take it out on the auctioneer, too. Or his slave girls manage to break his spells and put a knife in his back. 

    The building shook violently as they kept going up. Joyce had reasoned the guards would be trained to seal all the exits on the entirely reasonable assumption anyone trying to burgle the hall would try to get out as quickly as possible.  

    The wards would keep anyone from going up… but the wards no longer existed, and the fighting downstairs would keep the guards from hurrying up to replace them. John hoped—prayed—she was right as they crashed into a large room, crammed with empty beds and cots. The guard barracks? He didn’t know, and he didn’t care. Time wasn’t on their side. 

    Scout’s voice was urgent. “They’re coming after us.” 

    John looked back. The sound downstairs was growing louder, but… he heard footsteps running up the stairs behind them. He stepped aside to allow Scout and Joyce to pass, then hurled a pair of tripping spells down the stairs. They were childish tricks, the sort of thing he’d learnt to do at school, but they’d buy a few moments of time.  

    He heard someone swear further down the stairs, and someone else cried out.  

    He gritted his teeth and kept going, breathing a sigh of relief as they reached the top floor. The roof was solid, at least to the naked eye, but Bard surveyed it, then jabbed his sword into the material. It caved in so rapidly, John could have sworn it was done with magic. 

    Scout glided to the rooftop, then helped them clamber up. Joyce didn’t hesitate. She jabbed a finger to the east, ordering them to hop from rooftop to rooftop. The town felt… eerie.  

    John could hear fighting outside the hall, in the cramped streets and alleyways below, but he couldn’t see anything, and in fact the air felt remarkably peaceful. It puzzled him as he followed Joyce across the rooftops, taking care to make sure of his footing.  

    The rooftops were confusing. Some looked safe, yet couldn’t take his weight; other parts looked fragile, but were safe. A handful of street children, hiding on the roofs, scattered as the team rushed past, their eyes bright with alarm. John heard someone roaring with anger behind them and turned to see a magician waving his focus frantically as he tried to cast a particularly nasty spell. John tried not to show his contempt as he pointed his finger at the magician and cast a spell of his own.  

    The magician staggered back, as John’s spell struck him, and tumbled to the streets below. The nasty part of John’s mind insisted he’d be fine. He’d land on his head. 

    Idiot, he thought, darkly. The magician might have gone to school, but he certainly hadn’t taken any dueling classes. He shouldn’t have relied on a spell that took more than a couple of seconds to cast.  

    The whole town seemed to shudder below him as word spread rapidly, the fighting spilling further and further from the hall. John couldn’t tell who was on what side, or what they were fighting for, but it didn’t matter. The longer it took to sort out the confusion, the harder it would be for anyone to organize pursuit. He followed Joyce across the final set of rooftops, and then paused on top of a small guardhouse.  

    The guards were alert, but unprepared for Bard and Ted. The two men dropped down in the midst of the guards and tore them to pieces, then headed into the badlands. John and the others followed.  

    “We did it,” John said. He hadn’t expected the plan to work quite that well. There’d been too many things that could go wrong. “We did it!” 

    “Bite your tongue,” Joyce said sharply. “We’re not out of the woods yet.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twelve 

    The sound behind them seemed to grow louder, despite the distance, as they hurried into the badlands to the rendezvous point.  

    John suspected that was a bad sign. The fighting couldn’t go on forever, even if Jan and his guards had been torn to pieces. Someone would realize what had happened and come after them… right? There’d been at least one person who’d seen them leave, and the street children would betray them if someone offered a bribe. And then… 

    He scowled inwardly. There’d been no time to find a way to deter pursuit. Anything they could have done to make life harder for the enemy would have risked setting off alarms far too early, and in truth, there hadn’t been enough time to do it. The plans they’d considered—poisoning the horses or setting fire to the town—would have been too unreliable.  

    He put the thought out of his head as he cleared the sand dune and saw the horses waiting. Jayne and Jane looked relieved. They’d clearly been wondering how long they could safely wait before abandoning their teammates and heading out to find safety somewhere else. 

    “We saw more horsemen to the east,” Jayne said as the team scrambled onto their horses. “I think they’re raiders or army scouts.” 

    Joyce grimaced. “So much for the plan to head east. We’ll have to take the long way around.” 

    John braced himself as Scout jumped up beside him, then dug in his spurs and wheeled the horse around to follow Ted. The sergeant was already cantering west, heading toward the dig and the ruined lands beyond.  

    He sucked in his breath as he saw the signs of ancient buildings—some clearly understandable, others completely mysterious—half buried in the sand and earth. Tainted magic hung in the air, making him feel as though he was galloping through a poisonous fog. The ruined city was teeming with life, from lone explorers to entire teams of fortune hunters looking for active artifacts. John wondered idly how many of them worked for Jan. The man hadn’t given the impression of someone who did his own dirty work. 

    He shivered as his eyes glided over a ruined building, one that reminded him of the structures near Skinlord’s library. The tainted magic grew stronger, a grim reminder that anyone who stepped into the building took their lives in their hands. They—or their children—might pay an awful price for their carelessness. He was surprised to note a pair of tents on the far side of the structure, suggesting someone was sleeping on the site. That was dangerous beyond words. 

    Prisoners, he thought, as he spied a group of chained men digging with their bare hands. That’s what they’re using them for. 

    He shuddered. Chain gangs weren’t that uncommon to the east—there was no point in wasting money on a jail if you could make criminals do the dirty work no one else wanted to do—but sending them into the wasteland was a long and slow death sentence. If the prisoners were lucky. It would be kinder to hang them from the nearest tree and leave the bodies to rot.  

    He found his eyes wandering further to the west, picking out hints of other buildings buried beneath the earth. Who knew what else might be found if one looked for it? The plague box might wind up being the least of it. 

    “Shit,” Scout muttered. 

    John glanced back, feeling a twinge of déjà vu. A handful of horsemen were coming into view, chasing them. It was hardly the first time—he thought they’d been chased at least five times in the last year—but it was likely to be the worst. They were riding into the unknown, into lands foreign to them, yet well known to the enemy. Jan had gotten organized faster than John had thought possible, unless he’d expected trouble and had men on standby to give chase.  

    And yet, if he’d expected something to go wrong, why hadn’t he tried harder to secure his hall? 

    “Ride harder!” Joyce called. “We’ll lose them in the badlands.” 

    John nodded, digging in his spurs. The horses were fresh, but they’d spent the last two hours in the bright sunlight, and that would have taken a toll. Jan’s men would’ve kept their horses in the stables, under cover. In hindsight, poisoning the horses might not have been such a bad idea after all.  

    Horses were fast—and their horses were faster than most—but there were limits. He doubted his steed could gallop flat out for more than an hour, and in truth, that would be pushing their luck. 

    Scout’s grip tightened. “We might have to break away.” 

    “If there’s no other choice,” John said. “The risks…” 

    He scowled. Surrender wasn’t an option. They’d be lucky if they were just killed on the spot. His eyes drifted to the plague box, wondering if they could use it…  

    He killed that thought before it had a chance to weasel any further into his mind. The box was too dangerous, not least because they didn’t have the slightest idea how to use it. For all he knew, it was a suicide device. It wouldn’t be the first thing he’d discovered that was intended to serve as a last resort, taking down the caster as well as the target. 

    The horse twitched under him as it galloped harder, half-buried buildings blurring into a mass of faint impressions and tainted magic as the team raced through the city and out into the badlands beyond.  

    John glanced back, cursing under his breath as he spotted the enemy still in pursuit. Heading further west was going to be dangerous as hell, from pockets of wild magic and elementals to weirdling tribes—not, he supposed, that they were any less dangerous than the men behind them. Something was going to have to be done, and quickly. He searched his mind for spells, shaping them mentally as he prepared his magic. If he could confuse them long enough for the team to escape… 

    “They know what’s ahead of us,” Scout said flatly, “and they’re herding us west.” 

    John swallowed, tasting sand in his throat. Scout was right. The enemy horsemen could run them down if they pushed their horses to the limit. Chancy, but doable if they thought they could handle the team. It would be their best chance to catch them and recover the box, unless they thought there was something up ahead that would do it for them. John raised his eyes, scanning the horizon. The landscape was shifting, alternately flat and hilly. An effect, he knew all too well, caused by tainted magic. Anything could be out there, anything at all. 

    His mind raced, searching for options. They dared not veer north or south, not when they’d be run down quickly, and they dared not keep heading into the unknown. Turning to attack the enemy might work, but there was an awful lot of horsemen and probably at least one or two magicians. And if they lost, he’d be better off slitting his own throat rather than falling into enemy hands. 

    And we can’t get around them to head east, he thought. It would be galling, to say the least, to run straight to the Grey Men, but it would be better than the alternative. We can’t even get back to Debone or Ingalls or one of the other neutral towns. 

    Joyce raised a hand. “We’re going to have to break away.” Her voice sounded thin and worn against the dry air. “Scout?” 

    “I’m ready,” Scout said. 

    “I…” John wanted to argue, to say they needed to come up with a better tactic, but he knew Scout would never forgive him. Besides, he couldn’t think of anything better. “When do we jump?” 

    Joyce looked west into the badlands. “Steer toward those rocks,” she ordered finally, “and prepare to cast a masking spell.” 

    John nodded, clutching the focus he’d left on his horse. He had no idea if the enemy magician he’d blasted was still alive, but the mere fact he’d used magic inside the enemy wards was proof he could cast spells without a focus. He shaped a spell, channeling magic through the focus so he could keep it going as long as possible. It might work long enough to give them a chance to escape. 

    “You know the plan,” Joyce said. “Meet us in the town.” 

    Scout nodded. “I know.” 

    John looked at her, feeling like a heel. “Be safe, all right?” 

    Joyce caught his eye. “As soon as we’re behind the rocks, cast the spell.” 

    The rocks loomed up, scarred and pitted by the elements and wild magic. John stuck his focus in the air and cast the spell, directing a stream of magic toward the enemy. Sand flew up from the ground and lashed toward them, moving with terrifying speed. The enemy magicians started to counter it—he could feel their spells—but they’d be blind for a few short seconds.  

    He passed the reins to Scout, then hopped off the horse and braced himself as the others hooked their horses to Scout’s and then joined him. His masking spell shimmered into view as Scout galloped onward, leaving the rest of them behind. He couldn’t decide whether she’d been sent to die or if she was the only one who was likely to escape. 

    Joyce touched his shoulder. “She’ll be fine.” 

    John barely heard her as he—and the girls—shrouded the team in a concealment spell. It was far from perfect, but the enemy knew the team was still on horseback, galloping away as fast as their horses could carry them. They had no reason to question what they were seeing, and yet…  

    He heard Jayne whimper as the enemy horses thundered past, their hooves shaking the ground. John told himself Scout’s horses could run faster now that the team had hopped off their mounts, but he feared the worst. She might have to abandon the horses to escape. 

    Horses can be replaced, he told himself firmly. The beasts were expensive, but Scout was priceless. She can wait until dark, and then come find us. 

    The enemy troops kept galloping, heading into the distance without looking back. John felt a twinge of sympathy, despite everything. Jan had been offered a large fortune for the plague box, the box now riding on Joyce’s back. If his men came back without the box, who knew how he’d react? John had met bosses who’d be understanding, and bosses who had no qualms about murdering their own men if they failed to carry out their orders. Would Jan even have the money to pay his men?  

    John didn’t know, but he was sure of one thing. Jan was not going to let the whole affair pass. People had fought wars and blood feuds along the edge of civilization over far smaller sums of money. 

    He sagged against the rock, taking a moment to gather himself as Bard and Ted checked to make sure there were no more enemy troops coming after them. John had no idea how quickly Jan could send reinforcements. Given the chaos they’d left in their wake, it was quite possible Jan was already dead and his organization flailing itself to pieces…  

    No, he told himself, that was dangerously optimistic. They had to assume the worst, not the best. And if the best happened… 

    “Get your cloaks on,” Joyce ordered, holding out a saddlebag. “It’s time to move.” 

    John nodded. It was early afternoon, yet the sun seemed to be rising ever higher in the sky. He scowled as he pulled the cloak over his head, then helped Jayne with hers before they started to walk. The badlands were known for optical illusions and mirages caused by tainted magic and tricks of the light. 

    The things he’d seen, as alarming as they were, were nothing compared to some of the stories he’d heard. Rocks melting into puddles, people becoming monsters or animals or objects, the skies themselves screaming at passing wagon trains… a year ago, he would’ve dismissed them all as nonsense. Now, he wasn’t so sure. 

    Jayne caught his eye. “She’ll be fine, won’t she?” 

    “She’ll either abandon the horses or simply outrun them,” John said, trying to sound reassuring, even though he didn’t feel it. The enemy had been acting oddly, as if they’d been content to let the team wear out their horses rather than try to run them down. Scout might be about to discover what lurked to the west. “She’ll meet us in town.” 

    “Deadwood,” Joyce said. “That’s what the town is called.” 

    John glanced at her. “Is it safe?” 

    “Of course not,” Joyce said, “but it isn’t under Jan’s control, and half of the population would sooner fight a hopeless fight than bend the knee to anyone. There’s no law and order, and you can do anything there, as long as you have money and force of arms.” 

    “Or have anything done to you if you don’t,” Bard put in. “But they won’t ask questions and that’s a good thing.” 

    John scowled inwardly as the conversation drained away. The ground was flat, but the walk seemed to be growing harder. He kept an eye on the soil, all too aware there might be something unpleasant underneath. The ground was marked with dry rivers and gullies—he looked up into the cloudless sky, then recalled the rain he’d seen a few days ago. Sudden rainstorms and flash floods would be an ever-present threat, he decided, the water coming and going before anyone had a chance to set up more collectors.  

    He wondered tiredly why the landscape wasn’t being prepped for farming, then shook his head. There were few settlers who’d come out this far, not if they wanted to farm. The land up north was supposed to be much better. 

    And people are often reluctant to settle close to old ruins, John reminded himself. They fear what might lurk within them. 

    His thoughts faded as he concentrated on walking, the minutes and hours blurring together into an omnipresent now. He could barely spare a thought for Jane and Jayne as they walked, even though neither of them had anything like his endurance… and he was the physically weakest member of the team. Or at least he’d been the weakest. Scout was surprisingly strong, given her small size, and Joyce, Bard, and Ted practically had muscles on their muscles. The girls… he felt his eyes ache, as if he were on the verge of falling asleep. If he was having trouble, Jane and Jayne had to be on the verge of death. 

    They’ve been living out here for years, he reminded himself. They know how to cope. 

    The day seemed to wear on. It was hard to believe they were making any progress. There were no roads, no dirt tracks… not even hints of animals passing through the dry lands. John feared they were lost, even though he had faith in Joyce’s ability to navigate the badlands. If he’d been on his own, he’d have been lost for sure.  

    The wind shifted, blowing another haze of tainted magic into his face. He could barely keep himself from gagging. 

    “There,” Joyce said. Her voice sounded cracked and broken. John was almost relieved. He’d never liked being the first person to call a halt. “You can see it…” 

    John rubbed his eyes and peered forward. The sky was darkening… it had been darkening for quite some time, he realized dully, but he’d only just become aware of it. They’d been damn lucky they hadn’t been attacked, not in their state. The girls looked dead on their feet, and to be honest, the older men didn’t look much better. He scowled as he stared at the town, the cluster of wooden buildings seemingly on the verge of collapse.  

    Deadwood, Joyce had called it. John could see why. The tents surrounding the buildings looked sturdier than the wooden houses… 

    He kept his hand near his focus as they walked down to the town. There weren’t many people visible, but those who were happened to be men. Hungry eyes followed Jane and Jayne as they walked.  

    John cursed under his breath. This far from the border, men outnumbered women twenty to one. There might be a brothel in the town—up close, Deadwood was larger than he’d thought—but if there wasn’t… he shuddered. It wasn’t uncommon for women to be kidnapped, taken far from their homes, and sold to prospective husbands—or brothels. He’d rescued a few of them over the last year. If the team looked vulnerable, it was quite likely someone would try their luck. And then… 

    “There’s an inn over there,” Joyce said. “Let me do the talking.” 

    John nodded, bracing himself. The inn looked better than the last one, but the clientele looked a great deal worse. Joyce didn’t seem worried. Jane and Jayne kept their hands near their focuses, ready to draw them and teach any would-be rapists a lesson. John kicked himself for not teaching them a few simpler protective spells. Katrina and the rest of the female students had been given private lessons, ranging from simple spells to terrify a rapist to charms that would ensure he never had sex with anyone ever again. 

    Joyce spoke briefly to the innkeeper, then passed him a handful of coins in exchange for a set of keys. “Upstairs,” she said shortly. “We’ll be back on the road tomorrow.” 

    Bard caught her eye. “What did you tell him?” 

    “Diggers, down on our luck,” Joyce said. “Better to be taken for idiots than thieves.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Thirteen 

    John awoke, feeling like death warmed over. 

    The bed felt rough, and the blanket smelled as if it hadn’t been cleaned for a week. His clothes itched—he hadn’t bothered to undress when he’d stumbled into bed—and sand fell into the sheets as he sat up. Joyce, Jayne, and Jane were lying in the other bed. Ted sat on a chair, his eyes wide open. There was no sign of Bard. 

    “You look ghastly,” Ted said shortly. “Did you sleep well?” 

    “I slept?” John wasn’t sure. If it hadn’t been for the light streaming through the window, he’d have thought he hadn’t slept at all. “Did I really?” 

    “You snored so loudly I thought you were going to keep everyone else awake,” Ted said, standing. “You take watch for a bit.” 

    John nodded, standing himself. “Where’s Bard?” 

    “Looking for supplies and information. There’s no sign of Scout.” 

    John gritted his teeth, feeling as if he’d aged years overnight. People aged quickly along the border, but… he shook his head, worry gnawing at his gut. Scout was good—brilliant, even—at sneaking around, yet she’d been in bright sunlight, weakening her talents to the point of near uselessness. Perhaps she’d slipped off the horses and left them galloping west, while she hid until the hunters charged past, and then headed north herself. She knew where they’d gone, didn’t she? She’d have no trouble tracking them down. 

    He took the seat and rested his hands on his lap, trying to clear his thoughts. It was hard to resist the temptation to close his eyes and go back to sleep, even though he knew Joyce would beat the shit out of him if he fell asleep on watch.  

    They were in unfriendly territory. The locals might not work for Jan and his crew, but they’d happily sell the team out if they were offered a suitable bribe. John had heard all kinds of tales about brave and noble and honorable men along the frontier, men who never broke their word, but real life had a habit of wearing such people down. If, of course, they’d ever really existed… 

    His heart sank. Scout hadn’t rejoined them. Where was she? If she was on horseback, she should have caught up with them by now. If she’d ditched the horses… he didn’t know. It was impossible to even guess where she was. Had she been caught? He didn’t know that, either. If Jan had her as his prisoner and demanded the plague box in exchange… what would happen then? 

    John let out a breath, his eyes wandering across the backpack. The plague box was inside, and yet…  

    His eyes narrowed as he realized—again—that its sheer presence wasn’t poisoning the air. He’d woven powerful obscurification charms into the backpack, as well as a handful of others intended to keep someone from stealing the bag without the slightest idea of what it held, but surely the box should have more of an effect than that. He hadn’t sensed danger when he’d looked at it earlier, before they’d stolen it. Had they been conned themselves? 

    No, he told himself. It’s an artifact. It has to be. 

    He sucked in his breath. It was hard, so hard, to resist the temptation to open the box and have a look inside. Yet if Greyshade was right, and it really was a plague box… 

    His mind churned. The whole affair just didn’t make sense. 

    We stole the artifact, he told himself, but what did we really steal? 

    Joyce stirred. “Curiosity killed the cat.” 

    John tried not to jump as she stood. How long had she been watching him? Joyce was a frighteningly competent hunter and tracker, as well as everything else. John had seen her stand motionless for hours, staying so still her prey had eventually concluded she was just part of the scenery and wandered into her trap. She’d been awake for… how long? He wanted to scream at her, to demand to know if she trusted him… to demand to know what had happened to Scout. But in truth, he didn’t dare. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. 

    “It feels wrong,” he said finally. “Wouldn’t a plague box feel more dangerous?” 

    “You’d think,” Joyce agreed, “but the more dangerous it looked, the more likely someone would try to destroy it.” 

    John frowned. Bard had once told him the most dangerous man he’d ever known had looked completely harmless. John could see the appeal. A man who swaggered around in outfits that revealed his muscles, and perhaps carried a number of weapons, would look so dangerous people would react to him. John knew and loathed a handful of men who acted like that, and when he was too close to them, he readied killing spells.  

    A man who looked completely harmless would have no trouble lulling people into a false sense of security… a trick, John noted, Bard used to great effect himself. It was easy to see him as a terrible singer, a man who had nothing beneath a pretty face and cocky attitude, and miss a blademaster so capable he could cut down a small army of guards without raising a sweat… 

    And yet, people sometimes pick fights with him because he looks harmless, John thought. It might be better to look dangerous enough to convince people not to mess with him, but not so dangerous they think about preemptive strikes. 

    “Perhaps,” he said finally. “How far out of our way have we gone?” 

    “At least three days,” Joyce said. “The plan was to head east to Fishertown and make the trade there. That won’t be possible, at least until we know the lay of the land.” 

    John nodded shortly as there was a knock on the door. Bard stepped in, carrying a small bag of biscuits and dried meat. John allowed himself a moment of relief as Bard handed around half the food, leaving the rest for the sleepers. John had no idea how long Jane and Jayne would need to sleep, but they might as well get it while they could. They’d be on the move again soon enough. 

    “The town is pretty quiet,” Bard said. “Not much to do here really, beyond fence stolen goods and drink oneself to death. Outlaw paradise, but one that doesn’t last very long. I spoke to a couple of people who chatted about teams heading west to see what they can dig up and bring back here. Jan seems to have rounded up most of the diggers and put them to work in Janstown.” 

    “No great surprise there,” Joyce commented. “Did you hear anything?” 

    “Nothing specific,” Bard said slowly. “Odd, don’t you think?” 

    John chewed his biscuits and meat thoughtfully. It was odd. Rumors tended to spread at impossible speeds, even if they appeared completely insane. They weren’t that far from Janstown. He’d have expected some kind of rumor to reach Deadwood, although it might have been warped and twisted into something unrecognizable. Jan was hardly going to let the affair rest. 

    Unless Janstown really was attacked, John thought coldly. What’s happening back there? 

    He shook his head, feeling ice in his heart despite the heat. Janstown didn’t matter. Scout mattered. Where was she? He heard Jane and Jayne wake up and turned away to give them what little privacy he could, all the while his head spinning with fears and unanswered questions. Where was Scout? What were they going to do now? 

    Joyce seemed to read his thoughts. “We’ll stay here for a day or two. When Scout joins us, we’ll decide what to do next.” 

    How long will you wait for her, John asked silently, before you decide to leave her behind? 

    He didn’t dare ask. Instead, he waited for Jayne and Jane to finish their breakfast, and then gave them an impromptu magic lesson. It would’ve been easier if they’d had a chance to purchase some of the books, but he could tell them the important details from memory, and then help them to channel their power to cast the spells.  

    He’d considered giving them tattoos, and showing them how to channel magic though the tattoo rather than a focus, yet the memory of Katrina’s near death and Skinlord’s immolation haunted him. He’d give them the option later, when he had a chance. 

    The window clicked. He turned, one hand dropping to his focus, before Scout flowed into the room. He was on his feet before his mind quite realized what he was doing, his arms enfolding her in a hug. Scout kissed his nose, then gently pushed him away. John sensed the urgency in her motion and let her go. Her face was grim. 

    “We have a problem,” she said. “A big one.” 

    John felt his blood run cold. “What happened?” 

    “I stabled the horses on the edge of town, then went to find you,” Scout said. “A team of hunters was passing through, handing out wanted posters with our faces on them… nearly all our faces. Joyce, Ted, Bard, and John are mentioned by name.” 

    “What?” Joyce looked as astonished as John had ever seen her. “By name?” 

    “By name,” Scout confirmed. She unfurled a poster and held it out. “I’m noted, but there’s no drawing of me. Hans is mentioned, too, as still being one of us. Jayne and Jane aren’t mentioned at all. And the reward is pretty high.” 

    “Yeah,” Bard said. “We could live like kings if we could collect the reward on ourselves and then escape before the hammer comes down.” 

    John shot him a sharp look. “Don’t you think we’d have problems getting away with it?” 

    “It’s an old scam,” Bard said. “A masked dude, and everyone knows he’s trustworthy because he’s wearing a mask, captures a criminal and hands him over to the town lawman in exchange for a reward. The money is handed over, then the criminal breaks free of his chains, or gets broken out of the cell, and runs. We could do it…” 

    “Not here, not now,” Joyce said. Her lips twitched into a humorless smile. “Jan won’t let us collect the bounty until after our heads are parted from our bodies.” 

    John took the poster and sucked in his breath. The drawing of him was odd, as if the drawer wasn’t quite up to date. He’d kept his hair short—most male magicians did—but the drawer hadn’t included the scars, even though they’d noted the outfit he’d been wearing yesterday. And yet, it was dangerously accurate. Joyce and Ted weren’t drawn anything like so well; Bard and Hans were so roughly drawn, it was hard to believe anyone would look at them and conclude they were the people on the wanted poster. 

    “No name,” Bard said more seriously. “Who’s after us?” 

    “Everyone, from what I heard,” Scout said. “There are posters from Jan, offering a sizable reward for our capture. There are bounties placed by a bunch of others, including Gaipajama—my guess is they’re all bidders. Oh, and pretty much all of them say they’ll only pay if we’re alive. I’m pretty sure you can guess why.” 

    John looked at the backpack. “They want to know what happened to the box.” 

    “And they’re putting out a lot of money to find out,” Ted said. His gravelly voice caught and held their attention. “There’s no way we can trust anyone here. The reward from Gaipajama alone would be enough to set our captors up for life.” 

    “And that means there’ll be people willing to take us from our captors and claim the bounty themselves,” Bard said. “If they really need to keep us alive, it’ll give us some options—” 

    “They could break our legs without killing us,” Joyce snapped, cutting him off. “Do you think you could walk on a broken leg?” 

    Bard made a show of considering it. “Well, if we were desperate…” 

    “No,” Joyce said shortly. “Just… no.” 

    John studied the poster thoughtfully. “Who sent this particular poster?” 

    “I don’t know,” Scout said. “There’s no name, just an address in an eastern town.” 

    “Odd,” John mused. The drawing of him was damn near perfect. Had someone caught a glimpse of him and put two and two together? Or… Katrina’s family? It was possible, he supposed, they’d sent someone to the auction. He hadn’t recognized any of the other bidders, but that was meaningless. Her father had had more servants than he’d had hot dinners. “How do they know me?” 

    Joyce looked disturbed. “Good question.” 

    “And how do they know Hans?” Ted’s voice shook the room. “He’s dead!” 

    “They might know us,” Bard said after a moment. “They recognize two of us and think the rest are here—including Hans if they never heard about his death. It isn’t as if we told the world.” 

    “Possible,” Joyce agreed. “That might explain why there’s no mention of Jayne and Jane. What now?” 

    “The innkeeper is no longer trustworthy,” Ted said, “I don’t care how much you paid him. That reward—” he waved a hand at the poster “—is going to have him betraying us faster than Baron Peterson betrayed Lord James. That bastard didn’t get away with it. The innkeeper will.” 

    “No one will ever trust him again,” Bard said. 

    “So what?” Ted took the poster and held it up. “There are five thousand very good reasons, right here and right now, for him not to give a shit about trust! He can betray us, collect the reward, and fuck off east. A quick change of name, a quick purchase of another inn, or perhaps some land… no one will ever know he betrayed us for money. We can’t stay here.” 

    “The horses are stabled on the edge of town,” Scout said. “If we get them now…” 

    “We’ll be chased down, again,” Ted said. “What happened to you?” 

    “Kept going west, then changed course and vanished when their horses flagged,” Scout said simply. “They may think I kept heading west until the sun came down.” 

    John doubted it. The maps—the old maps—made it clear there were nearly three thousand miles between the east coast settlements and the ocean on the far side of the tainted lands. It was unlikely there were many rogue settlements further west than Janstown, and even if there were, they’d be dominated by weirdlings rather than pureblood humans. No, Jan’s men would likely deduce Scout hadn’t kept going straight on, but headed east or west the moment she thought she was clear. And then… what? 

    “No,” Ted agreed. “They’ll expect you to have changed course and gone… where?” 

    “It doesn’t matter,” Joyce said briskly. “Right now, we have to be elsewhere.” 

    She cleared her throat. “Ted, change your looks a bit and take Jayne and Jane to buy camping supplies,” she continued. “Scout, shadow him from a distance. If someone recognizes him, either intervene, or come back here to tell me what happened. John, you and Bard can help me pack up here. We’ll leave as soon as the others return.” 

    Bard frowned. “Perhaps it would be wiser to actually head west. If they sent posters here, they’ll have sent them everywhere. By the time we reach the next town, everyone within a hundred miles will be watching for us. Heading west might be safer.” 

    “There’d be no hope of getting paid,” Joyce said curtly. “And then…?” 

    “And then what?” Bard’s voice hardened. “There’s at least ten different people offering shitloads of money for our capture. Do you think this is going to simply… go away?” 

    John tensed. He’d never heard Bard talk to Joyce—or anyone—like that before. Never. He’d had the impression they were very close… lovers, even, although it was hard to be sure. They certainly trusted each other completely. 

    “No,” Joyce said. She didn’t try to sugarcoat the bad news. “But if we get our hands on the money, we’ll be able to change our names and establish new identities, as well as making sure the box stays out of unfriendly hands. Our patron can give us everything we need to cut all ties with the past; new faces, new documents, new everything—” 

    “Or…” John frowned as a thought stuck him. “Scout, do any of the posters mention the box?” 

    “No,” Scout said. “Nothing about it, not even a single word.” 

    “Odd,” John said. There was something about the whole affair that still didn’t make sense. “We’re not important. The box is important. Yet they don’t ask about the box, just us.” 

    “If everyone knew what the box is, or at least what we think it is, they’d try to seize the box instead of us,” Joyce pointed out. “Wouldn’t they?” 

    “I don’t know,” Bard said. “Wouldn’t they demand our luggage, too?” 

    “Bounty hunters would normally steal it for themselves,” Ted said. His lips twisted in disgust. “Bastards take everything their prey carries and fuck them if they’re innocent. If the goods are stolen, fuck the bastards who lost them, too.” 

    “Yeah,” Bard agreed, “but given what the box is… that’s a little odd.” 

    “Yeah,” John echoed. Odd wasn’t the word. A plague box could be—would be—utterly lethal if someone opened it without having the slightest idea what they were doing. If nothing else, surely there should be a clear warning: don’t open the box if you want to live. Yet even a vague warning would convince bounty hunters the box was worth far more than it seemed. “It makes no sense.” 

    “Right now, it isn’t an immediate problem,” Joyce said. She let out a long breath. “We have to get out of here before it’s too late.” 

    “Got it,” Bard said. “I’ll tie up the innkeeper.” 

    Joyce snorted. “That might actually be a good idea.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Fourteen 

    “Hey,” the stable boy said. “You’re the man on the poster—” 

    John stunned the youngster before he could finish his sentence. The young boy—he couldn’t be more than fourteen, and that was being generous—hit the ground with a thud. His supervisor—perhaps his father—backed away an instant before Scout materialized behind him and put a knife to his throat. He gulped audibly.  

    John gritted his teeth and muttered a spell. The man sagged. Scout let him fall to the earth like a sack of potatoes. 

    “Crap,” John said. How many people had seen the posters? It was rare for bounty posters to be shared that far. Most bounty hunters didn’t want competition and tended to tear the posters down, both to ensure they knew who they were seeking, and to deter others from joining them. “If word has spread that widely…” 

    “Drag them into the shadows and leave them,” Joyce ordered curtly. There was a low urgency in her voice that belied her calm expression. “If you can scramble their memories, do it.” 

    John made a face, but obeyed. The spell wouldn’t last long—and it would break the moment the victims saw the posters—but it might buy them a few more hours before a small army of bounty hunters came after them. There was no honor among thieves at the best of times, and the reward on their heads was so high, John had no trouble imagining one partner betraying another to collect the money.  

    His mood darkened as he found a pair of bottles and took a sniff—cheap rotgut, better used to clean wounds than drink oneself senseless—before splashing the contents over the sleeping boy and his supervisor. Hopefully, they’d think they’d drunk themselves silly to the point of forgetting what they’d been doing. The fewer reasons they had to question why they couldn’t remember, the greater the chance of them never breaking the spell. 

    “Done,” he said. “Just how many people have seen the posters?” 

    “It could be everyone,” Bard said as he opened the stable and saddled his horse. “If they’re splashing out enough money to send messages to every settlement within a hundred miles, they could make damn sure everyone sees the posters, so they know to be on the alert.” 

    John cursed under his breath as he eyed Joyce’s rucksack. What the hell had they done? How many people had they pissed off?  

    He recalled the bidders at the auction and shuddered. The winner had offered enough money to set up an entire country, and the losers, once they realized the box had been stolen, would have realized they’d have a chance to snatch the box if they caught up with the thieves before it was too late. There might be dozens—perhaps hundreds—of bounties on them, enough to test a saint. The only good news was the hunters would get in each other’s way. 

    And none of them know what they’re seeking, he thought morbidly. They could open the box quite by accident. 

    A nasty thought ran through his mind as he helped Jayne and Jane saddle their horse. The two girls weren’t mentioned on any of the posters. The odds were good none of the hunters were looking for them. If they decided to betray the team…  

    John scowled, wondering if it would be wiser to ditch the girls now. It might even be better for them. They might be alone again, but at least they wouldn’t have every last bravo in the region chasing them. 

    Joyce will have to make that call, John thought. And if she makes the wrong one… 

    He clambered onto his own horse, Scout right behind him, as Joyce cantered out of the stable and onto the dusty streets. Small groups of people were gathering, talking together in low voices, but none seemed to be paying close attention to the riders. John hoped that would last long enough for the team to get out of sight, so they could alter course and hopefully give any hunters the slip. It was possible, he supposed, that some of the locals thought the bounty nothing more than a crude joke. It was just a little too high to be believable. 

    Scout pushed her lips against his ears. “We’ll be fine.” 

    John hoped she was right as the horses picked up speed, cantering out of the town. The frontier was vast. It was normally possible for someone to move a few dozen miles before assuming a new identity, secure in the knowledge their old life wouldn’t catch up with them. John knew dozens of merchants who’d been left with unpaid debts, and women who’d been left with bastard children.  

    The odds of tracking down debtors and runaway fathers were very low. But now… his stomach churned as he considered the vast sums of money involved. Every eye would be looking for them; every hand would be turned against them. He wondered briefly if it would be wiser to head east. There were fewer bounty hunters in civilized lands. 

    His eyes narrowed as he spotted a cloud of dust in the distance, heading toward Deadwood. Riders… at least a dozen, perhaps more. Hunters? It wasn’t impossible someone could have tracked the team—or Scout—and then sent for reinforcements before trying to capture them. Or was it just a coincidence? The riders looked to be coming in fast, but that proved nothing. Very few people wanted to risk bedding down in the wildlands for the night. 

    Joyce snapped a command, ordering the team to gallop faster. John obeyed, his mind spinning as he tried to work out what to do. If the newcomers were bounty hunters, and found the stunned stable hands, they might work out the truth and come after them. Or… who knew?  

    He kept glancing back as they picked up speed, Deadwood rapidly lost in the haze behind them. The tainted magic might make it harder for anyone to chase them… might. In truth, he had no idea. There was enough money at stake for the hunters to risk bearding Boss Edwards—or Greyshade—in his lair. 

    The hours blurred together as the team kept going, picking a route that led through a pair of dry ravines, and past an oasis twisted and perverted by wild magic. That would make it harder to track them, John thought, although… his thoughts kept returning to the bounties, each one offering more money than most people would ever see in their lives for the team’s capture. He hoped the problem of taking someone alive would deter a few of the hunters, although—again—it was unlikely. Sure, there were risks in trying to take someone alive, but the reward was worth it. 

    “There might even be a bidding war,” he muttered, more to himself than anyone else. “They’ll see how high they can drive up the reward before handing us over.” 

    Scout had good hearing. “Don’t be too morose. We’re not caught yet.” 

    John snorted. “We’re being chased by hunters funded by people with effectively bottomless pockets. I think I’m allowed to be morose.” 

    “There are always options,” Scout told him. “We’re not in chains yet.” 

    John glanced at her. Part of him wanted to tell her to go, to slip into the shadows and vanish. She and the girls could make their way to another town and swear blind they’d never heard of the team. They’d be safe, even if the rest of the team was hunted down and slaughtered. The rest of him didn’t want to let her go. He told that part of him to shut up. Better Scout lived than died… 

    The landscape grew rougher as they passed a ruined town and slowed to a halt. John looked around, concerned. The town didn’t look that old, not to his experienced eye, yet… he wanted to believe it predated the Cataclysm. It didn’t. It was just another settlement that had flourished briefly before the settlers realized how difficult it was to break the dry land and turn it into cropland. The buildings looked intact, suggesting the town had never been attacked and looted, the population slaughtered or marched off as slaves. They’d just… left. 

    And the buildings were allowed to fall into disrepair, John thought as he took a sip from his canteen. That’s not a good sign. 

    “We should have a moment or two to catch our breath,” Joyce said. “There’s no sign of pursuit.” 

    “They’ll be concentrating on warning all the living towns,” Ted said sourly. “Perhaps we should stay in the countryside.” 

    “Sure, until we run out of supplies,” Bard said. His normal good humor was gone. “We didn’t have time to buy more than a few days’ worth of food and drink; certainly not enough to keep us alive until they lose interest and fuck off.” 

    “They won’t,” Scout said quietly. “People are still looking for Lady Helen, aren’t they? That was ten years ago, and the reward was a lot smaller.” 

    “Lady Helen is in her thirties, assuming she’s still alive,” Joyce said. Her lips twisted in a moment of dark humor. “All those idiots are looking for a young woman in her twenties.” 

    John frowned. “Who?” 

    Bard explained. “Lady Helen was the heiress to a remarkable fortune—depending on which version of the story you choose to believe. There was some dispute over her marriage—one story insists her stepbrother intended to marry her to merge their fortunes into one, while another argues she wanted to wed some bloke she barely knew, and her stepbrother objected strongly. Regardless, the important detail is that she fled west, and her stepbrother offered a massive reward to the hunter who brought her back, willing or no.” 

    “And no one ever collected it,” Ted added. “Good news for us, is it not?” 

    John had his doubts. One young woman in her twenties could easily vanish—or be vanished. He’d heard all the horror stories. She could be dead by now, forcibly married to someone who’d raped her, working in a brothel, or… who knew? Maybe she had found happiness in the west. She certainly wouldn’t look like her portraits, not any longer. The team was larger, making them more noticeable, and most of them looked just like the faces on the posters. Something would have to be done about that. 

    “We’ll see,” Joyce said. She didn’t bother to consult the map. It would be largely worthless, anyway. “We can keep going for a couple of days, staying well clear of the beaten track, before we have to swing into a town to buy more supplies.” 

    “And in that time, everyone will know about the bounties,” Bard pointed out. “We should stay well clear of the towns.” 

    “And then we starve,” Ted countered. “Or simply die of thirst. Or…” 

    Joyce silenced him with a glare. “We’ve been in tight scrapes before. This isn’t Skinlord. We can, and we will, get our asses out of this.” 

    “With a bunch of arrows lodged in our butts,” Bard said. “They’ll start shooting the moment they see us.” 

    “Not the first time you’ve had something stuck in your butt,” Ted teased. “I’m sure you’ll enjoy it.” 

    Bard made a rude gesture. “How many times have we had everyone trying to kill us?” 

    “They’re not trying to kill us,” Scout said sharply. “They don’t get paid unless they bring us in alive and reasonably intact.” 

    “Reasonably intact,” Ted repeated. “Perhaps we should just kill ourselves now and save the trouble.” 

    “No.” Joyce looked from face to face. “I don’t know quite what happened. I don’t…” 

    “I do,” Bard said. “We stole a priceless artifact, and everyone who wants it has put a price on our heads.” 

    “We certainly got a bigger reaction than we expected,” Joyce agreed. “And right now, all we can do is keep running until we get clear.” 

    “If we can,” Bard said. “I bet the entire world knows about the bounties by now.” 

    “Not the entire world,” Scout disagreed. “There are plenty of places off the beaten track. It’ll be months, if not years, before everyone is informed.” 

    John had his doubts. Jan and his people presumably knew the local region like the back of their hands. They’d know all the settlements, or they’d know people who knew. It wouldn’t be that hard to send messengers to each and every settlement within fifty miles if one was willing to pay the price. And then word would spread, particularly if people were paid to spread it. There was so much money being splashed around. 

    Joyce broke into his thoughts. “Trouble,” she said. “Look up.” 

    John lifted his head and stared into the bright blue sky. Two large birds hung overhead, peering down at them. His heart sank. The birds might be nothing more than vultures, watching in the hope the team dropped dead and turned into carrion, but… they might be bonded to hunters. It wasn’t impossible. He’d met men with minimal magical talent who’d bonded to dogs or horses or other animals, giving them all sorts of interesting talents.  

    He reached out with his mind, but sensed nothing. The birds were too high for him to feel anything. 

    “I could take them down,” Bard said, producing his crossbow. “I think—” 

    The birds scattered, moving with astonishing speed. John cursed under his breath as he shot a fireball at the nearest bird, which dodged the spell with almost contemptuous ease. The birds had recognized the crossbow. Did that mean they were smart enough to realize they were being threatened, or was someone peering through their eyes?  

    Birds had very sharp eyes, from what he recalled. A hawk that had no trouble picking out a field mouse from high overhead would have no trouble tracking the team from a safe distance, while directing bounty hunters toward their position. They might have very little time before they were overwhelmed. 

    “Mount up,” Joyce snapped. “John, can you take them down?” 

    “I can try,” John said. He motioned for Scout to sit in front of him as he channeled his magic. The birds were quick. They’d have no trouble dodging additional fireballs. Hell, the fact they weren’t flying away as quickly as possible was proof they were bonded to a human mind. “I think…” 

    He’d heard stories of wizards who hunted birds by turning the air around them to ice. John didn’t know if that could be done in the real world, but certainly not in the bright sunlight. Instead, he superheated the air around the birds, their feathers catching fire before they could realize the danger and escape. He felt a twinge of guilt as the burning birds dropped from the sky, dead before they slammed into the ground.  

    Their masters had to be reeling in shock… John hoped, with a surge of sudden vindictiveness, the shock put them out of commission for the rest of their lives. They were chasing the team in hopes of handing them over to whoever had placed the bounty, a person who would no doubt make their last hours as painful as possible.  

    John had no illusions. Jan could not let the theft go unpunished. Nor could the highest bidder. 

    He’ll have everyone and his dog trying to steal from him if he lets us get away with it, John thought. He racked his brain, trying to understand how Jan had known their real names. It was impossible. They’d joined the bidding under false names, with credentials good enough to fool even a suspicious man. And Hans hadn’t been there at all. There was no logical reason for anyone to offer a reward for him. What the fuck is really going on? 

    Scout spurred the horse into motion, galloping out of the dead town and back into the arid wasteland. John clung to her for dear life, eyes flicking from side to side as he watched for hunters or more bonded birds. The skies seemed empty, but that was meaningless. It was quite possible something was drifting overhead, so high there was no way it could be seen with the naked eye. He wanted to mutter a spell to enhance his sight, but he knew better. He’d be struck blind if he looked at the sun through that spell… 

    Shit, he thought as the horses picked up speed. They were galloping so fast, he knew there’d be a dust cloud following them. What the hell do we do now? 

    His mind churned. The badlands were immense, true, but there was an entire army of bounty hunters chasing them. There was a dangerously high chance of being caught, even if they stayed well away from settlements, human or weirdling.  

    And that meant… there was no honor amongst bounty hunters either, normally, but this time there was so much money involved, the various groups might work together to capture the team and deliver them to the highest bidder. Why not? The bounty was high enough for everyone to make a considerable profit if they didn’t betray each other. The cynic in him suspected they would, but it wouldn’t matter if the betrayal came too late. There was no point in fighting over money they didn’t have. 

    We need to think about it, John thought. Divide and conquer might be our only hope. 

    But he knew, as they rode on, that was a very faint hope, indeed. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Fifteen 

    “This campsite seems very exposed,” Jayne said as the sky darkened. “Are you sure it’s safe?” 

    “No,” Joyce said flatly, “but we can be reasonably sure of seeing someone long before they reach us.” 

    John nodded to himself as he walked around the campsite, laying a handful of concealment and obscurification spells, as well as early warning charms. No one would be able to leave the circle between dusk and dawn, which would mean some embarrassment when the campers had to answer the call of nature, but it should keep them reasonably safe. There was no way to tell if the hunters were close, or if more bonded animals were watching for them. 

    “We should be safe for the moment,” he said as Bard and Ted prepared supper. The two men were arguing quietly about how to make their supplies last a few days longer, their voices tightly controlled. “Just make sure you don’t go outside the circle.” 

    Joyce beckoned the girls over to her. “You’re not listed on the wanted posters,” she said flatly. “If you want to leave, to go your own way, you can. I won’t hold it against you.” 

    Bard made a rude noise. Joyce scowled at him. John understood better than he cared to admit. The team members had to be loyal to each other, or they’d come apart at the slightest hint of trouble. No one would ever trust a betrayer again, even if the betrayer had been betrayed first. Joyce wasn’t really doing the girls any favors, although the rest of the team wouldn’t accuse them of anything. But it might just save their lives. 

    “We’ll stay,” Jayne said after exchanging a glance with her sister. “Where else do we have to go?” 

    “We can give you money,” Joyce said. “We can spare a few coins.” 

    Ted coughed. “We can?” 

    “We’ll stay,” Jane said. “This is better than the last place we worked.” 

    Scout snickered. “Where the hell have you worked?” 

    “Very good,” Joyce said. “John, I want you to teach the girls how to cast illusions, and how to use a tattoo. I think we’re going to need it.” 

    John felt his stomach twist. He’d carefully avoided discussing his tattoo focus with the girls—with anyone, really, given how dangerous they could be to a magician who didn’t know what they were doing. He still had nightmares about the moment Katrina had caught fire, flames threatening to burn her to ash. He still woke with the stench of burning flesh in his nostrils, a stench that refused to fade no matter what he did. He’d been reluctant to teach anyone the technique… 

    “Got it,” he said. Joyce was right. The tattoos might give them an edge. “We’ll get on with it now.” 

    He motioned for the girls to follow him to the edge of the circle. There was little real privacy, but it would let him talk without interruptions. Scout settled down to watch, almost invisible in the twilight. John wondered what she was thinking. It might be better for her to get some sleep before it was her turn to go on watch. 

    “Magic works by channeling raw power through a focus, which shapes the power into a spell,” John said. “Because of the dual nature of any kind of magical act—the spell’s shape and the spell’s power—it’s better to combine the two outside your body, to ensure any overspill does little real damage. If you get it wrong—” he shuddered, trying to blot the image from his memory “—the results can be disastrous. Most people don’t have the nerve to try, and very few of those who do have the talent to make it work.” 

    “You do,” Jayne observed. “I’ve seen you cast spells without a focus.” 

    John blinked in surprise, then kicked himself for being surprised. Jayne was smart and observant. Magicians who weren’t tended to die very quickly.  

    “Yes. I have the talent and the control to make it work. Others don’t. They rely on the focus because it not only serves as a way to speed up casting, it also keeps them from having to risk their lives every time they cast a spell. Even I prefer to use a focus when doing something complex because the spell can easily go wrong.” 

    He took a breath, then held out his palm to show the tattoo. “I reasoned, a while back, that one didn’t have to use a specialized focus. A tattoo was quite enough if one knew how to use it. And—” he hesitated noticeably “—I discovered, too late, that someone with too much power could easily lose control of the spell, and be badly hurt by the overspill. There’s a risk in channeling power through a tattoo, even for novice magicians like you. Do you want to take the risk?” 

    Jayne and Jane exchanged glances. “How much of a risk?” 

    “It’s hard to say,” John said. “You’re both relative novices. You don’t have the power reserves to… to guarantee disaster if you make a mistake in casting. But the risk does exist, and you need to be wary. If something goes wrong, you might be scarred for life—or dead.” 

    He swallowed hard. Katrina had been lucky. She’d been at school, in a place with the greatest healers and potioneers in the known world. Anywhere else… the shock alone might have killed her, even if the fire hadn’t. John had thought himself used to horror—he’d grown up in a farming town, where horrific accidents were far from unknown—but watching his girlfriend immolate had scarred him, too. And yet he’d have traded places in a heartbeat if it were possible. Katrina’s life had been shattered beyond repair the moment she’d cast that spell. 

    “I won’t force you to do it,” he said finally. “If you want to try, you can. If not, we’ll move on to other spells.” 

    “I’ll do it,” Jayne said. “Jane can wait.” 

    “Hey,” Jane said. “I should take the risk.” 

    John sighed inwardly as he opened his bag and removed the tattoo pen. It would be overlooked, he was sure, if anyone stole the bag, even though it was certainly the most expensive—and rare—thing he owned. Tattoos were hardly unknown along the frontier, but most of them were done with needles and inks. This pen was so heavily charmed, it was pretty much irreplaceable. John had woven so many spells into the device, he doubted it could be replaced at all. 

    “Last chance,” he said. “If you want to back out, I’ll understand.” 

    “Do it,” Jayne said. 

    John kept his expression bland as he took her hand, held it in his, and pressed the pen against her skin. She hissed once, but otherwise showed no reaction. The charms on the device kept the pain to a bare minimum, yet…  

    John reminded himself, not for the first time, that Jayne had grown up in the badlands. She’d endured far worse than a simple blacksmith’s son from a farming town. 

    He finished drawing out the tattoo, then let go of her hand. “Cast a spell through the tattoo, but keep the power as low as possible.” 

    Jayne nodded and closed her eyes. John braced himself, half expecting to watch helplessly—again—as someone burst into flame. It had been sheer goddamned luck none of the runaway slaves he’d taught back in Skinlord’s private nightmarish estate had died. Their magic had been so depleted by poor nutrition and worse living, they’d barely had enough to light a spark, let alone set themselves on fire.  

    Jayne, by contrast… he wanted to yell at her to cancel the spell before it had even fairly begun, then erase the tattoo from her skin. And yet, he couldn’t. They had every reason to want to learn how to cast spells without focuses that could be taken from them at any moment. 

    A ball of glowing light materialized above Jayne’s hand. She opened her eyes and stared at it as if hypnotized.  

    John thought, just for a second, that she looked like a woman staring at a man she desired. Perhaps it was the same thing, he reflected. Jayne had known she could be rendered powerless easily if someone took her focus. Now it wouldn’t be so easy to steal her power. Her captor would have to cut off her hand. 

    Her thoughts were clearly running in the same direction. “Why don’t you put tattoos somewhere under your clothes?” 

    “It might be dangerous,” John said. He wasn’t a coward, but he’d lost his taste for experimenting after Katrina’s life had been ruined beyond hope of repair. “The risk is impossible to calculate.” 

    Jane elbowed her sister, then held out her palm. “Do me. Quickly.” 

    Scout giggled. “Do try to restrain yourself.” 

    “Hah,” John said. He took Jane’s hand and held it upright, then tattooed her palm line by line. He’d planned great experiments to discover how to improve the tattoos in the hope of using them to cast specific spells without thinking, but none of the experiments had ever been carried out. “Be careful as you cast your first spell.” 

    Jane obeyed and cast a fireball into the air. “It works!” 

    “Yeah,” John said, “and you’d better hope no one saw it.” 

    He sucked in his breath, then launched into a lecture on illusion spells. The field was surprisingly complex for a field of magic that was little more than smoke and mirrors. He’d seen magicians cast illusions of themselves that walked and talked, and pretended to be normal, at least until you tried to touch them, and illusions that were so wrapped in magic, it was difficult to believe they weren’t real. It wasn’t easy to trick an actual magician—they tended to be more sensitive to magic and spells—but it could be done.  

    The girls listened with surprising interest, humbling John. He’d been caned a few years ago for not paying close attention in illusion class.  

    You had more options than they ever did, he reminded himself. It was strange to think it. If he hadn’t had magic, he’d have followed his father’s trade, or spent the rest of his life walking behind a mule—but it was true. And they don’t have anything like enough time to catch up. 

    He felt oddly morose as the girls practiced, casting illusion after illusion. Some weren’t particularly convincing, even when he saw them out of the corner of his eye. Some were primed with magic spelled to override his doubts, to convince him they were real, even though cold logic told him they couldn’t be. Bard jumped to his feet as an illusionary spider ran toward him, his face purpling with anger when he realized he’d been tricked. Joyce had to speak sharply to him before he could take his anger out on the girls.  

    John wasn’t sure what to feel as he scolded them both, torn between amusement and an awareness it had been a mistake. No one liked being humiliated and frightened, certainly not in public. If John had done that at school, his victim would have beaten him to within an inch of his life. 

    “The spiders here are really dangerous,” he said sharply. “The last thing you want is for someone to assume a real spider is nothing more than an illusion.” 

    He finished the lecture, then took the bowl of stew Joyce offered him and ate it thoughtfully. It tasted blander than he’d expected, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The food would last a couple of days, perhaps longer if he used a preservation spell. The girls were already yawning as they finished their supper, not entirely to his surprise. They’d worked hard over the last couple of hours. John directed them to their bedrolls, then turned away to give them what privacy he could. It would have to be enough. 

    “You did well,” Scout said. “You’re going to be a great father one day.” 

    John blinked as Ted and Bard guffawed.  

    “She’s hinting at something, boy,” Ted said. “Are you going to make an honest woman of her?” 

    Scout gave him the finger. “I’m not pregnant, and I ought to know, too. Now stick your ass over here so I can kick it.” 

    “There’s quite enough asses here already,” Joyce said. “Get some sleep, both of you.” 

    John nodded, getting out his bedroll and clambering into his sleeping bag. His thoughts mocked him. He’d once dreamed of having children with Katrina, boys and girls who would’ve inherited their mother’s looks and their father’s magical talents, but those dreams had died with their relationship. He wasn’t sure if he could have children with Scout, or even if she wanted children.  

    And yet… he’d enjoyed teaching the girls, but it wasn’t something he wanted to do all the time. In hindsight, it was clear that his tutors deserved medals for not kicking him out of class, or simply murdering him and his former peers on the spot. The students really had been little bastards. 

    Scout lay next to him and rested her hand in his. John was tempted to cuddle up to her, even though he knew it would mean hours of teasing from the rest of the team. Instead, he stared up at the sky. The stars overhead twinkled down, seemingly brighter this far from civilization. There were people who swore blind you could read the future in the stars. John doubted it—in his experience, fortune telling was nothing more than guesswork at best—but out here, it was suddenly easy to understand why others believed. He shook his head as he drifted off to sleep. The idea of the stars determining his destiny was just absurd. 

    Joyce woke him hours later. “It’s your turn on watch,” she said as he struggled out of his sleeping bag. She passed him his canteen as soon as he was clear. “How are they coming along?” 

    “Very well,” John told her. He took a sip of water, suddenly aware his canteen was far too close to empty. Lack of water would kill them a long time before they ran out of food. “They have quite a bit to unlearn, I’m afraid, but they’ll get there.” 

    “We may need them,” Joyce said. She looked, for a moment, as though she’d bitten into something sour. “Or we may need to send them away.” 

    “They chose to stay.” John remembered the jokes about fatherhood and wondered if Joyce was feeling maternal. Jayne and Jane were just young enough to be Joyce’s children. Did she have kids? It was unlikely, but who knew? Joyce had said little about her past. “And you can’t send them away without hurting them badly.” 

    “Better they get hurt emotionally than get raped to death,” Joyce said. There was a brutal finality in her tone. “That’s what’ll happen to them, you know.” 

    John looked at her rucksack. “Boss, what the hell have we stumbled into?” 

    Joyce shook her head. “I don’t know.” She kept her voice low, unwilling to risk disturbing the sleepers. “Nothing about this makes sense.” 

    “We should check the box,” John advised, “and figure out what it really is.” 

    Joyce glared. “And risk killing us all?” 

    “None of the posters mentioned the box,” John said. He forced himself to recall the posters, one by one. They all made it abundantly clear the hunters wouldn’t be paid a forged coin if they accidentally killed their targets, but otherwise… “Most of them were pretty vague about why they wanted us captured, and that strikes me as odd.” 

    He scowled. The box was clearly an ancient artifact. There was no doubt of its age. And yet… if it really was a plague box, surely whoever had placed the bounties would warn the bounty hunters not to risk opening it. Or perhaps it was a double bluff. If the hunters were told what the box was, they might try to open it to check. His thoughts ran in circles. It made no sense. 

    Jan was pretty coy about what the box actually was, too, John reminded himself. He had good reason to hide what the box was, or at least to pretend he didn’t know… but was he really pretending? If he didn’t know what the box was, then the only person who gave us a definite answer was Greyshade, and… 

    He scowled. Just what was going on? 

    “I may have made a mistake,” Joyce conceded. There was a surprising hint of guilt in her tone. She was their leader, even though they’d all agreed to take on the job. The team might not blame her, but there was nothing stopping her from blaming herself. “I’ve led you all to ruin.” 

    John shook his head. “You didn’t know they’d be able to identify us.” He asked himself, again, how that was even possible. Who’d known who they were and chosen not to betray them until they’d stolen the box? Were they caught up in some madman’s sting operation? Or… or what? Was someone hoping they’d actually open the box?  

    He clenched his teeth. “What is it?” 

    “If we open it, we don’t get paid,” Joyce said. “It’s as simple as that.” 

    John frowned, something was nagging at the edge of his mind, but it refused to come into focus. 

    “Get some sleep,” he said instead. There was no point in worrying away at his mind. If he thought about something else, the thing he was missing would snap into his thoughts and shock him awake. “We’ll have to be on our way in the morning.” 

    “Yeah,” Joyce said. “Keep watch. Wake us if anything happens.” 

    John nodded. “You got it, boss.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Sixteen 

    The next few days were… disturbing. 

    They kept riding, heading north while keeping their distance from villages, towns, and well-trodden roads. The sense of threat was all around them, hints of eyes watching from the shadows or high above haunting them even as they kept moving.  

    They were just hoping and praying to avoid enemy contact as much as possible. They spotted a handful of riders in the distance, twice, and saw a cluster of men on a mountain, but nothing close enough to catch them.  

    John wondered grimly if the hunters were trying to wear the team down before they risked showing themselves. If that was the plan, it was working. Tempers were fraying, and harsher and harsher words were being exchanged. It was just a matter of time, he thought, before harsh words turned to blows. Joyce’s leadership was the only thing keeping them together, and even that was fading. 

    “We’re nearing Constant,” Joyce said one morning, “and we need to buy more supplies.” 

    John scowled. They’d been lucky to find water a few days ago, or they would’ve had to go straight to the nearest town to refill their canteens. Even so, he was uneasily aware they were running out of food and everything else they needed. Joyce hadn’t said anything, but only an idiot wouldn’t realize they were in deep shit. They needed to purchase enough supplies to keep them going for a few more weeks. 

    “They’ll know about us,” Ted predicted sourly, “and if the hunters have a rough idea of where we are…” 

    “We don’t know for sure,” Joyce said. “John, I want you to take Scout and the girls to buy supplies. Use an illusion to disguise yourself while the rest of us wait here with the box. Don’t let yourself get caught.” 

    “I’m sure he can figure that out for himself,” Bard teased. “What do we do if he does?” 

    “We get him out, of course,” Joyce said. “John, cover story?” 

    John swallowed. “I’m a water prospector, searching for water,” he said. It was a fairly simple cover, one he could maintain in the face of harsh questioning. “My daughters and I are calling in for supplies before we resume our search. Scout can shadow us from a distance, so she can report back if we run into trouble.” 

    Joyce nodded. “It should hold. Just don’t let anyone get too close to the girls.” 

    “We can take care of ourselves,” Jayne protested. There was little real heat in her remark. “All we have to do is pretend to be sweet little daughters…” 

    John snorted, keeping his thoughts to himself as he rubbed dirt on his face and into his clothes. The essence of a disguise was simplicity, to avoid anything that might cause someone to look too closely or ask the wrong questions. He looked like a man who’d spent the last month in the badlands, while the girls looked surprisingly boyish in ill-fitting and very dirty clothes. It wasn’t uncommon for water prospectors to keep their children with them to ensure the children were safe. They might be kidnapped if they stayed home.  

    “We’ll be back shortly,” he promised. Jayne and Jane would ride the horse. “If anything happens, don’t worry about us.” 

    Joyce gave him a sharp look. “We don’t want to leave anyone in enemy hands.” 

    Which means we might become bait in a trap, John thought, and the hunters will probably know it, too. 

    He put the thought out of his head as he took the horse’s reins and walked, the long-suffering horse looking put-upon as they headed down the trail to the town. The air was hot and arid, stinking faintly of carrion. Constant itself was a rough and ready town, little different, he decided, from Deadwood and the hundreds of others just like it. There were only a handful of people on the streets, all men. The absence of women was a very bad sign, indeed.  

    No one seemed to pay any real attention as he led the horse into the town. He kept his eyes open regardless. The hunters were looking for four men and two women, not three men and four women, but the posters ensured almost any strangers would be scrutinized carefully. It was quite possible a number of people had been snatched by accident and carried off to Janstown to face Jan and his bidders.  

    John’s stomach quailed at the thought. It was one thing to be threatened with death—or worse—himself, but quite another for others to be tortured and killed because they’d been mistaken for him. Yet what could he do about it? The only upside of having their real names and pictures on the posters was that it would be harder for innocents to be grabbed by accident. 

    “Daddy,” Jayne said. She was overdoing the act… John made a mental note to tell her when they were outside the town. “We could go to the bar!” 

    John shook his head. There was no way in hell a water prospector would take his nubile young daughters to a bar, not here. They’d be surrounded by human wolves quicker than he could cast a spell, which meant… no, better to get into the store, buy what they needed, and get out before anyone started asking questions. They could get a drink there, too, unless it was very different from every other store he’d seen in the last year. The water would be reasonably safe to drink. 

    He schooled his face into a hard-bitten immobility as he tied the horse to the railing outside the store, helped the girls clamber down, and led them to the door. He could feel eyes watching him, eyes that might turn hostile if they didn’t get what they wanted. The paranoia gnawed at his mind as he pushed the door open and stepped inside, then kept the door open long enough for the girls to follow him into the store. The interior was hotter than outside, something that bothered him on a very primal level. The food might not be safe to eat. 

    “Good morning,” a tired-sounding voice said. “Welcome to Constant.” 

    John nodded politely as he spotted the woman behind the counter. She couldn’t be that much older than Joyce, he thought, but she looked old, as if life had beaten her down over the last twenty years. She wore an old dress that made no attempt to hide her ample chest—in a way, it made it worse. Her brown skin was stained with tobacco juice, and her face was so motionless that, if she hadn’t spoken, he’d have thought she was dead. She looked as if moving even slightly was too great an effort… 

    Which explains why she wasn’t in the back room when we arrived, John thought. He’d been in quite a few general stores, and they all had the same basic design. She can’t be bothered to move. 

    “You’re a long way from home, aren’t you?” The woman’s eyes flickered up and down. “What are you doing here?” 

    “We’re looking for water,” John lied smoothly, “but we found nothing.” 

    “There’s a man down the street who’s very good at turning wine into water,” the woman said. She cackled, as if it was the funniest joke in the world. “You could ask him for help!” 

    “Not unless he knows a hidden spring or two,” John said. Finding a source of relatively clear water could make the difference between life and death this far from the sea. “Does he?” 

    “If he did, he’d be laughing,” the woman said. “You found nothing? Of course you found nothing!” 

    She laughed again. “They’ve been over the entire region, looking for water.” She hauled herself to her feet. “All they found was the handful of wells down that way—” she jabbed a finger at the walls “—and not much else. That’s why everyone’s leaving town and not coming back.” 

    Her beady eyes seemed to narrow. “I’d take your girls out of here if I were you,” she added. “They’re not safe here.” 

    “We’re just here for supplies,” John said, “and water.” 

    The woman snickered. “Not very good at your job, are you?” 

    John ignored the remark as he turned away to survey the shelves. They were almost completely empty, save for bags of dried meat, fruit, and vegetables. He scooped up a handful of bags and piled them in a basket anyway, then swept his eyes over the collection of supplies. There was almost nothing, not even the simple tools he could normally find in any general store. The bottles of homemade alcohol were a suspiciously yellow color. He didn’t dare buy any of them. Instead, he took the time to refill his canteens from the tap and hoped for the best. He’d have to check the water before anyone drank it. 

    “I can offer you some coffee,” the woman called. She named a suspiciously low price. “Want some?” 

    “No, thank you,” John said. He piled a few more bags into his basket. They were going to be heartily sick of dried lentils before too long, but better bland mush than starvation. There were no spices, and only a handful of herbs, none looking particularly well preserved. “Do you have anything in the back…?” 

    “Spices, you mean?” The woman shrugged. “Where do you think you are?” 

    “Dad,” Jane said girlishly. “What is that?” 

    John followed her finger and almost froze. His face—his face—glared down from the wall, under a note reading Wanted Alive. Joyce’s face was right next to him, drawn to make her look as if she was scowling at the entire world…  

    John wondered grimly if whoever had drawn the portrait wanted to make her look ugly and dangerous. The rest of the team’s posters were pinned right next to them. He scanned the text underneath the portraits quickly, but there was nothing new. Nothing about who wanted them, or the box, or anything beyond a clear warning they had to be taken alive. John had no idea what would happen to someone who brought in a dead body, but he doubted it would be pleasant. 

    “A messenger dropped those off two days ago,” the woman commented. It didn’t sound as though she recognized John from his poster, but he wasn’t inclined to take it for granted. “He paid well to have them put on display, then promised he’d pay me again if the posters were still up when he returned in a week or so…” 

    Which is probably bullshit, John thought. Constant wasn’t precisely an isolated settlement, not like the planned New Hope, but it was still some distance off the beaten track. The posters being pinned up in the dying town was a grim reminder they had very powerful enemies tracking them down. He just said it to convince her to keep the posters up longer than normal. 

    “They look nasty,” Jayne said. “What did they do?” 

    “I haven’t the slightest idea,” the woman said curtly. “Probably annoyed the shit out of someone with more money than sense. The bounty is just too large for a common murderer or rapist.” 

    John nodded. He’d had the same thought himself. Bounties were hardly uncommon—a person could have a price put on his head for damn near anything, from a minor irritation to a major crime—but the bounty on their heads was impossibly high. It made him wonder if bounty hunters might think it was a joke, rather than a serious offer. Hell, it might be a particularly nasty ploy. The bounty hunters could easily hand their captives over, then get murdered rather than paid. John wondered if that was exactly what whoever had placed the bounty had in mind. Even Gaipajama would think twice about shelling out so much money. 

    But if they got their hands on the box, it might be worth it, John thought. Who knows what they can do with it? 

    He took the basket to the counter and placed it on the top. The woman heaved herself to her feet—John tried not to blanch at the way her rolls of fat wobbled as she moved—and counted the bags, totting up the bill on a slate. John frowned. There were potions one could take, if one wanted to be slim… hell, it was rare for anyone to be so fat out west. Was she a weirdling, or cursed, or what? Tainted magic always left a mark… 

    “That’ll be cheap at twice the price,” the woman said, turning the slate so he could see it. The mark-up was extraordinary. “I’m afraid the price is final.” 

    John gritted his teeth. A genuine water prospector would be pissed at being gorged so badly. Yet what could he do about it? There was nowhere else to go. 

    “You could take your girls to the knocking shop, let them earn some money,” the woman offered. “They’re—” 

    “Shut up,” John snarled. It would be easy, so easy, to shape a cutting spell with his mind and slice the woman in half. Or simply cut off her legs and leave her sitting in a pool of her own blood. Or… he was angry, and the girls weren’t even his real daughters. John knew what his father would have done, if someone had suggested pimping his daughters, and it would’ve involved extreme violence. “You can have your money!” 

    He made a show of digging through his pouch to hand over the cash. It probably wasn’t that useful out here, not if the wagon trains and stagecoaches didn’t visit very often. Who wanted cash when there was little cash could buy? The woman smirked at him so brightly, John wanted to hit her, and to hell with the consequences. He controlled his temper with an effort. The woman might be horrible, but she was part of a community. The rest of the town would spring to life to defend her if she was attacked. 

    Unless they’re all sick of her, he thought. He’d heard stories of people who made themselves so unpopular, they were told to get out before they were brutally murdered. It isn’t impossible. 

    The woman took the coins, bit them one by one, then put them away in her pouch. “Good luck with the water. Come back anytime.” 

    John scowled at her as he led the way to the door. The woman was a ghastly bitch who… he shook his head. The badlands brought out the best in some people, and the worst in others. She wasn’t even the nastiest person he’d met in the last year. Even if one didn’t count Skinlord on the grounds the sorcerer had been completely insane, he’d still met claim jumpers and water prisoners and child molesters and… 

    “All right,” a calm voice said as he stepped into the open. “Keep your hands where we can see them, and no one will be hurt.” 

    John jumped. There were five men in front of him, carrying fighting staffs in a manner that suggested they knew how to use them. He kicked himself a second later. How the hell had he missed them? Magic? Or had he been too lost in his own thoughts for his own good? It was possible. The woman could have been provoking him deliberately, trying to keep him from noticing the men outside. Or… they might have gotten very lucky. 

    His mind raced. Fighting staffs… he’d seen them used back at school. They were rare in the badlands, but he could see the point. Ramming the staff into someone’s chest or rapping them over the head would hurt and stun, rather than kill. They might be no match for bladed weapons, normally, but if someone wanted to take prisoners… he reached out with his mind, trying to sense a magician. None of them seemed particularly magical, but that proved nothing. Even a weak magician should be capable of hiding his comrades as long as no one was looking for them. 

    “I…” He tried to sound nervous. It was possible, just possible, he could convince them they’d caught the wrong man. He doubted it, but it was worth a try. The longer he managed to stall, the longer he’d have to think. “What… what do you want?” 

    “There’s an immense price on your head,” the leader said. His voice was rough, suggesting he’d been born and raised in the badlands. His outfit—handed down from person to person—suggested the same. “You’ll come with us now, all of you.” 

    He motioned the girls forward, his men slipping forward and removing their focuses before they could react. John forced himself to think. He could take out at least two or three of the men before the others could react, but… Scout was out there somewhere. Would she try to intervene? Or would she slip back to the others to get help? He tested the air thoughtfully. The men didn’t seem to have any real protections against subtle spells. It might be better to let the bounty hunters take them out of Constant, then hit them with a sleep spell. Or… 

    Jayne yelped. John turned just in time to see a bounty hunter squeezing her bottom. His friends laughed, their faces twisting into leers. John didn’t need magic to read their minds. He knew what the bastards were thinking. There was no bounty on Jayne, nothing to keep them from having their fun with the two girls before slitting their throats and leaving their bodies behind. Jayne tried to pull away, but her captor caught her hand… her tattooed hand. 

    A moment later, his entire body exploded into flame. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Seventeen 

    “What—” 

    John didn’t give the leader a chance to finish his sentence. He cast the first spell immediately, aiming the fireball at the leader’s head. The man tried to bring up his staff to deflect the fireball, something that might have worked, part of John’s mind noted, if the spell had been cast by a more precise magician.  

    The fireball exploded, scorching the leader’s face, and causing him to drop his staff. John’s second spell caught him in the chest, and sent him flying through the air, to crash into a building on the far side of the road. Another man came at him, waving a stick as though it were a magic focus. John had no idea what he had in mind, but he had no intention of waiting to find out.  

    He cast a levitation spell and sent the man soaring into the heavens. He’d have a very long way to fall when the spell wore off. 

    “Bitch,” a third man snapped. He was charging Jayne, swinging his staff like a madman. “You—” 

    Jayne cast a spell through her tattoo. The man staggered as if someone had punched him in the head. John didn’t give him time to recover. He snatched up a fallen staff and brought it down on the man’s head, sending him tumbling to the ground. Another man came at him from the rear, raising his staff to throw it at John’s head. His throat exploded in blood a second later, his body crumpling.  

    Scout materialized behind him, her face grim. John knew Joyce was going to scold her for joining the fight, but he found it hard to care. She’d probably saved his life. Again. 

    He glanced at the girls. Jayne looked frightened, but ready to fight. Jane appeared to have frozen. John understood all too well. Some people just weren’t used to violence—or mentally prepared for a peaceful shopping trip turn into a desperate fight for survival and escape.  

    There was no time to let her snap out of it on her own. John picked her up, threw her over the horse’s back—it was sheer luck their would-be captors hadn’t thought to steal the horse—and then looked around for the bandit leader. He was sitting against a wall, groaning. John was mildly surprised he wasn’t stunned. The impact should have done more damage than just knocking the wind out of him. 

    “Come here,” John said, casting a summoning spell. The bandit screamed—John realized, too late, that he must have been hurt worse than it looked—as he flew toward John. There was no time for pity or sympathy, even if John had been willing to extend it. He cast a stunning spell, knocking the man into slumber, then threw him over the horse, too. There was no point in tying him up. The spell would keep him asleep for several hours. 

    “This way,” Scout said. “Hurry!” 

    John nodded. The sleepy town was coming to life, men staring at them with unfriendly eyes, while women peered through the windows, or banged shutters closed as if they could shut out the world. They had to be considering trying their luck… John glanced back—there was no sign of the shopkeeper—and then led the horse after Scout. Jane groaned loudly—John briefly considered stunning her, too, then dismissed the thought. He wouldn’t be very pleased if someone stunned him, and he assumed she’d be the same. 

    “He just grabbed me,” Jayne said, her voice oddly flat. “He just…” 

    “It’s all right,” John said. He knew precisely what Katrina would do to a man who touched her without permission. John didn’t blame her, either. If anything, Jayne had let the groper off lightly. The man might be ashes, but at least he wouldn’t be screaming for the rest of his life. “Right now, we need to move.” 

    He gritted his teeth. Once, years ago, he’d watched a criminal punished by being forced to run the gauntlet. Some clubbers had struck hard, aiming their blows to do serious harm; others had struck lightly, or simply not struck at all. There’d been a randomness to the punishment that had added additional horror, something that had made it all the more terrifying to his young mind. He felt he was running a gauntlet himself now, unsure who was going to take a swing at them; he felt he had to brace himself for a blow that might come from anywhere, anywhere at all.  

    Did the townspeople know who they were? Constant was a dirt-poor town. A tiny fraction of the price on their heads would be enough to rejuvenate the entire settlement. 

    A man stepped out to block their path. John didn’t know what he wanted, and he didn’t care, either. They were running a gauntlet. To stop would be suicide. He summoned the flashiest spell he could and tossed the man aside, aiming his body into a building that looked like a disused stable. The air lit up with flashes of light and firecracker sounds. 

    John’s lips twisted into a grim smile as he recalled his old tutors lecturing him on the importance of conserving magic. The pyrotechnics were intimidating—he hoped—but they were largely harmless. A trained magician would know that. Would the townspeople? 

    Sweat trickled down his back as they crossed the edge of town and headed into the badlands, stares burning into their backs. John itched, convinced someone was taking aim at them with a crossbow, but he dared not show weakness by turning to look behind him. Jayne looked pale and worn, her eyes flicking back and forth as if she expected to be attacked, too; Scout was showing no visible reaction, but John could tell she was worried. Bright sunlight banished the shadows, making it harder for her to hide. John’s back kept prickling until they were well clear of the town. 

    He cast a pair of spells to make it harder for anyone to track them—the nasty part of his mind insisted they should have killed the rest of the bounty hunters, rather than leaving some of them stunned—and then glanced at Jane. She was weeping soundlessly, tears dripping down her face and soaking the horse’s fur.  

    John felt a stab of sympathy mingled with irritation. Jane and her sister had had their chance to strike out on their own, secure in the knowledge the bounty hunters weren’t after them… or hadn’t been. The team they’d just defeated would probably report back to their superiors… 

    They’ll try to charge for the information, he told himself. The haggling might take a day or two once they reach their base. 

    He sighed inwardly as the campsite came into view. It wasn’t likely to last long, if at all. The people who’d offered money for their heads—only if their heads were still attached to their bodies—were rich enough not to have to bother haggling, not if they wanted the information. The defeated hunters would report back, and that meant… his eyes narrowed. How the hell had the hunters even found them? They’d been sure they’d left no trail. Sheer, dumb luck? Coordination? Or what? 

    “Shit,” Joyce said. “What happened?” 

    “Well, we got the supplies,” John said. The glare she shot him quelled any further jokes before he could even think of them, let alone say the words out loud. “We were attacked.” 

    Joyce pulled the bounty hunter off the horse and scowled down at him, then tied his hands and feet. “What… how did they find you?” 

    “I don’t know,” John said. “They might have been snatching strangers off the streets…” 

    “And then they take a trio of innocent water prospectors to their masters, and then… and then what?” Joyce sounded unconvinced. “Would you want to tell someone who’s offering that much money that you made a terrible mistake?” 

    John shook his head. There were stories of bounty hunters trying to trick their masters by bringing in mutilated bodies, or piles of ash they insisted were the disintegrated remains of their quarries, but that wouldn’t work. Not here. The bounty would only be paid for a living prisoner, and it wouldn’t take long for the hunters to realize they were being duped. A simple truth spell would be enough… probably.  

    John had no idea what they’d do to a bounty hunter who tried to trick them, but he doubted it would be pleasant. The masters wouldn’t be pleased, even if it had been an honest accident. 

    “Distribute the supplies,” Joyce ordered. “Once this dickhead wakes up, we’ll ask a few questions.” 

    John nodded. “I’ll see to it. Do you want to have a word with Jane?” 

    He opened the bags, breathing a sigh of relief that he’d had the presence of mind to hang on to them. The water canteens were undamaged… a couple of dried food bags had split, but that wasn’t a serious problem. Scout helped him sort the goods, then ensured they were spread out over the team’s saddlebags. Losing one or two of the horses wouldn’t be a complete disaster. But if they lost the water… 

    Jayne elbowed him. “I’m sorry about my sister. She… she wasn’t ready.” 

    “She’d better get ready,” Scout said, an unaccustomed harshness in her voice. “That lot wasn’t prepared for us. The next lot will be.” 

    John nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself as he passed out the rest of the water. Jane had grown up in the badlands. She should have known… but then, she probably hadn’t been chased by a small army of bounty hunters before. Who had?  

    John knew he had a price on his head, and the rest of the team had their fair share of enemies, but it wasn’t big enough to have every last bounty hunter in the world come after him. Now… their world had turned upside down. They might be wiser heading west until they left the civilized world far behind. 

    Or heading east on the assumption no one would look for us there, John thought, eyeing the rucksack. It was an awfully casual way to treat an artifact that could wipe out a full-sized city. If the stories were true, the ancients had had cities of millions of people. It was unimaginable. The largest city in the Free States had only fifty thousand people, and even that was beyond his ability to grasp. What sort of madman would devise a device capable of slaughtering an entire city…? If we headed east… 

    He wandered back to the prisoner. Joyce had searched him thoroughly, removing a pair of concealed weapons, a collection of bounty posters—John noted they came from several different people—and a magical device with no apparent purpose. John picked it up, trying to examine it, but the charms on the device faded into the ether the moment his bare skin touched the surface.  

    He cursed under his breath, turning the device over and over until he’d inspected every last millimeter. Most magical devices were understandable—form followed function, even when the devices weren’t charged—but the device in front of him looked like nothing more than a stone block. He couldn’t even begin to say what it was. 

    The prisoner stirred. Joyce checked his bonds, then slapped his face hard. The man startled awake, eyes darting from side to side. He might not have been that badly injured—John wasn’t sure—but he had to be in some pain, and he was tied up.  

    John kept a wary eye on him. The prisoner wasn’t a magician, as far as he could tell, but he might have weirdling talents. John had seen Scout chained up to the point of absurdity, her body so weighed down she could barely move, only to free herself a moment later. It would be extremely difficult to keep her imprisoned if she wanted to leave. 

    “We can do this the easy way, or the hard way,” Joyce said. “You’re not that far from Constant. If you answer our questions honestly, we’ll unbind your legs and point you in the right direction. If not… there’s a scorpion nest under that rock. We’ll dump you beside the nest and leave you to die. Do you understand me?” 

    “Water,” the prisoner croaked. “Please…” 

    “Answer my questions first,” Joyce said. She drew her knife and held it up. “How many bits do I have to cut off before you start talking?” 

    The prisoner glared at her. John tried not to shudder. He’d heard stories about field interrogations, and none of them had been pleasant… He swallowed, torn between the feeling that torture was wrong and the grim awareness the prisoner would have done worse to John and the team if he’d taken them prisoner. One of his people had already groped Jayne. The rest would do worse if they had the chance. The bounty posters insisted they had to be alive, but didn’t say anything about condition… 

    Joyce placed her knife against the prisoner’s eye. “I know what you’re thinking,” she said conversationally. “You think you can hold out long enough to mislead me by suffering enough that I think you’re ready to say anything to make the pain go away. But I have a magician, and I have ways to verify what you’re telling me… so talk. Save yourself a long, agonizing death, and tell me what I want to know.” 

    She paused dramatically. “How did you find us?” 

    “My men will track you down,” the prisoner rasped. “They’ll come for me—” 

    “Your men are dead,” Joyce said with total conviction. “How did you find us?” 

    John saw the prisoner sag and felt a twinge of guilt. It was hard to imagine their captive ever being anything other than an outlaw, someone operating on the very edge of society. His gang would have to hang together or hang separately. They had to be totally loyal to each other, even as they looted, raped, and burned their way across the badlands. The man would be alone now, or so he thought. His enemies would come out of the woodwork to take revenge. So would his victims. 

    Joyce pressed the knife against the prisoner’s skin. “Last chance,” she said. “How did you find us?” 

    “Got told you were in the area,” the prisoner managed. “I thought we’d never find you in the badlands. Too vast, too rough, too easy for you to avoid us. Figured you’d need supplies and staked out the town. Saw the brat and the bitches when they arrived, and recognized the brat because there’s no water here, and any prospector would know the area had already been searched from top to bottom, and—” 

    He choked, gasping for breath. “Fuck.” 

    “You’re fucked,” Joyce agreed. She pressed the knife against his skin again. He tried to draw back, but there was nowhere to go. “Who told you?” 

    “A messenger,” the prisoner said. “I don’t know his name. Said his masters were trying to coordinate the search. Promised us a healthy retainer if we cooperated, plus we’d get the entire bounty if we caught you. I figured we’d get something out of the deal, even if we just sat on our asses and did nothing. So I did, and I was right, and…” 

    He laughed harshly. “What else do you want to know?” 

    Joyce frowned. “If you caught us, where would you have taken us?” 

    “Orders were to take you to Rookery,” the captive said. “We were told they’d check we’d caught the right people, and if we had, we’d be paid on the spot.” 

    “Charming,” Joyce said with heavy sarcasm. She picked up the device and held it out. “What is this?” 

    The prisoner shrugged. “Magic sensor. Got it off a spellmonger. He rigged it himself. Every time someone uses magic near the sensor, it grows warm.” 

    John frowned. “An odd design.” 

    “It worked,” the prisoner said. “Any more questions?” 

    “Just one,” Joyce said. Her voice was suddenly cold, as if she’d come to a decision. “How many other hunters are in the area?” 

    “I don’t know,” the prisoner insisted. “Not for sure. We met seven other hunting parties, and heard of several more. The messenger was waving around enough cash to get everyone in the district chasing you. There could be thousands of people looking for you. They could be sneaking up on you right now.” 

    He giggled. “Feeling a little exposed?” 

    Joyce ignored him. “John, tell the others to mount up,” she ordered. Her voice allowed no debate. “We’ll be galloping out in two minutes.” 

    “You may as well give up,” the prisoner advised as John stood. “There’ll soon be enough hunters after you to search the entire desert and peek under every stone. Every town will have an army, just waiting for you to show your faces; every man, woman, and child will be watching for you. You’re well and truly fucked.” 

    “Go,” Joyce ordered. 

    John nodded and left her alone with the prisoner. The others were already preparing to go, their faces grim. Scout and Jayne had told them what had happened and warned them it was only a matter of time before the survivors came after them or sent a message to their unseen masters. John saddled his horse, checked the saddlebags, then scrambled onto the beast. Joyce joined them a moment later, her face grim. There was no sign of the prisoner. 

    He didn’t want to know, but he asked anyway. “What did you do with him?” 

    “I wasn’t lying about the scorpions,” Joyce said quietly. There was something oddly vindictive in her voice that frightened him. “He won’t be troubling us again.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Eighteen 

    The landscape changed again as they rode further from the settlements, trying to remain as far from the beaten track as possible. The dry land grew ever more arid, the sand and stone broken by gullies and the remains of once-mighty rivers that had evaporated long ago.  

    John sensed waves of tainted magic shrouding the darker canyons—enough magic, he thought, to kill or warp them all if they stepped inside. Things flickered at the corner of his eye, making it harder for him to relax. How could he? They were tiny people in a vast and barren landscape, and yet there was an entire army after them. It was just a matter of time before they ran into someone they could neither fight nor escape. 

    His mind churned as he considered the possibilities. The hunters he’d spared in Constant—or the townspeople—could have sent a message by now, confirming the team was in the area. It wouldn’t be that hard for someone to draw a circle on a map, reasoning they couldn’t have ridden that far from the town, even if they lathered their horses into a frenzy, and then redeploy their searchers. It would take time, from what Joyce had said, but… enough time, perhaps, for them to get out of the circle? John didn’t know.  

    Joyce didn’t know, either. She was holding the team together by sheer force of will, and that will was starting to crack. 

    “We should head west,” Bard said one evening. He looked tired and wretched, his goatee threatening to turn into a beard. “We can find somewhere to hide beyond the rim.” 

    “And then what?” Joyce scowled at him. “Live the rest of our lives out there?” 

    “There are settlements,” Bard said. “I’m sure we can make ourselves useful.” 

    “Good idea,” Ted said with heavy sarcasm. “Do you want to spend the rest of your life staring at a mule’s asshole?” 

    “No, but if the choice is between staring at an asshole or being brutally murdered, I know which one I prefer,” Bard snapped. “And right now, I am staring at an asshole.” 

    Ted grabbed his sword. “What was that?” 

    “Enough.” Joyce’s voice cut through the tension before Ted could actually draw his sword and fight. “We’re all tired and stressed. We need a plan.” 

    “You don’t have one,” Ted said. “Does anyone?” 

    “As long as we stay out of their clutches, there’s hope,” Joyce said. “If we can get the box to our client…” 

    “Does it matter?” Ted’s voice was grim. “Can he possibly pay us enough to make up for having to change everything?” 

    Bard had a more practical concern. “Can we break east?” 

    “Not yet,” Joyce said. “They’re between us and the border.” 

    “They’ll always be between us and the border,” Ted said. “We’re fucked.” 

    “They can’t keep searching for us indefinitely,” Joyce said. “We stay hidden, they’ll eventually realize they’re not going to get paid.” 

    “Hah,” Ted said. 

    “She has a point,” Scout said quietly. “Most bounties are collected very quickly or not at all.” 

    John nodded. Someone with a price on his head could gallop a few hundred miles, adopt a new name, face, and profession, and generally make themselves unrecognizable. The bounty hunters would be unable to track them down unless they got very lucky. They rarely bothered to take posters if they were more than a month or two old. Why waste time looking for someone who’d had all the time they needed to reinvent themselves? 

    But there’s a shitload of gold involved, he told himself. They won’t give up in a hurry. 

    He closed his eyes, imagining a circle centered on Constant. The circle might be growing with every passing day, but the hunters knew they had to be somewhere within that circle. How long would it take for them to narrow it down? John had no idea. Joyce had picked their current route because it allowed them to cut through canyons and gullies, making it harder for anyone to spot them from a distance, but their enemies would see the region as an excellent place to hide and flood it with searchers. He glowered at the box, hidden within Joyce’s rucksack. He wished he’d never laid eyes on the wretched thing. 

    “We should bury the box,” he said, although he knew they wouldn’t listen. Collecting their fee was their only hope of hiding so deeply the hunters couldn’t find them. “If we can keep it out of their hands…” 

    Joyce shook her head. “If we lose it, we don’t get paid. If we get caught, they’ll extract the location from us anyway.” 

    John made a face. Everyone talked, eventually. Their captors could break them down piece by piece, through magic, drugs, or simple, old-fashioned torture, and then, when the box was in their hands, they’d slaughter whatever remained of their captives. John had no illusions. Jan needed to make an example of them, and most of the hunters probably felt the same way. It would be worse if one of the losing bidders caught up with the team first. They’d take the box, then kill the team to hide their tracks. 

    “Get some rest,” Joyce ordered. “We’ll resume our ride in the morning.” 

    Perhaps it would be safer to ride at night, John thought. Only a madman would try. 

    The thought mocked him as he struggled to go to sleep. There had to be some way to keep moving after nightfall, but… nothing came to mind. There were no roads, no cleared routes, no way to be sure the horses wouldn’t accidentally put their hooves in potholes and throw their riders. Or worse…  

    He shook his head, keeping his eyes firmly closed. They couldn’t afford to lose horses. That would be the beginning of the end. 

    We should’ve told the girls and Scout to go, he thought grimly. And now, it’s too late. 

    Morning broke, bright sunlight burning into his eyes. It seemed hotter somehow, hot enough to convince him he’d overslept. He rolled over and stumbled to his feet, gritting his teeth as his body screamed in protest. Every last muscle was complaining, and he had aches in places he didn’t even know he had. If someone had offered him a hot bath, he dreaded to think what he’d do for it. Scout looked as unflustered as ever, but the rest of the team looked as bad as John felt. There was no longer anything resembling modesty. 

    “We’ll get through this,” Joyce said, although there was a ragged edge to her voice. “Mount up.” 

    John tried not to think about it as they galloped north. His mind, damn it, insisted on pointing out that the odds of being caught were going up. There were some scarily good trackers out there, some of whom could take a look at a campsite and deduce precisely how many men had been sitting around the fire.  

    Joyce had taught him the basics. It was astonishing, she’d told him, how much you could learn from someone’s litter. Or how careful they were to pick up their litter as they left the campsite behind. 

    “There’s a town not that far away, if the map is telling the truth,” Joyce said, “but it isn’t worth the risk.” 

    “We may not have a choice,” Bard pointed out. “We’re down to droplets of water and limited rations, and I’m getting sick of eating scorpions.” 

    John shuddered. The scorpions had to be killed, shelled, and cooked very carefully to remove all traces of poison. They’d been nasty before tainted magic swept over the world, and now they were lethal if given half a chance. Bard and Ted knew how to cook the wretched creatures, but even they had problems making the flesh tasty. John had a nasty feeling it was just a matter of time before there was a serious accident and someone died. 

    “We’ll take a look from a distance,” Joyce said, “and then we’ll see.” 

    Scout leaned forward. “I could sneak in and steal what we need.” 

    Joyce looked tempted. John shivered. Joyce had always pointed out the dangers of walking in and taking whatever they wanted, insisting it would turn the locals into enemies who wouldn’t hesitate to put a knife in their backs whenever they had the chance, or simply to report them to their enemies. If Joyce was considering betraying one of her strongest principles… 

    “You might have to go look around,” Joyce said finally, “but you can’t carry everything we need.” 

    “We need a disguise,” Bard said. “Perhaps…” 

    Joyce snorted. John understood. The bounty was so high, no one was going to be allowed to pass unmolested. They’d be searched carefully to be sure they weren’t the fugitives… His mind raced, trying to think of a trick, but nothing came to mind. Perhaps if they pretended to be prisoners… no, other hunters would try to snatch them for themselves. It wasn’t the person who caught them who’d get the reward, but the one who took them to whoever had posted it. There really was no honor amongst thieves. 

    “I could sing for them,” Bard said. “Could they doubt I’m a travelling bard if they heard me sing?” 

    Ted laughed, an open, honest laugh. “Do you really want an answer to that question?” 

    “I think they’ll understand,” Bard said. 

    “Yes,” Ted agreed. He sounded more like his old self. “They’ll understand why you got kicked out of a hundred towns—or more.” 

    “We’ll come up with something,” Joyce said as she rode through the gully. She sounded perversely hopeful. John hoped and prayed it wasn’t an act. “Perhaps if we—” 

    There was no warning. The world exploded in a brilliant flash of light, so bright it outshone the sun. John’s horse reared, throwing its riders over its back and to the ground. Scout grunted in pain as John landed on top of her, knocking the wind from her lungs. 

    Panic ran through John for a second as he thought the horse might land and crush them. The beast was heavy, and the world was a blaze of color… he blinked, trying desperately to clear his eyes. The floaters made it hard to see clearly, but they were under attack. 

    Jayne screamed. John opened his eyes to see a man blasting her with a focus. He reacted without thinking, cursing the enemy magician into next week. His partner swung around and unleashed a barrage of spells, centering all his attention on John. Bard, trading blows with a pair of enemy swordsmen, cut him down without a second thought. John grinned and returned the favor by hexing one of Bard’s enemies. The other—distracted, just for a second—was cut down a moment later. 

    “This way,” Joyce snapped. She was half carrying, half dragging Ted. His leg hung uselessly… John swallowed hard, trying to remember what little healing magic he knew. It wasn’t his specialty, but the only other option was leaving Ted behind, and that was unthinkable. Ted had saved his life at least a dozen times in the last year. “There are more coming up from behind!” 

    John cursed. Someone had put a lot of thought into the ambush. The horses had bolted… they’d come back, John was sure, but not in time to get their riders out of the trap. Strong forces were gathering at each end of the gully, cutting off their line of retreat. The gully walls weren’t impossibly sheer, but they didn’t have time to climb. And yet… 

    “Jayne, Jane,” he snapped. There was no time for argument. Thankfully, the girls had no idea what he had in mind. A normal magician would be reluctant to cooperate, even if they understood what was happening and wanted to. “Give me your hands!” 

    The girls squeaked as he took their hands in his and closed his eyes. Combining magic was dangerous as hell, requiring proper training… training he’d never had a chance to give them. And yet… He heard—or felt—them scream as he grabbed at their magic, shaping it into a weapon and aiming it down the gully. The ground shook, boulders falling from overhead and landing on enemy heads. John didn’t think he’d gotten them all, but the survivors had to be stunned and disoriented. It would take them some time to recover. 

    Joyce whooped. “This way!” 

    John tried not to feel guilty as he helped the girls scramble up the remains of the gully wall. They looked shocked, shocked and hurt, and more than a little uneasy. He’d apologize later, he told himself, if they survived. He’d combined his magic with Katrina’s, back in his younger days, but they’d been equals. Jayne and Jane could hardly have been less shocked if he’d picked them up with his bare hands and tossed them down the stairs.  

    Later, he told himself. The ascent was growing steeper, the ground still shifting. He wondered, too late, if the combined magics had interfered with the tainted power running through the soil. He might have disturbed something best left buried. He’d heard all the stories. The region might become very dangerous, very quickly. We need to move! 

    He reached the top and swore. A trio of men were charging him, waving focuses like deadly weapons. There were others behind them, scrambling into position to head their targets off at the pass. He snapped at the girls to get down and stay down, raising his own focus to launch a hail of killing spells. He’d always been a pretty good duelist. The men in front of him might have more experience—his ego said otherwise, but common sense argued they might have been training longer than he’d been alive—but they had one great disadvantage. They needed to take him alive. He didn’t give a damn about them. 

    His magic crackled around him, weaving into a reflective shield. It was a flawed tactic on the dueling field—the spell was far too easy to break, and the feedback would be enough to knock him out—but here, they had to be careful not to kill him. If he fell back into the gully…  

    He was vaguely aware of Joyce putting Ted down and throwing a pair of knives, one of which killed a magician, as he reflected their spells back at them. One of them cursed loudly. The other looked mad enough to forget the bounty and aim to kill. 

    John didn’t give him time to think. He danced forward—another tactic no one would dare to use, not in a killing duel—until he was between them, then yanked on their magics and threw himself into the air. Their spells crashed into each other, their defenses weakening.  

    John had hoped, as his magic yanked knives from his belt, that their spells would stun each other, but it was not to be. He threw the knives anyway, not really expecting them to serve as anything more than a distraction. The sorcerers were old enough to know physical weapons could be dangerous. Yet one of the men didn’t react in time to keep the knife from plunging into his skull. He was dead before his body hit the ground. 

    His partner howled and lashed out with his magic. John dropped, too late. The rush of magic sent him flying in one direction, his focus spinning away in the other. If he’d been in a regular duel, it would have been time to raise his hands in surrender… somehow, he doubted that would be possible.  

    The magician’s magic spun around him, the colors shading rapidly as he drew on more and more power. John cursed mentally as he realized the magician was no longer interested in taking him prisoner. He wanted John dead! No, the spell wouldn’t just kill him. It would kill him in the most agonizing manner possible. 

    He channeled magic through his tattoo, aiming to disrupt the killing spell. The magician’s eyes went wide with shock an instant before his spell turned on him. John’s stomach churned as eerie green light burned through the magician’s body, ripping him apart cell by cell. His mouth opened wide in a scream that echoed across the wastelands…  

    There was no time to cancel the spell or try to draw off the power; John shaped a killing spell of his own and put it through the man’s head, trying to kill him as quickly as possible. It was a mercy, and yet… His body shivered into dust as the spell finished its grisly task. John couldn’t tell if he’d done the man any favors at all. 

    His stomach churned. John retched helplessly. Skinlord had been insane, so insane he’d thought nothing of unleashing nightmares. The man he’d killed… 

    He would have killed you, his thoughts told him. He was too dazed to think about the others, not even Scout. He didn’t give a shit about the money any longer… 

    Something moved behind him. John started to move, too late. Something fell on his head… 

    … and moments later, he fell into darkness. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Nineteen 

    The air was hot, dark, and smelly, and… 

    John came back to himself slowly, his head pounding like a drum. His memories were a jumbled mess, and his body was aching.  

    He kept his eyes closed, not entirely intentionally, as he tried to figure out what had happened. His wrists were sore… it took him a moment to realize someone had bound his hands behind his back, then left him on the ground. He had to think, replaying his last clear memories over and over in his mind, before he remembered what had happened. He’d won the fight, and then someone had struck him from behind. The dull ache at the back of his head bore mute testament to the force of the blow. 

    Shit, he thought. He’d seen at least a dozen hunters before he’d been knocked out. They caught us. 

    He listened carefully, trying to determine as much as possible before opening his eyes. Someone was talking so softly, he could only make out a handful of words; someone else was groaning in pain… who? It sounded female. A flash of alarm ran through him. Jayne? Jane? Joyce? Or Scout…  

    His eyes snapped open, revealing it was late at night. The darkness was broken only by a roaring campfire, flickering light banishing the shadows. He cursed mentally as he spotted Joyce, Bard, and Ted lying on the ground, bound hand and foot. There was no sign of the others. John hoped for the best, but feared the worst. There was no bounty on Jayne and Jane, no reason to keep them alive. 

    His head continued to pound. He tried to ignore the pain as he tested his bonds. Someone had searched him, removing his spare focus and everything else he’d stowed in his pockets. They’d made no attempt to remove the tattoo, which was something of a relief, but his head was aching too much for him to risk casting a spell. He couldn’t even open his mind to see if he could sense other magic-users gathered around the fire. Joyce shifted, her eyes turning to meet his. John saw grim resolve on her face an instant before it vanished behind a mask. They might be captives, but they weren’t dead yet. 

    John clung to that as he eyed their captors, his eyes moving from face to face. There were at least nine men in eyeshot, all dressed like outlaws. They didn’t look like private guards, which probably meant they were bounty hunters. It was a larger group than he would’ve expected, including the ones who’d been killed in the fight or crushed by falling rocks, but the bounty was high enough to convince groups to cooperate. His blood ran cold as he remembered how many people had been killed in the brief but savage fight. The magician who’d cursed himself might not be the only one who felt revenge should come before reward.  

    He tilted his head, breathing a sigh of relief as he spotted Jayne and Jane. They were tied up, too, and there was a nasty bruise on Jayne’s face, but otherwise they seemed alive and well. He hoped it would stay that way.  

    He told himself he’d do whatever it took to give the girls a chance to escape, although nothing came to mind. He winked at them when their eyes met, then turned his head to scan the rest of the campsite. Their bags were piled up on the edge of the camp. A shiver ran down his spine as he realized how carelessly they’d handled the plague box… 

    Assuming it really is a plague box, John thought. He doubted he’d get the chance to find out now. Jan would kill them to make a point, as would his bidders. How the hell do we get out of this? 

    A dark-eyed man stepped away from the campfire and squatted in front of Joyce. John studied him grimly. He had a bushy black moustache, a short beard, and a grim expression. He carried a device that looked like an early focus. His eyes peered down at Joyce for a long, cold moment, an unreadable expression on his face. John wondered what he was thinking and feeling, although he suspected he didn’t want to know. It could be anything from triumph and puzzlement to lust and naked sadism. The entire team was at his mercy. 

    Except Scout, John thought. It was hard not to feel hopeful. Scout could have slipped away and waited until darkness, then come after them. She might be out there even now. 

    “Well,” the man said, “if it isn’t Joyce.” 

    Joyce glowered. “Brant, isn’t it? Your breath is as foul as ever.” 

    Brant snorted. “You’re going to be tortured to death, your bodies hung from poles to show the world what happens to people who steal, and you’re making jokes? Do you know what I could do to you?” 

    “I know you won’t get paid unless you hand us over reasonably intact,” Joyce said sardonically. “So keep it in your pants.” 

    “Clever girl,” Brant said. “But then, you do realize there’s no reward for your three bitches?” 

    John blinked. Three girls? 

    “Brant, the bastards who placed the bounty want all of us,” Joyce said in a slightly bored tone. “You can have your fun, if you like, but you won’t get a single forged coin when you hand us over. You’ll be lucky if you don’t get a blade to the gut.” 

    “Then they should have said that on the posters,” Brant said. “They can hardly blame me…” 

    Joyce laughed. “Brant, you’re a common thug.” She was bound hand and foot, and yet she sounded as if she were in charge. Brant drew back his hand to strike her, then clearly thought better of it. “The people who placed that bounty will not be happy if you hurt any of us. They want us all.” 

    She lowered her voice. “Do you want to be blamed for not getting the money?” 

    Brant glared. John could practically see the wheels turning in his mind. He’d convinced a bunch of hunters to work together so they could share the reward. If they didn’t get it… Brant might be tough, from what John could see, but no amount of toughness would save him if his people tore him to shreds. The fun of raping the women—and the men as well, perhaps—would turn to horror as his people took their revenge.  

    John forced himself to look away, peering into the darkness. Brant had mentioned three girls. Did that mean Scout was a prisoner, too? 

    “We’re off in a moment,” Brant said curtly. “If you walk, you’ll be fine. If you try to slow us down, we’ll put you over a horse and hamstring you. Understand?” 

    Joyce nodded curtly. John couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Brant might not be bluffing, or… it would probably be easier to escape if they were on their feet, rather than wrapped up in rope and thrown over a horse. Brant’s men freed Joyce’s legs, yanked her to her feet, and squeezed her buttocks. Brant smacked them down hard enough to break the skin. John would have been amused if he hadn’t known what it portended. Brant was going to do everything in his power to collect the bounty. 

    “Your man can go on the horse,” Brant said with the air of one making a great concession. “His leg will make walking difficult.” 

    “Thank you,” Joyce said mock-politely. “I appreciate it.” 

    John gritted his teeth as strong hands hauled him upright, fixed a collar around his neck, and secured it to a horse. He’d seen work teams—convicted prisoners—treated in the same manner. He’d been told it might happen to him if he didn’t behave. He heard the girls groan as they were tied, too, then a hooded figure was added to the end of the line. Scout. John cursed under his breath. Brant knew what Scout was. He’d come prepared. 

    And he knows Joyce, John thought. How… 

    His heart almost stopped as the team piled the luggage onto the horse. Joyce’s rucksack slipped and nearly fell… John wondered suddenly if Greyshade was right about what it really was. If it released a plague now… Nothing happened. Brant didn’t even pay close attention. John half hoped he’d leave the box behind. It would guarantee an awful fate if his masters discovered he didn’t know where he’d left it.… 

    “March,” Brant growled, “and don’t stop until I say so.” 

    John nearly choked as the collar was pulled tight. The pressure nearly cut off his windpipe, forcing him into motion. Jayne crashed into him as she tried to figure out how to walk, with the collar around her neck and her hands behind her back… John gritted his teeth, trying to focus despite the headache and constant tugs on the rope. He had to hand it to Brant. The bastard might not know what John could do, but he’d found a good way to neutralize his talents anyway. 

    “Silence,” Brant snapped. “Keep your fucking mouths shut!” 

    No one said a word, John thought sourly. His headache was only getting worse. His fingers hurt… he tried to summon his magic, only to feel as if someone was pile-driving fragments of glass into his brain. He knew how to undo knots with magic, and how to stun everyone within range, but he couldn’t even raise a simple spell. We might be in trouble. 

    The night seemed to grow darker as they were forced to keep walking. John’s head didn’t clear. It occurred to him, as the pain ebbed and flowed, that whoever had knocked him out might have left him with a concussion, or permanent cracks to his skull. Cold logic insisted that was impossible, that if that had happened, he’d be dead, but it was hard to believe. He kept a tight grip on his feelings as the night wore on. Brant seemed determined to head south as quickly as possible… 

    Something hissed though the air. John barely had a second to realize it was an arrow before a man tumbled off his horse and hit the ground. He wanted to drop, too, as more arrows came out of nowhere, but the rope was still tugging him forward. Joyce pulled on the rope as Brant shouted orders, commanding his men to defend themselves. They’d walked right into an ambush. As the rope came loose so violently he fell back and crashed into Jayne, John hoped their captors choked on the irony. 

    Joyce pushed past him, hands still bound behind her back. John barely had a second to realize what she was doing before she bent her lips to the ropes wrapped around Scout and chewed. She’d bitten through the rope binding them to the horse?  

    John gritted his teeth, pushing everything he could into a simple unbinding spell. It was so simple even a new student, with only a few weeks of studying, could do it, and yet it took everything he had to free their hands. The effort nearly killed him. 

    “Move,” Joyce hissed. The fighting was getting worse, Brant’s men defended themselves against… against who? John had a sudden mental image of each group of bounty hunters being defeated by another group, only to be defeated by a bigger group in turn. He wondered idly how many times the prisoners would change hands before they finally reached their destination. Joyce didn’t give him time to think. “Get the bags!” 

    John nodded and caught the horse’s reins. The beast held still long enough for him to grab the bags and pull them free. Joyce yanked her sword from the bag and held it up, then passed another to Ted. The girls looked too drained to do much of anything… They needed a good night’s rest and a proper meal, neither of which they were likely to get. Scout looked oddly fragile as she collected her daggers, form shifting weirdly in the darkness. John hoped it was just a trick of the light and not something he didn’t have the slightest idea how to handle. It was going to be hard enough to try to heal Ted. 

    More arrows hissed through the air. John ducked, although he knew the arrows would’ve hit him by now if he’d been the target. The fighting was growing worse. He caught glimpses of shadowy figures, battling it out… brief flashes of light breaking the darkness as magicians and magic-users cast their spells. How many were there? He wasn’t sure how many men Brant had under his control… The wind shifted slightly, a faint hint of rain brushing against his awareness. Was it going to rain? 

    “Give me the box,” Joyce ordered. She slung the plague box over her shoulders again and turned away. John tried not to glare at the cursed artifact. Whatever it was, he wished he’d never seen it. “We need to get lost. Very lost.” 

    John nodded curtly. They were in no state for a fight, and badly outnumbered besides. Whoever won the fight would be coming soon to collect their prize, and they had to be gone by then or— 

    “Don’t move,” a voice snapped. It was hard to make out details in the darkness, but the voice was all too familiar. Brant. “Just don’t fucking move!” 

    “Don’t be an idiot,” Joyce said. She held her sword in front of her, a disturbingly amateurish stance. John’s heart sank as he realized she was too sore to defend herself properly. Her wrists had been bound for hours. It would be a long time before she returned to normal. “Just get the fuck out of here.” 

    Brant growled. John gritted his teeth. Brant had nothing to lose now. Most of his people were dead, his captives were escaping, and his enemies closing in. He would never see a single coin of the bounty, which meant he might as well kill Joyce and the rest of her team before he was killed himself. Joyce was weak, Bard didn’t look much better, the others… John tried desperately to think of something—  

    Something moved in the darkness. Brant started forward before something crashed into him with staggering force. John blinked, his mind refusing to accept what he was seeing. It was a wagon, but there were no horses and… a hatch opened, revealing a magician. He pointed a focus at them. 

    “Hands where I can see them,” he snapped. His voice was faintly unstable… a whiff of panic shot through John’s mind. Skinlord had sounded pretty much the same, even when he’d been trying to be polite. “And—” 

    Joyce’s sword slashed once. The magician’s hand was cut off before he could cast a spell. His eyes opened wide with pain an instant before Joyce stabbed him in the chest and stepped over his body. John swallowed hard as he peered into the wagon. He’d heard stories of magical wagons, but he’d thought they’d all been destroyed during the Cataclysm. That one was still working… it was astonishing. Or… He shook his head a moment later. The craftsmanship was decidedly modern, and poor. John’s father could do a better job with one hand tied behind his back. 

    “John,” Joyce snapped. “Can you move this thing?” 

    John hesitated. The controls in front of him were simple, not much different from the slider cabin he’d visited years ago. They were unmarked, but it wasn’t hard to work out what was what. Unless the designer was a complete lunatic… John pushed that thought aside as the rest of the team shoved everything into the cabin including a horse and slammed the hatch closed. Someone banged on it a moment later. 

    He pressed his hands against the controls and pushed forward. Magic surged. A force pressed him back as the wagon lurched forward—he heard a dull thud outside, and realized too late he’d hit someone—and picked up speed terrifyingly fast. The world seemed to be spinning madly. The ground lurched, throwing the wagon from side to side time and time again. He couldn’t see anything outside beyond a gray blur, before the wagon lurched upward, as if it were trying to fly, then fell back and hit the ground. The magic faded away. 

    Bard sounded shaken. “What the fuck is this thing?” 

    John poked under the cover. “Someone took a motivator and attached it to a set of wheels and charms,” he said. It was illegal. It was so illegal it made most illegal things look perfectly legal. And yet it had been incredibly effective. How far had they travelled? He had absolutely no idea. He wasn’t even sure they’d moved in a straight line. “I think…” 

    He cursed under his breath. The stench of burning metal was all too obvious. “We burnt out the motivator.” 

    Joyce peered outside. “We appear to be alone,” she said slowly. “How far did we go?” 

    “Never mind that,” Bard said. The urgency in his voice brought them back to themselves. “Ted’s hurt. We need to do something.” 

    John swallowed hard. “Let’s get him outside,” he said. If they were lucky, they’d left the hunters far behind. The wagon had moved faster than any horse. “I’ll do what I can.” 

    “Scout, have a look around,” Joyce said. “Make sure we’re alone.” 

    “Got it,” Scout said. 

    “It’s almost dawn,” Jayne said as she helped Bard pull the frightened horse out of the cabin and onto solid ground. It was sheer dumb luck the beast hadn’t panicked and trampled everyone. “How far did we go?” 

    John shook his head. He had absolutely no idea. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty 

    “Tell me the truth,” Ted said. “Am I ever going to fuck again?” 

    John swallowed the urge to make puerile jokes. In school, the wound could have been tended within moments, and Ted would have been on his feet again, as if he hadn’t been hurt at all, by the end of the day.  

    But so far from civilization… He scowled as he remembered an older boy from his hometown who’d wound up a cripple, nothing more than a charity case, after falling from a tree. The townspeople had done what they could, but his family hadn’t had the money to pay for magical healing, and it might not have been available if they had. Out here, it was even worse. Ted might be dead before the end of the day. 

    It isn’t that bad, he told himself. I can make him better… can’t I? 

    He scowled. “There’s nothing wrong with your cock, as far as I can tell, but your leg is broken in two places. I think.” 

    “You think?” Ted gritted his teeth against the pain. John was mildly impressed he wasn’t screaming. But then, whoever had won the fight was probably already coming after them. “Can you fix it?” 

    John hesitated. “It depends,” he said, trying to recall his lessons. In hindsight, he’d spent too much time flirting with Katrina and too little time studying. “The leg wants to be better… I think. I can use magic to encourage the bones to move back into place and repair themselves. I think—” 

    Ted snorted. “You think? You think? Which of us is meant to be delirious here?” 

    “You.” John flushed. “The point is, the spell should work, but if the damage is greater than it looks, I might actually make things worse.” 

    “The point is, if you don’t try to heal me, you’ll have to abandon me.” 

    Joyce looked over from where she was building a campfire. “We wouldn’t do that!” 

    Ted made a rude noise. “You’ll have no choice. I can’t walk, and you can’t carry me forever. Even if you get me to the nearest town, there isn’t much they can do for me. If John can heal me, great. If not, at least you did the best you could.” 

    He looked at John. “Get on with it.” 

    John nodded, pushing his doubts aside. The thought of leaving Ted behind was horrific, but he was right. They might not have a choice. They only had one horse left, and tying Ted to the saddle would only make matters worse. The magic flickered around him, a silent rebuke. He’d never considered becoming a healer, and he’d never been allowed to study the more advanced healing spells, but he should have mastered the basics. He wished he’d had more time… hell, there was no reason he couldn’t have gone to the mission and offered his services in exchange for the chance to practice on live patients. Fuck… he could’ve done more for them than any sawbones. 

    “I’m an idiot,” he muttered. “If this doesn’t work—” 

    “Try your best,” Ted advised dryly. “Because if you don’t try, you won’t do.” 

    John scowled, then cast the first spell. The magic grew stronger as it flowed into Ted’s body. He scowled again, convinced somewhere his old tutor was laughing. A fully trained healer would send his mind into Ted’s body, feel out the pieces of bone, and carefully steer them back into place before forging the chunks back together. He was gambling that the shattered pieces weren’t so badly scattered they’d cut Ted’s innards into bloody ribbons as they made their way back where they belonged. He cursed under his breath as Ted hissed. There was nothing he could do about that, either. A charm to put Ted to sleep—or even to numb the pain—would interfere with the healing spell. 

    “There are devices that do a better job,” he muttered, “but they’re in short supply.” 

    Ted made a bold effort to talk, trying to distract himself. “I heard the ancients had healing stones. They pressed them against the wounds, and they got better.” 

    “So we’re told,” John said. The magic was still fizzing through Ted’s body. He wasn’t sure how well it was working. Not yet. “The technique for producing them was lost in the fires. Even now, the best we can do is charmed beds, and they have their limits.” 

    “Why?” Ted’s body twitched as the magic started to diffuse. “Why can’t they cure everything?” 

    John forced himself to remember his lectures. “Some wounds are obvious—like yours,” he said. “Some wounds don’t appear to be wounds, or the body doesn’t think they’re wounds, or something along those lines. Certain curses and illnesses appear to be so much a part of the body that trying to heal them only makes them worse. And you need motivators to make the beds, and they’re in very short supply.” 

    He scowled. How many motivators were wasted on vanity projects—he glanced at the ruined wagon—instead of actually doing good? Hell, how many were produced in a year? He didn’t know for sure, but from what he’d been told, the answer was very few. In hindsight, he recalled all sorts of suggestions for magical engineering projects, all of which had been rejected because of the shortage of motivators. Wouldn’t it be so much easier to experiment if there were a lot more of them? 

    “I feel better,” Ted said. “Is that supposed to happen?” 

    “I wish I knew,” John said. It wasn’t as if he was channeling painkilling magic. Was Ted’s body feeling better, or had the discomfort reached a point where his body was adapting to it? Ted was an experienced fighter. He knew how to work through pain. “Let the magic finish diffusing, and then we can test your leg.” 

    Bard joined them. “If this works, I’ll write a song in your honor, and then sing it in every town we pass.” 

    Ted managed a laugh. “What did John ever do to you?” 

    “Glad to know you’re feeling better,” Bard said in the most pompous voice imaginable. “I shall now sing a song to calm your nerves.” 

    “Mercy, mercy!” Ted grinned at him. “I surrender! I’ll talk! I’ll stop bonking your brother! I’ll apologize to your father! I’ll even return all my overdue library books!” 

    John had to laugh. “Aren’t there laws against…” 

    His voice trailed off. “Fuck.” 

    “I’m sure Scout’s up for it,” Ted teased. “You could go behind that rock and…” 

    “Just you wait until you’re walking again,” Scout said from the campfire. “My revenge will come when you least expect it.” 

    John shook his head, then glanced at the lightening sky. It would be morning soon, and then… How far had they travelled? Had they travelled in a straight line? He scowled as he looked at the remains of the wagon. The controls were nothing more than scorched and fused metal. There was no way to work out the answer, no way to be sure of anything. And yet, just looking at the wagon made him feel… something. It would be a great deal easier to get from place to place if everyone had one of those wagons. 

    He turned his attention back to Ted, wishing—again—he knew more about healing. “The bones should have rebuilt themselves,” he said, motioning for Joyce to check, too. She’d forgotten more about battlefield medicine than he’d ever known. “But they might also have torn up your innards.” 

    “Anything passing through your body can do that,” Ted said, visibly bracing himself as Joyce poked and prodded his leg. She wasn’t trying to hurt him, but there was no way to avoid it. “Don’t guilt yourself if it doesn’t work.” 

    “He’s right,” Joyce said. “I saw the aftermath of a botched amputation once—” 

    “Once,” Bard injected. 

    “And it was a horrible, greenish mass,” Joyce continued, ignoring Bard. “The wound got infected, and the poor bastard had to be put out of his misery.” 

    John swallowed. “This might be worse.” 

    “I think the bone is back in place,” Joyce said. “Ted, don’t try to get up just yet. We can wait.” 

    “Can we?” Ted scowled at her. “How long do we have before they catch up with us?” 

    “There’s no sign of anyone nearby,” Scout said, “and there’s very little cover for anyone sneaking up on us.” 

    Ted snorted rudely. John understood. No cover meant they couldn’t be surprised easily, but it also meant they could be seen at quite some distance. The campfire was one hell of a risk, and as the day got brighter… he bit off the thought as he stood, brushing sand and dirt from his clothes. He’d done his best. All that remained was to hope and pray it worked. 

    “I think we travelled at least twenty miles,” Joyce added. “We left them eating our dust.” 

    “It’ll make one hell of a song,” Bard said. “Perhaps if I—” 

    “I have another question,” Ted said quickly. “How the hell did they find us?” 

    Joyce hesitated. “Bad luck?” 

    She didn’t sound as if she believed herself, John noted. She might be right to doubt her own explanation. They’d been in rough lands, keeping their heads down in terrain where they could pass very close to a small army of searchers and remain unnoticed, as long as they were careful. And yet Brant had tracked them down… no, he’d set up an ambush. And if he hadn’t been ambushed himself, he might have had the entire team halfway to whoever had offered the highest reward. John scowled down at his wrists. They were still aching. 

    Bard put it into words. “He knew where we were going and got ahead of us,” he said curtly. “If John hadn’t brought the rocks down, he’d have had us. We’d be dead if he hadn’t had orders to take us alive. Fuck… how did he do it?” 

    Joyce’s eyes narrowed. “I hope you’re not suggesting one of us betrayed the rest?” 

    “How?” Bard shook his head. “Did anyone have a chance to send a message?” 

    I could have, John thought. He knew he hadn’t, but how could he prove it? Once the thought got into his head, it refused to leave. Did Jayne and Jane know more magic than they’d let on? Had one or both of them betrayed the team? It was impossible to believe they’d infiltrated right from the start, but there was no reward on their heads, and they might think they could get away with it… 

    No, he told himself, they could have kept us from escaping if they’d wanted. 

    “No one could have sent a message,” Joyce said flatly. “How could they have told anyone where we were heading?” 

    John hoped Bard would listen to her. The team had to stick together. It wasn’t going to be easy. Everyone was looking for them—or would be once they heard about the reward. If they started fighting each other, they’d do the enemy’s work for them. 

    “The box,” Bard said. He jabbed a finger at the rucksack. “The last gobshite had a magic detector. Is the box… can it be detected from a distance?” 

    “I sense nothing,” Jayne said doubtfully. 

    John stood and walked over to the rucksack. His brain was tired, but… was there something? He wasn’t sure. It was so slight, he suspected he was imagining it. He reached out a hand, trying to parse out the feeling, but… nothing.  

    Joyce stepped up beside him as he opened the rucksack and pulled the box into the open. It was still shrouded by old magic—something nagged at his mind, something he’d seen before—but it didn’t seem to be radiating anything. No magic detector he knew could pick it out from miles away, certainly not against the background. There was so much tainted magic within the badlands that the box would be pretty much invisible. 

    “It doesn’t seem to be radiating anything,” John said slowly. “It shouldn’t be detectable unless someone was already on top of it.” 

    “Are you sure?” Bard didn’t sound remotely convinced. “Is there no way to track it?” 

    “If that was possible, we would’ve been run down and caught a lot sooner,” Joyce said flatly. “We’ve had the box with us for nearly three weeks. They should have caught us by now if they could track it.” 

    John scowled as he returned the box to the rucksack. What was it? His mind churned, considering the possibilities. There were antitheft charms that could be used to track down stolen goods, but he didn’t see how they could be attached to the box. Besides, they should be detectable. Someone might try to hide the charm within the box’s aura, but that would make it impossible to track the box. Unless it was reacting to a search charm… no, that couldn’t be the case. It simply wouldn’t work. 

    “They shouldn’t be able to track the box,” John said shortly. “Joyce is right. They’d have grabbed us by now if they could.” 

    “So what do we do now?” Bard shook his head. “John, can you fix the wagon?” 

    John didn’t have to look at the wagon to know the answer. “Not a hope. The motivator is ruined. There’s no point in fixing the rest of the wagon without the power source.” 

    Jane frowned. “Can’t we power it directly? If we can make it run without a motivator…” 

    “No,” John said. It wasn’t a bad thought, but they’d run out of magic very quickly. If they were unlucky, they’d kill themselves in the process. “There’s no way to match a motivator without… no, it can’t be done.” 

    “So what now?” Bard hadn’t given up. “They know where we are.” 

    “Do they?” Joyce wasn’t so sure. “Even if we travelled in a straight line, one they can easily draw on a map, they won’t know where we stopped. We don’t know, not for sure. They might have been centering their activities on where they caught us, which means they need to scramble to get their people after us. We can put some more distance between us and them before they catch up…” 

    “They might already be galloping along that line,” John said, looking south. There was no sign of horsemen. He hoped that was good news. If they were being chased by magicians, the bastards could be sneaking up under invisibility spells. “We need to move.” 

    “Yeah,” Ted said. His face twisted into a bitter grimace. “Help me up, why don’t you?” 

    John bit down the sarcastic remark that came to mind. Ted wasn’t used to asking anyone for help. Sure, he relied on the team as much as the team relied on him, but…  

    John shook his head as he held out a hand. There was a difference between someone who pulled their weight and someone who didn’t, and a decent person would worry about not pulling his weight even when it wasn’t their fault. And besides… John hated to admit it, but Ted had a point. They couldn’t carry him for long. 

    “Hah,” Ted said as he balanced on his own two feet. “It works!” 

    “Right…” John studied Ted’s balance for a moment. Something was subtly wrong. “How do you feel?” 

    “Like… it isn’t quite part of me,” Ted said slowly. “But I’ll get used to it.” 

    “I hope so,” John said. “Don’t put all your weight on it, not at first.” 

    He frowned as Ted walked back and forth. His pace looked slightly lopsided, as if one leg was shorter than the other. John eyed him thoughtfully. His father had drilled him in basic blacksmithing techniques, and he was a fairly good judge of weight, length, and all the other things an apprentice blacksmith needed to be able to tell with a glance, and as far as he could tell, nothing was actually wrong.  

    The two legs seemed to match, and yet… He shook his head. If they were lucky, very lucky, Ted was just unused to his rebuilt leg. He needed time for his body to adjust. 

    And if there’s something wrong with the healing, it might snap again at any moment, he thought as he glanced at Scout. She looked tired, eyeing the horse as if she wanted to clamber onto its back and go to sleep. We’re a long way from safety… 

    “We could head east,” Bard suggested. “If we did outrun them, we might get across the border before they tighten it.” 

    “There’s too great a chance of being spotted,” Joyce said. Her voice was grim. It would be easier—a lot easier—if they knew the worst, no matter how unpleasant it was. “And we have to put a lot of distance between ourselves and the wagon. We don’t have time to bury or destroy it.” 

    “We should ditch the box,” Bard said. “If our patron wants it, he can come get it himself.” 

    “Then we don’t get paid,” Ted said. He shrugged expressively. “We need that money. How else are we going to get new names and faces?” 

    “We can’t,” Joyce said. “If we aren’t paid, we’re fucked.” 

    “And not in a good way,” Ted said. He was walking a little easier now, although Joyce refused to let him carry a rucksack. “Just… fucked.” 

    It may not matter, John thought as they collected themselves and started to walk. Until the bounties are withdrawn, we may never be safe, no matter what we do. 

    He scowled. And the entire world will still be after us. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-One 

    It was not a pleasant walk. 

    The sun beat down from high overhead, each pulse sending sweat trickling down John’s back. His arms and legs ached, the pain growing worse with every passing step. He felt as if he was barely walking, as if he was only pretending to step… he felt almost as if he wasn’t walking at all. He’d spent enough time in the badlands to know on an instinctive level just how big they were, but even so, the sheer immensity of the wildlands overwhelmed him. They could walk for days, or the rest of their lives, and never reach a settlement. 

    He glanced at Scout, a dark shadow against the bright sunlight. She looked to be having trouble, too… they all did, even Joyce and Bard. The former kept going, putting one foot in front of the other with grim determination, while the latter’s threats to sing the team a song to encourage them to march had long since died away.  

    John didn’t find that particularly reassuring. Bard would never win any awards for his singing, but if he didn’t have the energy to even threaten to sing… 

    Things flickered in the sky. Vultures? John couldn’t see them clearly. He couldn’t tell, either, if they were bonded to hunting magicians, or just dumb animals, watching the humans from a safe distance. His lips quirked in grim amusement. The vultures might not be so dumb after all. It was only a matter of time before the team couldn’t go on any further. They had little water, less food, and…  

    He swallowed hard, glowering at Joyce’s rucksack. The box—whatever it really was—had come far too close to killing them. In hindsight, perhaps they would’ve been wiser to take up the post of guards and escorts for New Hope. The pay was poor, but at least they’d be alive to spend it. 

    Keep going, he told himself. The air was growing hotter, somehow. He could practically feel his skin drying as the sunlight beat down on him. Don’t stop, or you won’t start again. 

    His heart sank as he forced himself, somehow, to keep going. The girls were clearly struggling—John didn’t blame them—and everyone else was having problems, too. He wondered numbly how long it would be before thirst and desperation shattered the team, convincing the stronger and more energetic to leave the others behind. Not that it would matter, he suspected. The heat was so strong it was likely to kill them all. His skin was already threatening to burn. How long would it be before they just stopped? 

    Joyce held up a hand. The air was silent… no, it wasn’t. Someone was shouting up ahead, someone angry… a hunter?  

    John would almost have welcomed a bounty hunter if he brought water, even though he’d take them to their doom. The nasty part of his mind wondered what would happen if they all died so far from civilization; their bodies would decay before they could be found. The box was an ancient artifact. It would remain in the desert until someone opened it, and… 

    “Up ahead,” Joyce whispered. “Bard, John, you’re with me. Everyone else, stay here.” 

    John nodded. He couldn’t speak. Instead, he followed Joyce as she led the way over a sand dune and peered down into a narrow gully. His eyes were playing tricks on him… the gully seemed both impossibly deep, and yet so shallow he could reach out and touch the bottom. And yet… his head ached as he fought for control. There was a pair of wagons at the bottom of the gully, their passengers kneeling on the ground as— 

    A hot flash of anger ran through him as he realized the wagon train had been attacked. The bandits were going through the wagons as if they belonged to them—which they did, John reflected, by the iron law of the badlands. If you couldn’t hold on to what was yours, you had no right to keep it. 

    Joyce drew her sword and charged, as if she hadn’t been right on the edge of collapse. Bard followed her, his blade flashing in the sunlight. John felt a sudden surge of energy and threw himself forward, drawing his sword with one hand, even as he tried to channel magic through the tattoo on the other. The magic refused to come, no matter what he did, but it didn’t matter. The bandits barely had time to realize they were under attack before it was too late.  

    Joyce cut the first one down before he could do more than turn around. 

    John gritted his teeth as a bandit came at him, then lashed out with his sword. Ted would yell at him for doing that in a fight—a real fight—but the bandit had no time to react before John impaled him. It was all he could do, as the man sagged, to pull the sword out of his body and turn to the next. Bard was cutting down bandits with grim determination, his movements oddly jerky for a trained blademaster. He was still head and shoulders above any normal man. 

    And then it was over. 

    John tried not to sag. It didn’t work. He leaned against the nearest wagon, fighting desperately to catch his breath. The travelers stared at him, eyes wide with shock. They looked like desperate settlers, rather than merchants or magicians, or anyone who could either take care of themselves or hire guards. John tried not to shudder as he caught the eye of a girl who couldn’t be much older than twelve. He knew what would have happened to her if the bandits hadn’t been stopped. She’d be lucky if she was sold as a wife. 

    “You’re welcome,” Joyce said. Her voice was cracked and broken. John had no idea how she managed to talk. “But can we trouble you for some water?” 

    The father—he looked like a broken man, ruined by life—stood, nodded, and clambered into the nearest wagon, emerging moments later with a canteen and some jerky. John sipped it gratefully, careful not to drink too much. Bard took a drink himself, then hurried off to fetch the others. The wagon crew eyed them warily. John was almost insulted, though he knew they looked no better than the bandits. They didn’t relax until they saw the girls. 

    “They just came out of nowhere. I thought…” The father swallowed hard. “I’m Pat,” he said. “Can we repay you?” 

    “We lost our horses in a flash flood,” Joyce lied smoothly. “All but one of them, anyway. Can we trouble you for a ride to the nearest settlement?” 

    “Of course,” Pat said. He looked relieved. Joyce’s team had saved his family’s lives, and they were entitled to demand anything they wanted as a reward. Or something along those lines. John didn’t pretend to understand it. “Anywhere in particular?” 

    “Just a settlement, I think,” Joyce said. “Where are you going?” 

    “New Hope,” Pat told her. “At least that was the plan. We may be a little late.” 

    “They were heading out of Debone a month or so ago. I think you’re more than a little late.” 

    John fought to gather himself as Joyce and Pat talked in low voices. He’d heard about the settlement plans, but he hadn’t realized the settlers were looking for volunteers from quite so far away. Or had the magical wagon carried them a lot further north than he’d thought? It was possible. The wagon had moved so fast, it was easy to imagine it taking them from one end of the badlands to the other.  

    He shrugged as he took a bite of some jerky, savoring the taste. Joyce was being wary, careful not to tell Pat anything he didn’t need to know. It was unlikely he knew anything about the bounties… 

    Best to be careful, John reminded himself. It could end very badly if he sells us out. 

    The family—six adults, and twelve children ranging from six to sixteen—had no qualms about helping the team search the bodies, and stealing whatever they carried that might be useful. There wasn’t much. The bandits had swords and knives, and a handful of coins from various Free States, but little else. John and Bard stripped their clothes, then dumped the bodies on top of the sand dune. The vultures would feast well, as the bodies became carrion. It was unlikely anyone would bother to come looking for them… 

    They’re probably not remotely popular, John thought. They could have found a legitimate trade if they wished. It wouldn’t be that hard. There was always work for men who were willing to work. No one is going to give a shit about them. 

    Joyce caught his eye as they prepared to resume the journey. “They don’t know anything about the bounty,” she said, echoing his earlier thoughts. “Keep it that way.” 

    John nodded. “Understood.” 

    He sat in the lead wagon and concentrated on his magic. His power was slowly returning, and he didn’t need a focus to cast spells, but… He told himself sharply he should be grateful. They’d been incredibly lucky, first to find the wagon train, and then to take out the bandits before they could rally and counterattack.  

    He gritted his teeth as the wagon lurched into motion. There were no springs, nothing to cushion the motion… His entire body ached in protest. He leaned against the wooden boards and closed his eyes. It was dangerously unsafe—he didn’t know they could trust the travelers—but he was just too tired. They’d come very close to death… 

    We need to think of a plan, he told himself, but what? 

    He must have drifted off to sleep, because the skies were darkening when he snapped back to awareness. The wagon was slowly rolling to a halt, the family scrambling out to set up camp for the night. John forced himself to stand—his body still aching in protest—and stumbled to the ground to help. He knew how quickly guests could make themselves unpopular by creating more work for their hosts, although his mother, he recalled, had always complained about her mother-in-law helping in a way that created even more work for her.  

    Bard volunteered to help cook, while John helped unhook the oxen and tie them down for the night. The family kept glancing at the team as they worked, eyes nervous. John sighed inwardly. No one got very far in the badlands by trusting anyone, and the team still looked little better than bandits. 

    Jayne and Jane joined him as he inspected Ted’s leg, poking and prodding at the flesh until the sergeant told him to bugger off. John guessed Ted was feeling better. Even so, he wished he’d spent more time mastering the healing arts. He had no way to know whether the leg was as good as new, if not better, or if it would snap the moment Ted put too much weight on it. Ted didn’t seem worried, even as John outlined all the horrific things that could happen. He knew he’d been lucky not to be left behind. 

    What’s happening to us, John thought sourly, that it seems easier to contemplate leaving someone behind? 

    Joyce called a meeting after dinner, a simple stew with chunks of dried bread. “Pat thinks we’ll be entering Cromwell tomorrow,” she said. “I’ve been there. It used to be a pretty rough settlement, and I doubt it’s changed in the last five years, even though they ran a slider through the town. We’ll have to be very careful.” 

    “Shit,” John said. “Should we avoid the town?” 

    “We can’t,” Joyce said. Bard started to object, but she spoke over him. “We have very few supplies left. No water, next to no food… hell, half our weapons and tools are somewhere in the desert, stolen by the hunters, or buried under the sands. Our hosts are being very kind, but there’s limits to what they can give us.” 

    “We could take what we need,” Ted said flatly. 

    Joyce gave him a sharp look. “They don’t have it to take. No. We need to get into town. We need to get supplies and get out before they realize who we are. Pat and his family may not know anything about us, but the townsfolk definitely will. If the bounty hasn’t spread this far, I’ll eat my hat.” 

    “You don’t have a hat,” Bard teased. He brushed down his shirt. “Very well. We need a plan.” 

    “We could pose as more settlers,” Scout pointed out. “It’s not uncommon to have several settler families crammed into a wagon train. Or we could pretend we’re their guards.” 

    “They don’t have the money to hire guards,” Joyce said. “From what Pat told me, they barely found the cash to buy a pair of wagons and a bunch of supplies.” 

    John frowned. Wagons—and oxen—weren’t that expensive. It wasn’t as if a carpenter or a carpenter’s apprentice couldn’t put one together for next to nothing. Hell, he knew from experience that most countryfolk could do their own woodworking, leaving only the most complex and difficult pieces to professional carpenters. Pat didn’t look that poor… John wondered idly why he’d chosen to uproot his family and head west. There was plenty of work in the east, wasn’t there? 

    Ted had the same concern. “Are we being scammed? Is he leading us into a trap?” 

    Joyce frowned. “I don’t think so. If they knew where we were…” 

    “We killed a bunch of bandits,” Bard pointed out. “There’s no way that was a trap.” 

    “There’s a lot of money involved,” Ted countered. “Whoever collects the bounty on our asses is going to be set for life. They don’t need to give a shit about the normal rules.” 

    “They wouldn’t have needed to bother,” Joyce said flatly. “If they knew where we were, they could have sent in the troops and grabbed us. We were in no state for a fight.” 

    And no amount of money would keep the ringleader safe if his men got the idea he’d sacrifice them without a second thought, John thought. There were few laws in the badlands, and fewer codes of conduct, but one of them was that you didn’t betray your teammates. A person with a reputation for selling his friends and allies out was a person who would never be trusted again. No. We didn’t let ourselves get scammed. 

    “We should dress in women’s clothing,” Scout said mischievously. “All of us.” 

    John made a face. “Really?” 

    Bard elbowed him. “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it.” 

    “I always knew you were into the weird stuff,” Ted teased as Jayne and Jane giggled. “Do you tell your partners you like to wear their clothes?” 

    “It might work,” Joyce said. “The bounties are for four men and two women, not eight women.” 

    “It won’t,” Ted said flatly. “It’ll take about thirty seconds for someone to put a hand down our blouses or up our skirts, and then they’ll start screaming.” 

    Joyce snorted. “You’re just saying that because you don’t want to wear women’s clothes.” 

    Ted shrugged. “Who does?” 

    John had to admit he had a point. It was vanishingly rare for men to willingly wear women’s clothes, and vice versa, at least in communities wealthy enough to have different styles of clothing. He’d grown up in a town where the only real difference between some male and female garments was the name. There was little actual difference between skirts and kilts… 

    Although insisting a kilted man is wearing a skirt is always a good way to start a fight, he reflected. Who cares that it makes no sense? 

    “Ted has a point,” Scout said. “None of you are used to wearing blatantly female clothing. You’d look like men wearing women’s clothing and draw attention. People would wonder what you were trying to hide. Better for us to pose as travelers, hitching a lift with our friends. It has a better chance of working…” 

    “Barely,” Bard said. “The bounty will make sure any newcomers are going to be side-eyed.” 

    “We’re quite some distance from Janstown,” Joyce said. “What are the odds of anyone actually expecting to see us here?” 

    “Hope springs eternal,” Bard commented. “Mostly in the minds of the deluded, but…” 

    “Not great,” Ted said, cutting him off. “Our horses were fast, but they’d have to gallop impossibly fast to get here by now. The wagon took us quite some distance.” 

    “They saw us vanish into the distance,” Joyce said. Her eyes narrowed. “They know we could have travelled a very long way.” 

    “Yeah,” Ted said, “but they don’t know how far we travelled. Even if they did, they’d have to report back and send out messengers to alert everyone to our new location. We should be ahead of the curve.” 

    “I hope you’re right,” John said. There were a bunch of magicians after them. It was quite possible a message had already reached Cromwell. He broke off as a thought struck him. “There’s a slider running through the town, isn’t there? What’s to stop us from catching one heading east?” 

    Joyce smiled. “Nothing,” she said. John realized suddenly that she’d had the slider in mind all along. “And as long as we’re careful, we should pass unnoticed.” 

    “Great,” Bard said. He struck a dramatic pose. “Careful is my middle name.” 

    Ted laughed. “Really? I thought it was Cuthbert?” 

    “Yeah,” Bard said. “Now you know why I had to learn to fight.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 

    Cromwell, John decided, was a particularly unpleasant town. 

    It wasn’t a walled city, with guards on the gates asking questions before they were allowed to enter, or a town ruled by corrupt councilors or outlaw gangs, but it was still a wretched hive of men down on their luck, women of easy virtue, and criminals who preyed on them.  

    The streets were lined with bars and inns, the latter looking dangerously unsafe. The houses were so flimsy, John feared one good cough would be enough to knock them down. It was a reminder, he reflected as they walked to the slider station, that not everyone who travelled west managed to find happiness. The shacks and makeshift shelters outside the station housed the dregs of society, men who had no hope of anything beyond a slow and agonizing death. They were so depraved they wouldn’t even be dragooned into work gangs and sent out to break the ground before the farmers turned it into farmland. 

    He kept one hand on his sword as they passed the camp and walked into the station. It was smaller than the last station he’d visited, and deserted, save for a lone man in a fancy blue uniform. Joyce took one look at the timetable and swore under her breath, the words hanging in the air like bitter curses. There was no slider until Thursday, if they were lucky. This far from civilization, there’d be no guarantee the slider would arrive on time. 

    And we’ll have to pay for tickets, he thought as Joyce spoke briefly to the station manager. That could cost us more than we could reasonably earn in a week. 

    “We have to wait,” Joyce said finally, “or go back into the badlands and resume our travels.” 

    John made a face. They didn’t have the money for horses, even if there were any to be had. He hadn’t seen many horses on the streets.  

    He forced himself to think, considering their options. There weren’t many. They could steal the money if they wanted, but his conscience rebelled. There were too many people in eyeshot who were desperately hanging on, without anything worth the effort of stealing. He’d have fewer qualms about robbing a criminal or a corrupt councilor, but it would be a great deal harder to carry out the deed and get away with it. But what other options did they have? 

    “You’d think our patron could advance us a little cash,” he grumbled as they looked for a decent inn. “How else are we going to get the box to him?” 

    Joyce shrugged. “There’s no bank here, and no way to send a message east without a horse or a slider.” 

    “We could always sell the horse we’ve got,” Ted suggested. “What else is there?” 

    “Nothing,” Joyce said curtly. “We can’t afford to leave town. Not yet.” 

    John nodded, keeping his thoughts to himself as they surveyed the inns. They looked uniformly terrible, all little more than a handful of rooms on top of the bars. The patrons glowered at them as they passed.  

    John tensed before realizing they were just suspicious of strangers in general, rather than any particular visitors. Joyce studied the brothel for a long moment—John wondered if she was seriously considering hiring rooms there—before picking an inn at random and leading the way inside. It was cleaner than John had expected, but the bar wasn’t set very high. 

    The bartender looked them up and down warily, then shrugged. “What can I get you?” 

    “Two rooms,” Joyce said, “and clean bedding and blankets.” 

    We live in luxury, John thought dryly as the bartender led them upstairs. The upper floor was relatively clean, but he had no trouble spotting the cockroaches scurrying for cover. Clean bedding will cost extra, and fresh water will cost even more. 

    He frowned as he peered into the room. It was smaller than he’d expected, and the air stank of… something he didn’t want to think about too much. Joyce ordered an extra room, despite the cost, then requested food and drink.  

    The bartender muttered under his breath as he left them behind, his words hanging in the air. John had no idea what was bothering him. He stood to gain a great deal if he just let the team stay in the room… 

    “John, you and Scout can have this room,” Joyce said. “Bard and Ted can share one of the others; the girls and I will share the third.” 

    “We need to keep watch every night,” Bard said. He tapped the wall meaningfully. “And we’d better keep our voices down, too.” 

    Jayne grimaced. “Did they drill peepholes in the walls?” 

    “With walls so thin? I doubt they need to bother.” 

    “After lunch, I want you two to sell the horse,” Joyce said. “Scout, you and John can go out later. See if you can find a way to make money without starting a fight.” 

    Ted snorted. “Here? I doubt it.” 

    John feared Ted was right as he stepped into the room and looked around. It seemed smaller by the second, the walls closing in… He told himself firmly it was an illusion. The walls were dry, but he pressed his fingers against the wood and scowled. Bard was right. A person on the far side would have no trouble hearing everything they said—or did. He glanced outside, checking the other rooms, and frowned. The bartender hadn’t given them a block of rooms. He feared that boded ill. 

    The man returned with a tray of food. John tried not to be sick. His magic said the food was safe to eat, but… he wasn’t so sure. He promised himself, as he took two plates into the room, that he’d never make fun of Bard and Ted’s cooking again. They cooked with dried meats and spices, and yet somehow, their meals tasted so much better. John had no idea how they did it. The bartender might not be trying to poison them, but the nasty part of his mind wondered if he was going to it anyway. 

    Scout eyed the bed. “If only the walls weren’t so thin…” 

    “I was trying not to say it,” John said. The rest of the team knew Scout and he were sleeping together, but they weren’t meant to do so when they were on a job. He wondered what Joyce would say if he broke the rule, then shrugged. They needed to stay alert. “I wish…” 

    He shook his head. He wished—oh, he wished—that so much of his life had gone differently. It didn’t help that he knew he’d made most of his mistakes himself. No one had made him devise the tattoos or convince Katrina to try one herself, no one had forced him…  

    He put that thought out of his head as he sipped his water, silently relieved they had a place to sleep for a few days. If nothing else, they would be refreshed when they boarded the slider or headed back into the badlands. He mentally recalled the map and frowned. If they could get to a bank, they might be able to get enough money to escape the hunters before it was too late. 

    Scout kissed him lightly, then stood. “We should go for a walk and see how much danger we’re in.” 

    John nodded shortly. Cold logic suggested they should stay in the room, but he knew better. A person who shut themselves up in a bedroom had something to hide—or was being hidden, perhaps, by the person who’d kidnapped them. Better to be out in the open, walking the streets as casually as a couple who weren’t being chased by bounty hunters…  

    He snorted as he used a quick reflective spell to check his appearance. Whoever had drawn the posters had sketched a good likeness, but it was out of date. He didn’t look like himself any longer. 

    “You look rough,” Scout teased. “Put a sour expression on your face, and no one will know you.” 

    “I look like a bandit,” John said. He looked down at himself and shrugged. As long as he didn’t look like the prat on the wanted posters, he’d be fine. “Ready?” 

    Scout nodded. “Let Joyce know we’re going out, and then we can be off.” 

    John felt cold, despite the heat, as they walked down the stairs and out into the open air. The streets seemed crowded, as if there were thousands of people in plain view, even though he knew there couldn’t be more than a few hundred at most. The town lacked the energy of some of the others, but it wasn’t as dead or dying as Constant, either. He spotted a wagon team setting off into the west and wondered suddenly if it wouldn’t have been wiser to stick with Pat and his family. But the travelers hadn’t signed up to be human shields. 

    They shouldn’t be able to find us here, John reflected as Scout slipped her hand into his, but they shouldn’t have been able to find us the last time, either. 

    The thought mocked him as they made their way down the street, trying to project an impression of a young couple exploring the world. Unfriendly eyes glinted…  

    John tensed, although he knew it was far more likely people were considering how best to pick their pockets or mug them, rather than snatch them off the streets and ship them back to Jan and his bidders. John kept one hand on his sword, ready to draw the blade at a moment’s notice, and pressed his fingers against his money pouch. There were few coins in it, but he dared not lose any.  

    “There,” Scout said. “We can get the news there.” 

    John followed her gaze, eyes narrowing as he realized she was pointing at an explorers’ café. He felt a twinge of surprise, then a flicker of annoyance as he realized he shouldn’t be surprised. Cromwell was a town on the way to the west, housing a slider station as well as inns, general stores, and everything else a settler might need as he passed through. Why not an explorers’ café? He followed Scout through the door and looked around as she ordered two mugs of tea. The notice board was covered with job offers, adverts, and wanted posters. He wasn’t surprised to see his own face staring back at him. 

    They can’t think we’re here, he told himself, can they? 

    He scowled as he scanned the rest of the adverts. He’d hoped to see something they could do to earn money, but none of the jobs looked to offer more than a pittance. It wasn’t uncommon for a farmer or tradesman to offer bed and board, rather than a higher salary, yet that was no good for him. His eyes narrowed as he spotted an advert offering vast sums for working motivators. Clearly, supply was really outstripping demand. 

    “It isn’t going to be easy to get east,” Scout said quietly. “If they’re smart, they’ll be searching the sliders as they pass through the bottleneck stations.” 

    John sipped his tea, feeling his blood run cold. Normally, he would’ve pointed out who ran the sliders—Greyshade—and who would take bloody revenge on anyone who tried to interfere with the service. But with so much money at stake, the bounty hunters might take the risk. If they searched the sliders… He frowned, considering their options. If they sent Joyce alone… 

    It depends on who’s looking, he thought tiredly. If they don’t know about the box, they might let her pass. If they do, they’ll find it, and then we’ll be fucked. 

    “We might have to gamble,” he muttered. They could steal a bunch of horses and gallop into the badlands, but they didn’t need more enemies. “If Joyce takes the box on her own…” 

    His voice trailed off. There were few other options. Bard, Ted, and John himself were far more noticeable. Men were taken more seriously than women. Scout was a weirdling, increasingly unwelcome the further east she travelled. Jayne and Jane were too young and naïve to make sure the box reached its destination. Joyce might be their only real choice, but what would happen, he asked himself, if she was caught? They might never know what had happened to her or the box. 

    A hush fell over the room, like a wet blanket smothering all conversation. John looked up to see a line of dark-clad men filing into the room, hands hovering near their weapons. Their eyes swept the room, then focused on him. John’s blood ran cold as they advanced, raw intimidation poisoning the air. He’d met more unpleasant-looking men, from guardsmen to weirdlings, and even a dark sorcerer, but these men were amongst the worst. There might be some magic in their auras, he thought. The urge to throw himself to the ground and grovel was almost overwhelming. 

    He bit his lip hard, using the pain to clear his thoughts. The men were closer now, spreading out to ensure there was nowhere to run. John reached out with his mind, sensing hints there were magicians amongst them… who? The magic was weirdly scattershot, as if the magicians wanted him to know they were there without giving away their precise identities. They all wore focuses on their belts. John’s eyes narrowed, picking out which focuses were actually tainted with magic. 

    “On your feet,” the leader growled. “Hands on your head.” 

    John glanced at Scout, then reached out with his magic and cast a double spell, shoving the men back hard as he summoned the focuses from their belts to his hand. The blast should have smashed them into the walls hard enough to either knock them out, or smash them right through the walls. Instead, they wobbled, as if the blast had been nothing more than a gust of wind. One of them even brought up a hand and aimed a spell at him. John barely had a second to dive out of the way before a flash of lightning darted past him and slammed into the far wall. 

    Shit, he thought. Magicians who could cast spells without focuses were rare… just his luck, part of his mind noted, to finally run into someone else who could do the same thing. The rest of the bounty hunters were gathering themselves, preparing to grab them.  

    This could get nasty… 

    He gritted his teeth as the enemy focuses hovered in front of him, then channeled magic through them. Spells—random flashes of raw energy—blasted in all directions, sending everyone ducking for cover. The aim was appalling, practically non-existent, but John didn’t care. They couldn’t stand and fight.  

    He snatched one focus out of the air, channeled magic into the wood, and shoved it into the other magician’s chest. It was a dirty move, one that would get him disqualified if he’d tried it in a formal duel, but there were no rules here. John triggered the spell before the magician could react, blowing his body apart. Blood and gore flew everywhere. A man caught John’s arm, only to die a second later as Scout put a knife in his back. John shrugged him off and ran, twisting the focus to spray fire in all directions as they fled into the kitchens. Burning the posters was probably pointless, but it might win them a few more seconds. 

    They tracked us down, John thought as they burst through the rear door and slammed it closed. He placed a locking charm on the wood, although he doubted the wall would keep the men inside if they wanted out. How the fuck did they catch us? 

    Scout ducked a man—a hunter or an opportunist, it was hard to tell—who tried to grab her and punched him in the chest. “We need to lose them!” 

    John nodded, kicking the man in the head as they hurried down the alley. The bounty hunters had come after them, which meant… hopefully, the others were safe. But how had they been caught? It was impossible…  

    Behind him, he heard a crash as the hunters came through the wall and ran after them. John jabbed the focus over his shoulder and cast a hamstringing spell. Someone cried out in pain. John hoped with a flicker of savage hatred that it would scar the bastard for life. The curse wasn’t intended to be permanent, but without proper treatment, it might as well be. 

    Scout grunted, then tumbled forward. John stared, his mind refusing to register for a second the knife in her back. She’d been hurt…  

    His shock flashed to anger, his magic boiling around him as he turned to face the hunters. Their eyes went wide as he lashed out at them, channeling all the magic he could muster into a firestorm. A magician started to cast a spell, and perhaps it would have worked if John hadn’t seen him waving his focus. The fires incinerated him, then the rest of his party, before he could finish his spell. The buildings on either side of the alleyway caught fire. 

    Run, John thought. He didn’t dare try to remove the blade. Instead, he cast a freeze spell to ensure it remained in place, then covered himself with an illusion. Anyone watching would see him running in the other direction, while the real him was effectively invisible. It wouldn’t last long, but as long as he had a chance to put some distance between himself and their enemies. I have to run… 

    Gritting his teeth, he scooped up Scout—she felt so light—and fled. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 

    The bartender goggled as John carried Scout through the door. “What…?” 

    “Be quiet,” John snarled. Magic crackled around him, daring the bartender to piss him off. The man wet himself. John forced himself to think. “If you breathe one word of this to anyone, I’ll turn you into a pig and dine on your hams.” 

    The bartender fainted. John cursed him as he hurried up the stairs. The man was going to wake up with a grudge, and there was nothing John could do about it, unless he cut the man’s throat now. He’d feel terrified, humiliated, and ashamed, and he’d do whatever he could to get a little revenge. John hoped the bastard didn’t know enough about magic to realize John’s threat was effectively empty. Turning a man into a pig wasn’t quite impossible.  

    John shook his head. He’d kill the bastard instead if he didn’t listen. It would be a mercy. 

    He kicked on Joyce’s door. “Open up!” 

    Joyce opened the door, sword in hand. There was no sign of either of the girls. “John—” 

    “We were ambushed,” John said. He carried Scout into the room and laid her on the nearest bed, face down. It was hard to tell if she was breathing… he cursed himself as he examined the wound, wishing he knew more about her physiology. Scout looked like a normal human female, save for the impossibly dark skin, and she felt like one, too… except she wasn’t remotely normal. John had studiously tried to avoid thinking about it. In hindsight, he wished he’d asked her more about herself. “They caught us.” 

    “Fuck!” It was rare for Joyce to swear so loudly. “How?” 

    “I don’t know!” John felt anger bubbling up inside him as he stared at Scout’s prone form. It wasn’t fair! He’d had two lovers in his life, and they’d both been seriously injured, perhaps killed, because they’d been too close to him! “They tried to grab us right in front of everyone!” 

    Joyce kept her voice calm. “Where are they now?” 

    “I don’t know,” John said. “Dead, I think. I certainly used enough magic…” 

    He put the thought aside as he looked down at Scout. Could he remove the blade safely? It wasn’t like a broken bone. Even if it hadn’t hit anything vital—he told himself Scout would be dead by now if the dagger had pierced her lung or heart—it had still done a lot of damage, and fixing it would be an utter nightmare. He’d been cautioned, as part of his introduction to healing, never to try to heal someone he liked—or hated. That had seemed silly at the time, but he understood how. It would be all too easy to let his emotions get the better of him and… 

    “Shit,” he breathed. He had to use his own dagger to cut away her shirt. Her back was almost a living shadow, which made it almost impossible to determine how far the dagger had gone into her… hell, if the hilt hadn’t been clearly visible, he might not even have been able to tell she’d been stabbed at all.  

    “What do we do?” 

    His mind raced. Was there a proper healer in the town? Could he drag the man to Scout and force him to heal the wound? Or… his heart sank as he realized it was unlikely the town had anyone more qualified than a sawbones. There was no point in trying to grab the man. Nothing, up to and including threats of a painful death, would magically give him the ability to save her life. 

    “I don’t know if I can heal her,” he said.  

    “She’s not quite the same as us,” Joyce said flatly. She picked up a cloth and held it over the dagger. “The wound isn’t fatal, or she’d be dead already. On my command, pull the dagger out as quickly as you can. Make sure it comes out straight. We don’t want to make the wound worse.” 

    John swallowed. “But… I thought you shouldn’t remove a knife.” 

    “She’s not like us,” Joyce said, echoing her own words. “She got hurt, no two ways about it, but her body should have adapted to the wound. She’s a lot more resilient than she looks.” 

    She met John’s eyes. “On my command, pull out the blade.” 

    “Got it,” John said. He tensed, wrapping his hand around the hilt. “Ready.” 

    “Now,” Joyce said. 

    John pulled the knife as hard as he could. It was surprisingly difficult to withdraw the blade. He’d heard horror stories of killers who used serrated knives to ensure the damage was far worse, and to make them harder to pull out, but… he ground his teeth as he pulled harder, half wishing he hadn’t killed the man so he could make the bastard suffer before his death. He deserved to die. He deserved… anger pulsed through him as the blade reluctantly came free, dark blood welling up as it left her body. Joyce pushed the cloth down hard, holding it in place even as Scout twitched. John prayed that was a good sign. 

    “She should be fine, given time,” Joyce said. “She’s tough.” 

    John stared at her. His emotions were a jumbled mess; anger and helplessness and fury and hopelessness and more, all tangled together into a poisonous stew. He wanted to scream and shout, he wanted to hunt down the bounty hunters and make them hurt until they told him who’d placed the bounty, then hunt him down and kill him, too. It was all he could do to keep his voice calm, even though he felt like a child on the verge of throwing a tantrum. He hadn’t lost control so badly since… since ever. 

    “What…” His voice sounded broken, even to him. “What the fuck have we gotten ourselves into?” 

    Anger burnt through him, breaking his defenses. “What have you done to us?” 

    Joyce stayed calm, somehow. It didn’t help. John would almost rather she shouted at him, than… how could she be so calm? Scout was injured! She’d nearly died! Ted had broken his leg, and then had to suffer John’s inept ministrations; they’d all nearly died in the desert after narrowly escaping a pack of hunters who’d had them. They’d gotten luckier than they deserved, luckier than… he felt his magic surge, demanding release. Scout had nearly died, and it was all because of that damn box! It was hard to think clearly. His anger wanted to take every last shred of magic he had and blast the box to smithereens. Perhaps it was a priceless artifact, a lethal weapon that could slaughter an entire city.  

    He didn’t care. He wanted it gone. 

    “Why?” His voice rose. “What the hell is that thing?” 

    “We took a commission,” Joyce said quietly, “and we agreed to deliver it—” 

    “Fuck the commission,” John roared. “Is it really worth her life?” 

    He cursed savagely, using words he’d never used before. They were fucked. There was no way anyone would miss the firestorm he’d unleashed, nor the fact that bounty hunters had been trying to make a catch when all hell had broken loose. Burning the posters would slow things down by… a microsecond or two, perhaps, and that was being optimistic. If there weren’t more copies scattered over the entire town, he’d be astonished. There was so much money on offer, it was quite possible everyone had been given a personal copy. Whoever was after them had money to burn. 

    “Who is it?” He knew he sounded like a child. He knew! “How did they even track us down?” 

    His mind raced, trying to figure it out. The box wasn’t radiating anything, he was sure of it, and they hadn’t had the box with them when they’d entered the café. Had the bounty hunters had a stroke of luck? John doubted it, and yet, what other explanation was there? It couldn’t be treachery, could it? He hated to even consider the possibility… it couldn’t be. The bounty was for everyone… everyone important, at least. Neither Jayne nor Jane had had the opportunity to betray the team. Everyone else would be snatched the moment they showed their faces instead of being paid. Or so he thought. 

    “We can’t stay here,” he said quietly. There was no time to wait for the slider. It was just a matter of time before the locals got organized and searched the town from end to end. Even if they didn’t, there was enough money involved to make the risk of stopping and searching the slider completely worthwhile. “But where can we go?” 

    Joyce said nothing. John stared at her, wondering if she was finally giving up. They had no horses, very little money or food or everything else they needed… and if they simply stole everything, they’d raise the entire region against them. He snorted in bitter amusement. They already had everyone hunting them down. There was nothing to lose by breaking into the stables, stealing a bunch of horses, and galloping for the horizon. 

    But as long as we don’t know how they’re tracking us, there’ll always be a risk of them catching up, he thought. How? 

    His head churned, but drew a blank. It was possible one of them had noble blood… enough, perhaps, to let them be tracked… no, that was unlikely. Len had been the only aristocrat amongst them, and he’d died nearly a year ago. Someone else… John didn’t believe it. They’d all made new lives. It was unlikely anyone knew his roots, nor could they take advantage of them even if they did. Bard? Ted? Joyce? Or the girls?  

    No, he thought. 

    He felt his anger fade as he stared down at Scout. She shouldn’t be lying so still. She shouldn’t… Joyce had insisted she’d be fine, but John found that hard to believe. He reached down, brushing his fingers against her bare skin. It felt… wrong, almost leathery, as if the life was slowly draining from her. His heart almost broke. Perhaps it would have been better never to let himself get close to her, never to get into a relationship. Perhaps that would’ve saved her life. 

    “It wasn’t your fault,” Joyce said quietly. 

    John glared, his anger returning. “Can you read my thoughts now?” 

    “You’re not the first young man I’ve met who blamed himself for something outside his control,” Joyce told him. “What happened to her was not your fault.” 

    “If I’d never started sleeping with her,” John snapped, “would she be unhurt?” 

    “You didn’t make her join up,” Joyce said calmly. “You didn’t force her to come with us. You certainly didn’t force yourself on her—or she would have put a knife in you the moment she saw a chance. She made her own choices, for better or worse. And she isn’t dead.” 

    “She could have died,” John said. He knew she was right. He didn’t believe it. “Joyce, she could have died.” 

    “But she didn’t,” Joyce said. “You saved her life.” 

    John scowled. It would have been easier, almost, if she’d been normal. He’d certainly have found it easier to work out how to treat her… hell, he had been able to heal Ted. Now he was completely blind, unwilling to risk doing anything for fear of making her condition worse. Much worse. And… He swallowed hard. Had she been injured because she’d been so close to him? He would’ve forgiven her, really he would, if she’d turned and fled. 

    Perhaps I shouldn’t let myself care, he told himself. It would be so much easier. 

    He turned and paced over to the rucksack, opening it up to reveal the box. It was somehow more real than anything else, drawing his attention like a candle in a darkened room. The thought bothered him. He’d been taught that a light could be used to distract guards, while others, shrouded in darkness, could slip right past them.  

    His skin crawled as he pressed his fingers against the box, feeling as if he’d touched something truly alien. He frowned, wondering how much of that came from what he’d been told. A plague box was an order of magnitude more dangerous than any of the nightmares in Skinlord’s laboratory of horrors… 

    It nagged at him. The box was an artifact, yet he’d seen something like it before. Where? What? What was it? His eyes swept over the catch, noting how easy it would be to open the box. What sort of idiot would design a plague box that could be opened by accident? It wasn’t a harmless prank like hexing a chair so whoever sat on it next wound up stuck, or compelled to recite doggerel, or something. If the stories were true, a single plague box could slaughter millions. What sort of monster would design something like that without a single safety precaution? 

    Joyce’s voice was sharp. “What are you doing?” 

    John spoke more to himself than to her. “What is it?” 

    “We were told what it was,” Joyce said, her eyes flicking to the walls. If the bartender had recovered, he could be listening to them by now. “And if we open it…” 

    John stared down at the box. The more he thought about it, the more the story didn’t make sense. Jan hadn’t advertised the box as a plague box.  

    Was he being coy, pretending he didn’t know what it was, or… or what? Had he truly not known what he was selling? Or did he know the box wasn’t as dangerous as it seemed? It really didn’t make sense. No one, not even the richest man in the richest country in the entire known world, would throw away thousands of golds on a whim. They had to have known what they were bidding for… didn’t they? 

    “It makes no sense,” John muttered. “Who bids so much money on something that could be completely worthless?” 

    He tossed the question around and around. The box wasn’t worthless. It was a genuine artifact, something of value, even if it was completely empty. John had met a couple of aristos—Katrina’s relatives—who had few qualms about spending money to acquire paintings and books to add to their collections, but even they would’ve balked at such prices. And if they hadn’t, their family would. Katrina had told him once about a distant uncle who’d been locked up by his family. They’d said it was for his own good, and they might have been right, but everyone had known it was really for the family. 

    “The threat of opening a plague box would be enough to win them some freedom,” Joyce pointed out. “Even if they don’t win the auction, they can drive the price high enough to cause real problems for the winner.” 

    John frowned. She had a point. He knew little of such dealings, but he imagined they were no different from farm auctions back home. You placed your bids, and if they won, you paid. Not paying wasn’t an option. He knew a couple of feuds that had started when someone refused to honor their bids, and a dispute that might have turned into a feud if it hadn’t been so clear the bidder hadn’t been speaking for his family. Gaipajama had bid thousands of golds for the box. John couldn’t imagine they could afford to pay without some issues. If nothing else, they’d have less money on hand to cope with unexpected problems. 

    Yeah, his thoughts pointed out. They might need to hire mercenaries to deter anyone from attacking them while they figure out how the box actually works. 

    He smiled, rather dryly. “Do they still have to pay? I mean, pay Jan?” 

    Joyce shrugged. “Hard to say. On one hand, they’re not going to get anything for it. He can’t give them what he doesn’t have. On the other, they’re going to be competing with him as well as everyone else when it comes to running us down. They might have paid him a percentage to keep him out of the game.” 

    “Perhaps,” John agreed. The box drew his eye, tempting him. It wanted to be opened. It bothered him that the prospect didn’t scare him as much as it should. “But there’s still something about the whole affair that makes no sense.” 

    He scowled. What was the point of a plague box? If the stories were true, it killed everyone within range the moment it was opened, and then… and then what? How many times could it be opened? It wasn’t that big a threat if it could only be used once. There might be plenty of targets within the Free States, but was wiping out your neighbor’s capital city, unleashing death on an unthinkable scale, really worth it? The remainder of the Free States would invade and put your entire kingdom to the sword. Why bother, when you’d lose all ability to deter your enemies the moment you opened the box? Why…? 

    A single thought ran through his mind. The only answer that makes sense is that it isn’t a plague box. 

    He reached for the lid. It made sense. It had to. They’d been told to steal the box—and told it was a plague box to deter them from opening it. Greyshade had told them that, and John wouldn’t trust Greyshade to predict the weather, let alone anything more serious. That meant… 

    “John,” Joyce said. The alarm in her voice would have stopped him if he hadn’t been sure he was right. “Don’t…” 

    Quite calmly, John reached out and opened the box. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 

    “John…” 

    John wasn’t sure what he’d expected. A powerful spell helix, perhaps, or a cursed hex, or… or something, an eldritch horror from before the fall of the old world. He’d spent some time trying to figure out how a plague box might actually work, recalling the old legends, and considering how his knowledge of modern magic could be applied to craft a plague box of his own, only to draw a blank. Either the legends were about as accurate as the average rumor, or the spell helixes were so advanced as to be completely beyond his comprehension, if indeed they were still workable after the laws of magic had shifted and changed.  

    And yet… 

    Nothing leapt out at him as he pushed the lid all the way back. No flashes of raw or wild magic, no curses or plagues, not even a simple light spell to illuminate the contents, the type of spell he’d learnt to cast and infuse all the way back in his first year, when he’d been young and innocent. His senses tingled no warning as he leaned forward and peered into the chest.  

    Shock ran through him as he realized what the box actually was. It was a scholar’s trunk with ancient papers and parchments at the bottom. John felt a flicker of awe. No one knew what the ancients had used for paper, or how it was produced, but it could survive almost anything. He’d heard stories of entire libraries burning down, leaving the books piled—unharmed—on the blackened ground. 

    He sucked in his breath. “Papers?” 

    Joyce stepped forward warily. “You’re sure?” 

    John nodded, wincing as he heard the shock in her voice. There was nothing in the box but ancient papers. There wasn’t even a tingle of magic inside the box… the charms, he realized suddenly, were all worked into the metal clasps. They’d faded now that the box had been opened, but he thought they’d come back when the lid was closed. He swallowed hard as he reached for the first set of papers. What were they? And why had Greyshade lied to them? 

    He did lie, John thought coldly. Greyshade was the only survivor—the only known survivor, he corrected himself ruthlessly—of the old world. He’d known what the box was… John wondered suddenly if Jan had known what the box was, too. John had never seen the messages he’d sent to his bidders, nor had anyone said anything out loud during the auction. He knew what the box was and lied to us to ensure we didn’t try to open the lid. 

    “He said it was a plague box,” Joyce said. “Why?” 

    “He didn’t want us to open the box,” John said, putting his thoughts into words, “and that means… what?” 

    He took the first sheet of ancient paper and spread it out on the table. The writing was crisp and neat, preserved so carefully, it looked as if it had only been written yesterday. John suspected for a moment that they were being conned—Greyshade, too—before he rested his fingers against the papers and felt the spells woven into the material. No one currently living knew how to do that, not even Greyshade. The secret would be worth billions if someone cracked it. They certainly wouldn’t waste their time trying to run a complicated scam. 

    Joyce peered over his shoulder. “Can you read it?” 

    “I’m not sure,” John said. He knew how to read some ancient writing, but vast tracts were completely beyond his comprehension. He suspected the ancients had had their countries and factions, too, all speaking different languages. “If I hadn’t… borrowed… those books from Skinlord, it would be impossible.” 

    He felt his lips tighten as he worked his way through the text. It was harder than he’d expected, at least at first. The writer had either assumed his reader knew much of the background already, or was deliberately trying to confuse him… either way, it was difficult to work out in which order the text actually ran. Patches of understandable text ran straight into blocks of gibberish, the latter linked to diagrams that matched nothing he’d ever seen. If he hadn’t known it was real, he’d have wondered—again—if it had been faked. It was just… 

    “Remarkable,” he said as one piece of the gibberish fell into place. “The papers are charmed to make them easier to read.” 

    “Right,” Joyce said uneasily. “Is it safe to read?” 

    John shrugged. There were horror stories—most grounded firmly in reality—about what happened to people who read charmed parchments without checking for curses first. They went blind, or spoke in riddles, or found themselves compelled to humiliate themselves, or—if some of the stories were true—forgot what they’d read the moment they looked away. He’d seen the latter himself, back at school. His tutors had used them as examples of nasty tricks that couldn’t be dispelled, merely outwitted. Then there were the people who went mad, or died on the spot, or… John couldn’t blame her for being cautious. There were too many risks when it came to digging up the past. Jan and his peers might eventually find they’d dug up something that refused to be buried again. 

    “I can’t sense anything dangerous,” he said slowly, “but keep your distance, just in case.” 

    He leaned forward, watching as the papers unlocked more and more of their secrets. They weren’t some scholar’s random scribbling, but diagrams depicting devices.  

    Some he recognized from tales of the old world; others had no apparent purpose, at least to his eye. Perhaps they were merely smaller parts of a greater device… John didn’t know. He wished, not for the first time, that he’d spent longer studying artifices and magical engineering. There was so much he didn’t know. 

    His heart raced faster as he sorted through the next set of papers, checking his memories to be sure they remained intact. Nothing seemed to have slipped out of his mind… He reached for his notebook to scribble a handful of reminders, keys to unlocking memories that might have been hidden within his own mind. His tutors had told him it was impossible to make someone forget something completely—and the more noticeable the gap in the victim’s memories, the greater the chance they’d worry at the blank spot until it unlocked—but if there was nothing pointing to the hidden memories, they might be effectively lost forever. He hoped the notes were enough as he raised his head to look away. The charmed papers he’d seen in school had been nasty. 

    “They’re diagrams,” he said finally. The documents were making more sense now, their secrets unfolding one by one. “Whoever owned this box was an engineer…” 

    His heart seemed to miss a beat as one particular diagram snapped into focus. John leaned forward, tracing it out piece by piece. It was… it couldn’t be. It really couldn’t be. But it was. 

    “By the gods,” he breathed. “This is a motivator.” 

    He ignored Joyce’s gasp as he leaned closer, drinking in forbidden knowledge, even though he knew it might get him killed. He’d always been told that motivators were fantastically complex, and only the very best and trustworthy magicians could be allowed to craft them, but the design in front of him was astonishingly simple. He parsed it out, carefully checking each and every link in the chain. He wouldn’t know for sure until he actually tried to craft one himself, but if he was right… the secret, the greatest secret in the known world, lay in front of him. Plague boxes be damned. This was the real prize. 

    “They know,” John said, tearing his eyes off the papers. “They know what this is.” 

    “They must,” Joyce agreed, “but how?” 

    John shrugged. “There might be legends of boxes like this.” 

    “No.” Joyce’s voice was suddenly very cold. “Jan opened the box. Worked out what it was. Knew he couldn’t keep it, so he sent messages to everyone who might bid for it—” she glared at the box “—that makes sense. What do you do if you find something so valuable you can sell it for millions, and yet trying to use it will get you killed or disappeared? You hold an auction and invite only people who might be willing to both pay through the nose, and keep the secret long enough to give you the money, and then take the box off your hands.” 

    “Shit,” John muttered. He cleared his throat. “Do you really think so?” 

    “Jan isn’t a fool, from what I’ve heard,” Joyce said. “If you’re right, if this really is the key to unlocking long-gone secrets, he’ll be targeted by the Grey Men as soon as the truth leaks out. He must know that telling the world will bring Greyshade down on his head…” 

    “Unless he tells everyone now,” John said. He wondered suddenly if Jan had made copies. That was what he would have done. “The secret could spread from one end of the Free States to the other in a few weeks, and that would be that.” 

    “Then he wouldn’t be able to profit,” Joyce said curtly. “No. He invited people who could pay and who had a vested interest in keeping the secret, at least until they could free themselves from Greyshade. Tell everyone how to craft motivators—and whatever else is in those papers—and the secret is suddenly worthless.” 

    John nodded slowly. Greyshade had enemies, kings and aristos and wealthy commoners who resented his dominance, his unquestioned rule over magic. They loathed the way he doled out a handful of motivators every year, while keeping their secret to himself; they hated the way his agents went where they pleased, hunting down rogue magic-users and asserting their authority in the harshest possible manner. Yet what could they do about it? Greyshade had a private fortress, a private army, and enough secrets to make challenging him an incredibly dangerous proposition. As long as he controlled his secrets… 

    John felt sweat prickling down his back. “He placed the bounties,” he said slowly. “They’re designed to force us to head east and hand the box over as quickly as possible.” 

    “No.” Joyce shook her head. “We would have taken the box to him anyway.” 

    “Maybe,” John said. “Jan would’ve put money on our heads anyway. So would Gaipajama or whoever won the auction, and they could afford the very best. That would mean offering shitloads of money for us alive, and reasonably intact, might be the only way to ensure he can get us to talk. And that would mean…” 

    His voice trailed off. Greyshade knew them. He’d have no trouble telling the world exactly who they were, even as Jan and his peers searched for Lord Tulloch’s agents… agents that only existed on paper. No wonder Hans had been included, while the girls had been left out completely. Greyshade hadn’t known Hans was dead, nor had he known the girls even existed… He shook his head. The bastard had wanted to make damn sure the bounty hunters brought the team to him! And the only upside was that the bounty was so high, hunters might assume it was a joke. 

    “He’s going to kill us,” John said slowly. “All of us.” 

    Joyce glared. “Because you opened the box?” 

    “Because he needs to cover his involvement in the whole affair,” John said. Greyshade needed everyone to think of him as the calm and reasonable authority figure, everyone’s trustworthy grandfather. His reputation would never recover if the world worked out he’d been behind the theft. “We take the box to him, we get quietly murdered.” 

    “He wouldn’t…” 

    “He’s a much more manipulative person than everyone realizes,” John said, feeling a hint of the old bitterness. “He should have kept me prisoner, then handed me over for trial and execution, or just execution. Instead, he sends me west—to you—which places me under an obligation to him, which in turn makes me into a very useful tool. Skinlord gets taken out, and his ancient library is handed over to the Grey Men, which means whatever secrets he knew didn’t go any further. And…” 

    He swallowed. “How many other missions have we done for him over the past year?” 

    “Five,” Joyce said. “He owes us.” 

    “We’re tools to him,” John snapped. A flash of sudden anger swept through him. “He let me go free into exile after I accidentally maimed Katrina. Gods! Do you have any idea how important she is… how important her family is? Greyshade let me go into exile because I could become a very useful tool. We should get the secret out as quickly as possible! We have no choice.” 

    Joyce frowned. “What do you mean?” 

    “Greyshade will murder us,” John said flatly. “There’s too many discrepancies in the official story, too many things that don’t add up. Even if he doesn’t realize we opened the box, we still know too much for his peace of mind. The safest thing he can do is dispose of us—and quickly. We’re not irreplaceable. He can find another bunch of adventurers if he wants.” 

    “Or just send in the Grey Men,” Joyce said. “Do you know what’ll happen if the secret gets out?” 

    John considered it. If every craftsman with even a little magical talent started churning out motivators… it would change the world. The magical wagon they’d left broken in the sand wouldn’t be unique any longer, not when engineers replaced horses and oxen with motivators. Everyone would have one… and more. There’d be sliders everywhere, linking the smaller towns and villages to the bigger towns.  

    The world would change in ways both good and bad. It wasn’t easy to fight a large war, but that would change, too… 

    “It’ll change the world. What other choice do we have?” 

    “We could offer our oaths to keep quiet,” Joyce said, “but he might not accept them…” 

    John shook his head. “He wouldn’t. To him, we’re a liability on an impossible scale. He’ll need to get rid of us just to be sure. The moment he has us in his hands, he’ll kill us. He’s got plenty of followers who’ll do whatever he wants.” 

    “Like killing us,” Joyce said. Her eyes narrowed as she considered their options. “I know… someone in town who might help, for a price. A very steep price, but…” 

    She scowled and stood. “Pack up the papers,” she ordered. “Take care of Scout. When the others get back, tell them to wait for me. Don’t—and I mean don’t—tell them what’s in the box. We might be able to save their lives if they don’t know what we’re carrying.” 

    John nodded, watching grimly as Joyce donned her cloak and left the room. She owed Greyshade, just like him. John had few illusions about the headmaster—there’d been a very clear quid pro quo when the headmaster had sent him west—but Joyce had never been clear on precisely why she owed the wretched man. It had to be something huge, given what she’d agreed to do for him over the years. And that meant… John shook his head. If Joyce wanted to betray him, she could have done it by now. 

    Scout shifted slightly. John glanced at her, unsure if she was waking up, then collected the papers and returned them to the box. His mind raced as he took one final look, wondering who’d owned the box, and why they’d stowed the diagrams inside… and how Greyshade had known what the box held. Had it belonged to him? It was possible, John supposed, although… He shrugged.  

    Very little was known about Greyshade’s early life, nothing beyond the basics. That made one wonder how old the sorcerer truly was—and how long he’d live. The sorcerers of old were reputed to be practically immortal. 

    “It can’t be true,” John muttered. “We’d be knee-deep in sorcerers if they were.” 

    He let out a breath as he stood to pace the room. He hadn’t felt so shocked since Katrina’s tattoo had burst into fire, flames threatening to incinerate her entire body, but at least he’d been able to do something. Now he felt as if doom was standing right behind him, ready to tap his shoulder and take him to his grave. The bounties weren’t going to go away, not if everyone knew what was in the box. They’d assume he’d looked and try to snatch him anyway… 

    If Greyshade gives them the chance, John thought. He won’t let us go. Not now. 

    Scout shifted again. John glanced at her, kicking himself. He should tell her to take the girls and run when she recovered. There was no point in all of them being captured. No, he should tell her to take the papers and spread the word from one end of the world to the other. There was no point in killing to keep a secret if the secret was already out and spreading. He frowned as he heard footsteps below, coming up. Bard and Ted were on the way back, unaware that everything had changed. 

    John froze. The footsteps were loud. Too loud. And his wards were prickling. 

    The door exploded inward, propelled by magic. The light was so bright, John couldn’t see anything clearly, not even the dark figures crashing through the remnants of the wall. John lifted his hand, channeling power through the tattoo to cast a fireball. The spell blasted from his palm, streaked across the room, and snapped out of existence. John swore as the lead figure pointed a focus at him… 

    … and then the world went dark. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 

    John awoke slowly. 

    His head felt as if he’d gone on a bender the night before and forgotten to cast a charm to neutralize the alcohol in his blood before going to sleep. It had happened once or twice, although he’d rapidly learnt that alcohol and magic didn’t mix. His mouth felt—and tasted—as if he’d been eating shit.  

    He retched the second the thought crossed his mind, which only made his headache worse. His memories were… mixed, flickering flashes of images that seemed to be in the wrong order. They’d opened the box and… he felt cold sweat trickling down his back, shivers running through him. Had they been wrong? Had it really been a plague box? Had they doomed the entire town as well as themselves? 

    It was hard to be sure of anything. He knew how easily a person infected with a dread disease could fall to fever and delirium. He’d taken potions designed to open one’s mind as a student, telling himself he could handle it, and discovered—too late—that the potions had torn his world apart and exposed him to utter chaos. It said something about the whole experience that he’d been told the experience was punishment enough, and yet… were they wrong? Had they killed themselves? Or… he just couldn’t tell. 

    No, he told himself. I saw the papers. The box was real. 

    The thought steadied him long enough to gather information without opening his eyes. His hands were tied behind his back—his mind whispered it was becoming a habit—and he was lying on a bed, a surprisingly clean bed. The air was silent, save for a faint whistling sound, and clear… no, it wasn’t clear. There was a faint hint of something oddly familiar in the air, something that nagged at his mind. He’d forgotten—or he’d been made to forget. What was it? 

    “I know you’re awake,” a voice said. Female, but oddly muffled. “Open your eyes.” 

    John briefly considered ignoring the command, but decided it would be pointless, and opened his eyes. The room was brightly lit by a pair of magic lanterns floating in the air, and surprisingly large for a bedroom in the badlands.  

    Or were they still in the badlands? A day or two of hard riding could have taken them somewhere a little more civilized or… who knew?  

    His eyes flickered from side to side as he struggled to sit up, not easy with his hands tied behind him. The box—closed—sat on a table, a woman sitting right next to it, a focus resting in her lap. Her body was veiled from head to toe, her garment so shapeless he wouldn’t have known she was a woman if she hadn’t spoken. His eyes flickered over and then past her, sweeping around the chamber. Scout lay on another bed, her hands tied, too. 

    Shit, John thought. Is she all right? 

    He looked back at the woman. “She was wounded,” he said, although he had no idea how she’d react. “Is… was it safe to move her?” 

    The woman shifted oddly. “Do you care? Do you really care?” 

    John blinked. Who was this woman? He vaguely recalled seeing a veiled woman back in Janstown before all hell had broken loose, but was it the same woman? Veils were uncommon in the badlands, if only because it was impossible to see what was coming at you from an angle. And yet… a nasty thought crossed his mind, spurred by the maddeningly familiar scent. Could it be…? 

    “Yes,” he said, “I care.” 

    “Amazing,” the woman said with a hint of bitterness. “I didn’t know you had it in you.” 

    She reached for her hood and pulled it off in a single jerky motion. John froze.  

    He tried not to stare.  

    Katrina—his Katrina—had been tall and willowy, with curly black hair, and a pale, heart-shaped face unmarred by the cold realities of country life. This woman… half her face was exactly as he remembered, but the remainder was… odd, as if she’d removed her face and carved a replacement out of clay. The skin tone was all wrong, her hair looked as if it had been through the wringer, and her mouth…  

    John felt his stomach churn and had to fight hard to keep from being sick. Her mouth looked real, and it would have fooled him if he hadn’t known her so well. It was set in a permanent line. And underneath her skin… 

    “What…” John swallowed hard. There were things moving under her skin, glimpses of weird objects that came and went, seemingly at random. “What happened to you?” 

    Katrina stood. “You did.” 

    She pulled at her robe, and it fell, revealing her naked body. John stared in horror and shame. Katrina had been beautiful, her body so perfect, he’d been lost in admiration every time he’d seen her. Now her skin was at best dull clay, while her bones seemed to protrude in all directions, and one of her hands appeared to have been replaced by a clockwork appendage. John had thought himself used to horror—he’d seen peg legs and hooks used to replace missing limbs—but this… this was a nightmare. Her left breast was gone, her right looked weirdly misshapen… he didn’t want to look between her legs for fear of what he would see. Her life had been destroyed beyond all hope of repair. And it was all his fault. 

    “You can’t bear to look at me,” Katrina said, “can you?” 

    “I’m sorry,” John said. 

    “You did this to me,” Katrina said. Her voice betrayed little emotion—John realized, horror upon horror, that it couldn’t—but he could tell she was angry. “You did this to me, and then you fucked off and left me to die!” 

    John blinked. “I wrote letters…” 

    “What letters?” Katrina’s voice didn’t rise, but he could see her fury. “You never so much as fucking wrote to me!” 

    “I…” John forced himself to think. “I wrote to you every month.” 

    “A likely story,” Katrina said. “Do you know what happened to me?” 

    She went on before John could say a word. “I woke up in the infirmary. It was days before they told me the truth, and weeks before I remembered everything! You’d done this to me, and then you’d fucked off and left me. Do you know what my family expected me to do? They expected me to jump off a rooftop, or go into hiding on one of the estates… my mother was telling people even before I woke up that I might not survive. They kept saying I’d never recover, that—at best—I’d go into seclusion until the day I died. Someone even sent me a vial of poison and charmed the note to make me drink it!” 

    “It didn’t work,” John noted. 

    “No,” Katrina agreed, “it didn’t. Do you know why?” 

    John shook his head, wordlessly. 

    “Because the headmaster offered me a chance to rebuild my life into something different,” Katrina said. She looked as if she wanted to snarl or scream, but her voice remained eerily flat. “He told me I could regain much of what I’d lost if I worked for him. What else could I do?” 

    John looked at the shapes moving under her skin. “He rebuilt you, didn’t he?” 

    “You left me a charred corpse,” Katrina said. “The last sparks of life were very nearly gone. He rebuilt me so I could live again. And…” 

    Her voice hardened. “You have no idea how hard it was to regain even a drop of power,” she added. “How hard it was to stand properly, to walk more than a few paces without falling on my ass, to move my new joints as if they were my old! You have no idea. You just fucked off west and found a new place, and a new lover, while I was suffering and trying to get in and out of bed without help! You have no idea!” 

    John felt tears in his eyes. “I’m sorry.” 

    “You’re sorry?” Katrina grabbed her focus and pointed it between John’s eyes. “You’re sorry? You’re sorry? You’re…” 

    She calmed herself with visible effort. “Do you really think saying sorry will be enough?” 

    John shook his head numbly. Katrina’s life had been wrecked—twice, really—and it had all been his fault. The girl in front of him was grotesque—he hated himself for even thinking it, although there was no denying the truth—and… she had nothing, nothing at all, save for Greyshade. Her family had effectively disowned her, her boyfriend had left her, and… she didn’t even have the magic or looks she’d need to survive as an exile. There was nothing he could say, nothing at all that could possibly make up for what he’d done. If he’d kept his mouth shut, if he’d refused to tell her about the tattoos… 

    We were going to be together forever, he thought. It hadn’t been a fling. He’d truly intended to marry her, and he’d thought she intended the same. She had… he was sure of it. She wouldn’t have given herself to him so completely if she’d had doubts. And now she has nothing. 

    “I’m sorry,” he said again.  

    Katrina snorted. His words sounded weak and futile even in his own ears. He wasn’t surprised when she glared and turned away, giving him a view of her rear. It had once been shapely and perfect, and now it was a nightmare. He’d seen homeless drunkards who looked paragons of health compared to Katrina. Everything was so wrong, particularly the things moving under her skin. He wondered numbly how far the rebuilding had gone. Had Greyshade rebuilt her skeleton as well as her limbs? If the old tales were true, the ancients had been able to heal anything that wasn’t immediately lethal. 

    “Your new girl,” Katrina said, pointing her focus at Scout. “You put a knife in her.” 

    John glared at her back. “Leave her alone.” 

    Katrina whirled around to face him, her body moving in a manner that bothered him on a primal level. “You went off and fucked her while I was trying to recover what little I could. Why should I leave her alone? Why shouldn’t I make her suffer?” 

    “Hurt me if you want,” John said. “I deserve it. But leave her alone.” 

    “Don’t try to be noble now,” Katrina said sardonically. “It’s a little late to convince me that you’re a noble soul after you ran off and replaced me… fuck! I thought Uncle Jasper was bad when he ditched his wife of twenty years to marry someone barely old enough to have children, but you? You’re worse than he could ever dream of being.” 

    “Greyshade told me I was expelled,” John said, “that your family would send killers after me. That… that I had to run if I wanted to live.” 

    “You left me,” Katrina said. “Do you know what they did to me?” 

    John bit his lip. In hindsight… 

    “I was told I could never see you again,” John said. “I wrote letters! Did you not see any of them?” 

    “No,” Katrina snapped. “I told you! There were no letters!” 

    “Greyshade lied to you,” John said. “I wrote—” 

    Katrina jabbed the focus at him. The world exploded in pain. John wasn’t even aware he was screaming—the pain was so intense—until she lowered the focus. A torture curse… his entire body shuddered, feeling as if every last cell had been bathed in pain. She hadn’t known that when they’d been together, had she? He swallowed hard, coughing as the last of the pain faded away. He knew the curse by reputation. It couldn’t be cast properly unless the caster truly hated the victim. 

    She hates me, he thought numbly. His body felt drained, as if he’d been beaten so thoroughly he could no longer feel pain. And why shouldn’t she? 

    “He saved my life,” Katrina said. “He saved my magic. He gave me a second chance. And you have the nerve to say he lied?” 

    She swung the focus around to point at Scout. “Give me a reason. Please. Just give me a reason.” 

    “You don’t hate her,” John said. “You don’t even know her.” 

    The world exploded in pain again. John slumped, nearly falling to the floor. Katrina reached out and steadied him, eyes burning with hate. Up close, she felt so different.  

    Once, his manhood had stiffened every time she’d so much as smiled at him. Now, he felt nothing but pity and guilt. It was all his fault. She’d become a monster, and it was all his fault, and… no, she wasn’t a monster. She was a victim, a victim of her family’s expectations, his folly, Greyshade’s ambitions, and…  

    John sagged against the bed. He wasn’t sure how many of those curses he could take, not without losing his mind. Or his body. Perhaps that was what she wanted. The curses would eventually do permanent damage, and there was no way it could be repaired, even with a proper healer. 

    You should know by now your mouth gets you in more trouble than your cock, a voice said at the back of his head. It sounded a lot like Joyce. She’s holding the focus, and she’s ready to curse you at the slightest provocation. Stop giving it to her. 

    “Stop it!” someone shouted. It took John a moment to realize it was Scout. “You’ll kill him!” 

    “Shut up, you… you weirdling,” Katrina snapped. “You don’t know what he’s done!” 

    John swallowed and spat, trying to think of the words, even though he knew it would be futile. What could he say to her—what could he say—that would make up for what he’d done? Katrina had every right to hate him, and… he gritted his teeth. They’d had a bond, damn it. No wonder the bounty hunters had been able to keep tracking them down. Katrina had been quietly steering the hunters toward the team. John hadn’t even considered the possibility. And yet… was there a glimmer of hope? 

    It wasn’t much, but it was worth a try. “Katrina…” 

    “Shut up,” Katrina said. “I am done with you.” 

    Her eyes glinted murder. She pointed at the door. “Do you know how many rough men there are out there? Do you know what they’d do to your bitch if I told them to?” 

    John met her eyes. “You have to listen to me,” he said. “This is about your family.” 

    Katrina’s hand twitched. John braced himself for another burst of pain, but there was nothing. 

    “My family disowned me,” Katrina said. He could hear the pain in her words. Katrina’s family had been a bunch of snooty aristocrats who’d rested their claim to power on family trees that were largely fictitious, and genealogical research conducted by professors who were paid vast sums to come up with the answers their backers wanted, but she’d loved them, and they’d loved her. “Why do you think I care about them?” 

    John met her eyes. “The box. Do you know what it is?” 

    “No, nor do I care,” Katrina said. “My job is to get the box back to my master.” 

    “Your master?” John made a show of raising his eyebrows. “When did Greyshade become your master?” 

    “When he was the only one who gave enough of a damn about me to help me,” Katrina said, lifting the focus. “You ran off. My family disowned me. You—” 

    “There’s knowledge in that chest,” John said sharply. “Information your family can use to break Greyshade’s monopoly. Information that’ll change the world—” 

    Katrina held up her palm. It was clearly marred with clay and… John froze. Her tattoo should have been there, but it was gone. Of course it was gone. 

    “Be quiet,” Katrina said. “You’ll go back to him, and he can decide your fate. Perhaps he’ll give you to me to kill as I see fit.” 

    “He’ll kill you,” John said flatly. “He’ll kill everyone who even looked at the box.” 

    Katrina raised the focus and cursed him again. John screamed as the pain grew and grew, only to cut off abruptly. The screaming continued… no, it wasn’t his screaming. Scout was lying on the floor, writhing in pain. John staggered to his feet, only to fall a second later. Katrina produced an utterly humorless sound, so dry it took John a moment to realize it was a laugh. She used to have a wonderful laugh. And that was gone, too… 

    “Silly girl,” Katrina said, kicking Scout in the ribs. “That trick only works if you don’t know to watch for it.” 

    She jabbed the focus into Scout’s body and muttered a spell, then levitated her back onto the bed. “We’ll be leaving shortly,” she said as she tied Scout’s hands again. “Prepare yourself.” 

    “He’ll kill you,” John said urgently. “You’ll die!” 

    “What do you care?” Katrina shook her head as she donned her veil again. “I don’t. I don’t care whether I live or die.” 

    And she turned and walked out of the room. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Six 

    John had never felt so… 

    He wasn’t sure how he felt. His body was still aching as if he was suffering the aftermath of a beating without ever actually being hit, but the physical pain was almost pleasant compared to the mental agony threatening to rip him apart.  

    He’d watched Katrina burn, and he’d known there was no way she could recover completely, yet coming face to face with her had rubbed his nose in his own guilt in a manner he couldn’t ignore.  

    The thought ran around and around in his head, mocking him with every repetition. He’d ruined her life. He’d nearly killed her, then left her at Greyshade’s mercy. He should have known better. He should have known. 

    Coward, his thoughts mocked. Coward. Coward. Coward. 

    John clenched his teeth, trying to control himself. It was impossible. He could have hidden out in the ruined city, then tried to sneak back into the school to see her. It would have been risky—he could have been caught and executed on the spot by the Grey Men or Katrina’s family—but what was the feather of risk compared to the mountain of what he’d done?  

    Katrina had had her flaws back then, yet she hadn’t deserved to be maimed beyond all hope of recovery. His eyes narrowed as he recalled the things moving under her bare skin. What had Greyshade done to her? He couldn’t even begin to work it out. 

    It was her magic that caught fire, he told himself. He was fairly sure of that, if nothing else. What did it do to her? 

    He forced himself to sit upright and peer at Scout. She was still unconscious. John hoped and prayed the curse hadn’t reopened her wound. It wouldn’t have normally, but Scout was a weirdling. Her body was already imbued with magic. How would it react with the curse? 

    I thought Katrina couldn’t curse Scout because she didn’t know her, John thought bitterly. I was wrong. 

    He tested his bonds, despite the aches and pains. Katrina—or her agent—had done a good job. He could barely get any traction at all, let alone enough movement to work his hands free. His magic was dim and dull, suppressed by pain and exhaustion, and—he suspected—wards worked into the chamber walls. Katrina had always been a very good student, and she’d had Greyshade’s personal tutoring for the last year or so. How many tricks had he taught her?  

    John had been told that each and every sorcerer had a few surprises they only passed down to their apprentices, and he had no reason to doubt it. Greyshade might have taught Katrina quite a few secrets no one else knew. 

    Scout moaned in pain. John felt another flush of guilt as he resumed his struggle against his bonds. Scout wouldn’t have been stabbed and then cursed if she hadn’t been with him.  

    Perhaps he’d been wrong. Perhaps Katrina really did hate Scout. John’s cousin had put on a massive tantrum after the boy she liked had gone walking out with some other girl and only calmed down when she met someone else.  

    John groaned inwardly as he kept trying to get his hands free. Katrina didn’t have the option of meeting someone else, not really. All the money in the world wouldn’t buy her a companion, let alone a husband who could father her children… could she even have children? They’d planned to have children after they married… now, he didn’t know. The damage might have spread to her womb and everything else, ruining her completely. He’d thought her family wanted to use her as a broodmare, as well as everything else, but even that might be lost to her now. 

    She called Greyshade her master, John thought numbly. He might as well be. He owns her now. 

    The thought spurred him to crawl across the floor and press his back against the wall, trying to get to his feet. His legs kept trembling, each shiver threatening to send him falling back to the floor. The wall was alarmingly solid… he hoped that was a good sign, even though he feared it wasn’t.  

    Where were they?  

    Katrina had the backing of the most powerful man in the world. She had enough money to corrupt even the most incorruptible of persons… a type, John had come to learn, who was almost unknown in the badlands. They could be in anything from a union lodge to a local tyrant’s fortress… 

    His blood ran cold. What if she’s working with Boss Edwards? 

    He put the thought aside as he braced himself against the wall, then forced himself to look around. Joyce had made John practice getting out of tight spots without his magic, but there were no sharp edges he could use to cut the bonds, or anything else. There were no windows or mugs he could break.  

    His lips twitched in bitter amusement as he finished his sweep. Bard had a hundred-verse song—each verse more obscene than the last—about a stupid crook who’d locked a very smart man in a store cupboard crammed with useful supplies, but there was nothing in view he could use.  

    If Scout woke up…  

    John stared down at her for a long moment, then turned his attention to the box. The magic was still clearly visible, but less alluring now that he knew what was inside. He had no idea what to do. 

    I’m sorry, he thought. He’d imagined meeting her again after he saved enough money to pay for her treatments. He’d imagined her hugging him or cursing him or hitting him with heavy, blunt objects. He’d never thought she’d do anything other than go back to her family’s estates and try to rebuild her life.  

    I’m sorry… 

    His thoughts ran in circles as he stepped away from the box. Greyshade had lied to her… how many other lies had he told? How much of the truth did her family know? Come to think of it—his thoughts darkened—had they really placed a bounty on his head? He’d assumed they had because Greyshade had told him… He swallowed hard. Had that been a lie, too?  

    Someone had been intercepting the messages he’d been sending to her, and Greyshade was ideally placed to do that, unless… he gritted his teeth. He knew Greyshade had lied at least once. How many more times had he lied? 

    He didn’t tell her the box was a plague box, John thought. She would never have left it with me if she thought I could poison the chamber by opening the lid. 

    The door rustled. John cursed under his breath as it started to open, then leaned against the table and tried to be nonchalant. The man who stepped in looked rough, his piggish eyes flicking over John and Scout before returning to John. The food he carried in a bowl looked suitable for a pig, too. John suspected making them eat like pigs was a novel form of torture. Wisely, there were no implements. 

    “Sit down,” the man growled. “Now.” 

    John met his eyes. “Let us out of here, and I’ll make it worth your while.” 

    The man snorted, very much like a pig. “What can you offer me that’s worth more than the payday we’ve been promised if we get you home?” 

    “This,” John said, indicating the box. “This is worth a king’s ransom—actually, it’s worth so much, the crown prince would tell the king’s captors to keep the king so he could keep the box for himself. I can tell you how to open it and make use of the secrets inside.” 

    There was an achingly long pause. The trick would never have worked, not normally, but the box’s aura was alluring. John had barely been able to resist the pull when he’d first laid eyes on it, and he had years of experience.  

    The man stared at the lid—and was hooked.  

    John murmured encouraging remarks, counting on the box’s power to put its victim into a semi-trance that would make him suggestible. He might still be able to pull free… no, he put the bowl aside and stumbled to the box, walking as if he was a puppet being manipulated from above.  

    John braced himself as the man bent over, then he lunged and slammed the man’s head into the box. His nose cracked, and he staggered, but didn’t go out like a light. John had to hit him again before he went out for good. 

    Got you, John thought. And your boss will likely kill you if you’re not already dead. 

    He didn’t dare waste time searching the asshole. He had to get his hands free before someone realized the man was missing and came to do something about it. John knocked the bowl to the floor, broke it into pieces, and knelt in the gruel to use a piece of broken china to cut his bonds.  

    His hands came free, allowing him to search the man quickly. He carried a cosh and a pair of keys, nothing else. John frowned—it was rare to meet a bounty hunter who didn’t have a sword or set of daggers—then decided someone was playing it smart. If the man was overwhelmed by his prisoners, they wouldn’t get any weapons or money. 

    John checked the man’s pulse, noted he was still alive, then shrugged and turned to Scout. Her bonds were tight, the rope oddly charmed… he cut them quickly, then picked up his lover and slung her over his shoulder as he hurried to the door.  

    They had to move fast. He had no idea where they were, but the odds were good they were somewhere in or near a town. If they could vanish into the streets before they were noticed…  

    It wasn’t a good plan, not least because he knew nothing about the local surroundings, but he couldn’t think of anything better. They needed to hide, and quickly. Greyshade had practically limitless resources to throw at them. 

    And I have a bond with his chief hunter, John reminded himself. Something is going to have to be done about that—and quickly. 

    He stepped into the corridor and listened carefully, his eyes flicking up and down. The corridor was cramped, the air disturbingly warm…  

    He frowned as he realized the prison chamber had been charmed to keep the air cool. That made little sense, unless Katrina had feared they’d die of heatstroke before they were carried somewhere cooler. John kept his feelings under tight control as he picked a direction at random and inched down the corridor. It felt as if someone had built the chamber and then tacked the corridor on as an afterthought… it puzzled him, even as it felt oddly reassuring. The complex reminded him of something from his early life. 

    He stopped to listen again as he found a window, then risked peering outside. The landscape was dull and dry, without anything growing within eyeshot. His heart sank as he realized he could see only two buildings, both quite some distance away.  

    He tried to tell himself there might be an entire town on the far side of the building, but he didn’t manage to make himself believe it. The bounty hunters had excellent reason to keep their prisoners some distance from the nearest town. Some of their targets had friends and families who’d try to free them; others were so unbearably awful that the townspeople would want to lynch them to make damn sure they didn’t escape. John had watched a lynching once and found it sickening. He hoped to all the gods the man had been guilty… 

    Keep moving, he told himself. There would be stables on the ground floor unless the bounty hunters were paranoid idiots. Steal a horse and gallop away. 

    He kept moving, inching down the stairs until he reached the bottom. His magic stubbornly refused to manifest, not even a single spark. Was he that tired? Or drained? Or… he glanced down at himself, just to make sure Katrina hadn’t slipped something onto him. There were cuffs and potions that could be used to block someone’s magic. She could’ve done anything to him, anything at all, while he’d been unconscious. Somehow, he doubted it would have been anything pleasant. 

    She knows I don’t need a focus, he reminded himself. She won’t assume stealing mine will make me helpless. 

    He gritted his teeth, then froze as he heard someone chattering further down the corridor. Someone was coming…  

    He swallowed hard, looking around for somewhere to hide. There was a door… he pushed the door open quickly, despite the risk of walking into the unknown, and closed it behind him.  

    The room was dimly lit, the walls bare save for a single lantern that looked as if it were on the verge of falling off. A lone table sat below the light, covered in tiny jars and bottles of powder; a small notebook, open to a page covered in Katrina’s tiny script, lay beside it. John advanced warily, all too aware the notebook could be booby trapped.  

    He had no idea who Katrina was working with, but he doubted they were trustworthy. She’d trusted him—the boy she’d fallen in love with, the boy she’d wanted to marry, the boy she’d let inside her—and what had happened to that? 

    His eyes narrowed as he scanned the recipe. He’d been a skilled potioneer in school, and he’d picked up a lot since then, largely through working with local apothecaries and spellmongers. The recipe had no title—a serious offense, he recalled with a sudden flicker of dark humor—but he had no trouble working out what it was. A stimulant. A highly dangerous and addictive stimulant. In its pure form… he gritted his teeth. Anyone who took more than one or two doses would be in deep, deep shit. They’d be lucky if they got through withdrawal without breaking or dying. 

    And Katrina is producing the stimulant for… John hated to even think about it, but there was no choice. Is she brewing it for herself? 

    His heart clenched painfully. He’d seen her nude body. She had to be uncomfortable, at best, every time she walked. She might even be in constant pain. Katrina might need the stimulant to keep herself going, yet drinking it regularly would almost certainly kill her eventually, anyway.  

    He cursed under his breath as he flipped through the notebook—realizing too late that there could’ve been a trap on the pages—and spotted a handful of other recipes, including one for a painkiller he knew by reputation. It was very rarely brewed, let alone prescribed. Anyone who drank it risked becoming permanently numb. 

    Fuck, he thought as Scout shifted against him. He lowered her to the floor and returned his attention to the table. Is there something lighter… 

    He allowed himself a smile as he found a base liquid, mixed it with two herbs he’d used well before going to school, then placed it under Scout’s nose.  

    Bruno—he wondered, suddenly, what had happened to the bully; none of his letters from home had ever talked about him—had mocked him for trying to learn from his mother, grandmother, and the local wisewoman. It wasn’t very manly, the bastard had said; even thinking about learning at his mother’s side was too womanish for words. The asshole had been wrong. Some of the things he’d learnt from his mother had been very useful, indeed. 

    Scout coughed. “What…” 

    “Lie still,” John said, kneeling beside her. The stimulant was very basic. Hopefully, it would shock her awake long enough to drive the slumber from her body. “Are you in pain?” 

    “Yeah,” Scout managed. “Your ex is a bitch.” 

    John didn’t laugh. “It was my fault. What happened to her, I mean. It was all my fault.” 

    Scout started to sit up. “Where’s the box?” 

    “Upstairs,” John said. He swore under his breath. There was no way in hell they could go back for it… could they? Katrina or her allies would’ve noticed their man was missing by now. Katrina could find him easily, unless she was in no state to try. The potion ingredients on the table suggested she needed them regularly… even the ones that could be brewed, bottled, and stored. “Right now, we have to get out.” 

    “Not without the box,” Scout said. “If they try to open it…” 

    John frowned, then realized the problem. Scout hadn’t been conscious when John had opened the box and realized what it actually was. She still thought it was a plague box, and that meant… 

    “Leave it,” John said. “We have to get out and find the others.” 

    Scout pulled herself to her feet. “Where are they?” 

    “I wish I knew,” John said. He eyed the table of ingredients, ranging from common herbs grown in common gardens to items so rare only a handful of people could afford them. He was tempted to pocket a few, as well as the device beside them. They’d be worth enough money for a horse or two if he took them to a spellmonger’s and tried to sell them. “There was just the two of us in the room…” 

    He scowled. Joyce had been out. What about the others? Katrina would have taken them, right? Or… his heart sank. She knew it was the box that was important, even if she didn’t know what it was. There was no point in dragging Bard or Ted to Greyshade when they were simply going to be executed, was there? 

    Someone shook the door. John swore. Their time had just run out. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Seven 

    “The door won’t hold them for long,” Scout said, “and there are no other ways out.” 

    John smirked as he sorted through the potions, then picked up a pair of masks and shoved one at her. “Put this on,” he said sharply. The masks had to be pretty near perfect. Katrina could afford the best… and if she tried to save a few golds by purchasing something less than the best, there was a very good chance she’d accidentally kill herself. “Don’t take it off until we’re outside.” 

    Scout nodded. “What are you doing…?” 

    “I have half a plan,” John said, mixing several powders into a base liquid and pouring an energy potion afterward. His old tutor would kick him out of the classroom if he realized what John was doing—and without any safety precautions, too, beyond the masks—but there was no point in worrying about the old buzzard’s opinion now. “Don’t get too close to the smoke.” 

    The door crashed open. John picked up the base liquid—already steaming—and threw it at the intruders as they shoved their way into the room.  

    The steam billowed rapidly, a pinkish fog that looked harmless, even though he knew a single breath would be enough to work its magic. The men staggered back, too late. Their faces twisted into expressions of pure delight as they dropped their weapons to dance, happiness overriding everything else.  

    They’re going to have one hell of a hangover, he thought as he scooped up the devices on the table and shoved them into his pocket. He had no idea what any of them did, but he was sure they’d be worth disassembling later. Greyshade had one hell of an edge over everyone else, just through knowing what had been possible before the fall of civilization. And if Katrina doesn’t brew and administer the cure, they’re going to be useless for days to come. 

    He mixed a second brew as the fog drifted down the corridor, then frowned. It wasn’t spreading fast enough. There’d been no time to figure out how to make the gas invisible, which meant anyone who saw the smoke might have a chance to cover their mouths, or cast a countercharm, or something—anything—to avoid breathing in the mist. Katrina was certainly quick enough to do it if she realized what was happening.  

    Where was she? 

    John took a gamble. “This potion will give me some power for the moment, but when it runs out, I’m going to collapse.” 

    Scout frowned. “Is it safe?” 

    “No, but what else can we do?” 

    He put the vial to his lips and drank. His old tutor had cautioned him against making the potions taste nice, pointing out that almost any potion could be hellishly addictive if the patient drank too much of it, but Katrina seemed to have dismissed the old man’s advice. The potion tasted sweet, like sugary water.  

    John felt a surge of magic, a conviction he could snap his fingers and do anything, even though he knew he was going to pay for it when the potion wore off. He’d seen addicts in the poorer towns, begging for their next fix. The thought of ending up like them was chilling. 

    He raised his hand and cast a wind spell. The air shifted, blowing the gas into the corridor and through the complex. He had no idea how big the complex was, but it didn’t matter. The gas would distract the people smart and quick enough not to take a breath, giving them time to escape.  

    He grinned at Scout—it was suddenly very hard to grasp why she looked worried—and picked up the second brew, hurling it against the far wall. The wall exploded outward, debris flying in all directions. John hurried forward and jumped through the hole. The idea there might be danger on the far side barely crossed his mind. 

    A man stared at John, then grabbed for his sword. John giggled and reached out with his magic, charming the man’s blade to twist and stab its bearer in the chest. The man looked absurdly betrayed as he crashed to the ground, the blade slashing back and forth until blood was gushing from the wound and staining the floor.  

    John felt a flicker of horror and guilt, which swiftly vanished as he led the way down the corridor. The potion wouldn’t last forever… it was hard, too, to keep reminding himself that the energy really would run out. And then he’d crash so hard… 

    Scout snapped a warning as a trio of men ran toward them, faces twisted in hatred. John caught them with his magic effortlessly, the power pulsing through him until he felt as if he could do anything, anything at all. One of the men screamed as he melted, and the other two were picked up and smashed into the ceiling so hard, their upper bodies were pulverized.  

    John giggled again, even as part of his mind screamed.  

    It was like being drunk, like feeling he could take anyone… and he could, he really could. Another man turned and ran, and John caught him, breaking his legs with laughable ease. He kept telling himself he had to move, that he had to get out before time ran out, but… the high felt as though it would last forever. 

    Where is she? John reached out with his magic, and the building shook, the wards Katrina had woven through the wood and stone melting like ice in a fire. Where is she? 

    His mind boiled. He wanted to catch Katrina and do truly awful things. Thoughts and visions flowed through his mind, desires and inclinations that would have horrified him if he’d been in his right mind. He wanted to teach her a lesson by breaking her on the wheel, by warping her mind into the profoundest adoration, by throwing her to the ground and fucking her senseless…  

    It was hard, so hard, to resist the urge to tear his way through the building until he found her and do awful things to her. He was going to make her pay…  

    The building shook violently as John’s magic burst through the wards and kept going, a tower of raw magic lighting up the sky for miles.  

    It should have been impossible. But it wasn’t… 

    “John!” It took him long moments to realize Scout was shaking him. “John!” 

    John felt a surge of the purest love and protectiveness. Scout was… beautiful, radiant. She was… he wanted to find everyone who’d hurt her and make them suffer, burning them to ash while keeping them alive so they could feel every last second of a long, agonizing death. He wanted to get her out, he wanted to get her to safety, so he could come back and avenge her torment… he thought.  

    It was hard to tell. The roaring in his ears was growing louder with each passing second. He could barely keep himself focused long enough to keep his legs moving, one by one. 

    “John,” Scout said. She was shouting, but he could barely hear her. “Listen to me!” 

    John felt a flash of annoyance that rapidly morphed into lust. He wanted her… he wanted to make love to her right now, in the midst of utter chaos. The complex was coming apart at the seams, the building falling to pieces. There was no sign or sense of Katrina, but who cared? He had Scout. His manhood hardened. He wanted her right now, and to hell with the risk… 

    “John,” Scout said. “You’re acting like Skinlord!” 

    John opened his mouth to protest an instant before his mind caught up with him. The power was still blazing brightly, but he glanced around, seeing the devastation. Had he done all that…?  

    A wave of nausea shot through him, followed rapidly by shame and guilt and bitter helplessness. He’d come far too close to losing himself. Tears prickled in his eyes, as if he were on the verge of blubbering like a child. If he’d gone any further…  

    Scout was right. He had been acting like Skinlord. 

    “We need to move,” he managed. His power was flickering and fading… A flash of horror ran through him as he realized he might have burnt himself out. The tattoo felt as if it were burning. Fitting, he supposed. Katrina had nearly been killed by a blazing tattoo. “I think…” 

    Scout pulled him forward. John stumbled after, feeling as if he were drunk, and wishing he were. The world came in fits and starts, flashes of awareness followed by moments of utter darkness and incomprehension. The mask felt uncomfortable, and he started to reach for it, barely stopping himself before he pulled it free.  

    He had no idea how much of the gas remained, nor what it would do to him if it merged with the potion he’d already taken.  

    He had a brief glimpse of a burning wall as Scout dragged him past it, the stench of burning meat wafting through the air. His stomach heaved. He hadn’t eaten anything for hours, at least, and yet the thought of putting food in his mouth was horrific. The stench was just too strong. 

    “Shit,” Scout muttered. “Look.” 

    John forced himself to open his eyes—he wasn’t sure when he’d closed them—and look. The chamber was burning brightly with unnatural fires. It took him a moment, far too long, to realize they were staring into a stable. The horses were dead or dying… he saw one horse burning and swallowed hard, flashing back to the moment he’d ruined his girlfriend’s life beyond all hope of repair. He staggered forward, half convinced he should be throwing himself into the fires. Scout could get out if she went now. He would go to the doom he deserved like a penitent. That was the very least he could do. 

    No, he told himself. We have to run. 

    He looked up and around. They were on the edge of the badlands—or deep within them. He couldn’t tell. There were no visible buildings, no sign of human life… there wasn’t even a simple fence marking the edge of the territory. He supposed that was a bad sign. They didn’t fear attack, not here. But then, there might be enough of them on permanent guard to deter anyone who didn’t have a small army of their own. 

    Their plans didn’t include a maddened magician, he thought as they stumbled away from the complex. It was impossible to determine which way they should go, or indeed which way led to the nearest town, but they needed to put themselves as far from Katrina and the bounty hunters as they could. They couldn’t possibly have accounted for me. 

    “Don’t move,” someone shouted. “Stay where you are!” 

    John reached for his magic, but… it was a flickering candle compared to the forest fire he’d unleashed only a few short seconds ago. His legs wobbled alarmingly. If Scout hadn’t been holding him up, he would’ve tumbled to the ground and stayed there. People were appearing, masks wrapped around their mouths and noses… John hoped, with a sudden savage bitterness, that the rest of their team had breathed in the gas before realizing the danger. How many enemies were there? He had no idea. 

    “I’m sorry,” he muttered, unsure who he was apologizing to. Scout? Katrina? Or Joyce… Joyce, who would have returned to the inn to find them and the box both gone. “I’m…” 

    His heart sank. The bounty hunters were closing in. Their faces were largely invisible, but their demeanor suggested they wanted blood. John knew the bounty hunter code as well as anyone. If someone killed a bounty hunter, even in self-defense, his peers would make his killer pay. Katrina might have offered them enough money to buy a small kingdom—literally—but would it be enough to convince them not to kill John and Scout in very hot blood?  

    His lips quirked in bitter amusement. They’d seen enough to know he was a very strong magician indeed, one who’d nearly destroyed their entire base. They might not want to keep him alive. 

    Katrina doesn’t need me, John thought numbly. Not any longer. She doesn’t even need the box. She just needs to destroy it. 

    The world seemed to explode in a haze of galloping horses and flashing swords. John sank to his knees, his thoughts suddenly slow and sluggish. His fingers twitched—his tattoo felt as if it really was about to catch fire—and his legs felt as if someone had turned them into jelly. He wanted to crawl back to Katrina’s room and find another vial… he could take it, he really could.  

    His mind spun in circles, insisting there was no danger. He could take another vial, and perhaps another after that, then… he could give it up any time he wanted. It was a delusion, and he knew it was, yet it refused to go away. Scout knelt beside him as the clashing of blades grew louder and louder. A passing swordsman could slice his head off without a thought, and yet it was hard to muster the energy to move. It was impossible… 

    “John, Scout!” a familiar voice said. An impossible voice. “We found you!” 

    John tried to speak. His mouth felt as if something had crawled inside and died. “Joyce…?” 

    “He’s been drugged,” Scout said more practically. “We need to get him out of here.” 

    John felt strong hands grab him and lift him up. “I…” 

    Joyce spoke with quiet urgency. “Where’s the box?” 

    “Upstairs,” John managed. He wanted to tell her to forget the wretched artifact, to leave it to burn, but the words refused to come. He was too bloody stubborn to destroy the box himself. It was the key to defeating the most powerful man in the world… His thoughts trailed away as it dawned on him Joyce wasn’t alone. It wasn’t just the team. She’d found allies. “You need to be careful.” 

    “Wear masks,” Scout warned. “John released magic gas.” 

    Joyce chuckled. “No more curried eggs for him.” 

    “Hah,” John managed. His body felt weak, as if he was constantly on the verge of blacking out. He could barely see…  

    He heard someone casting a spell, followed by a whoop. One of the girls, he guessed. If it was Katrina, they were all dead. “Where is…?” 

    Joyce hefted him onto her horse. John was suddenly aware—very aware—of her strong arms as she laid him over the horse like a prisoner. He knew not to take it personally—she’d be wise to tie him to the horse, for his own protection if nothing else—and yet it bothered him. He felt weak and helpless and— 

    “We got it,” Bard said. The man sounded grim. “It’s still sealed.” 

    No, it isn’t, John thought.  

    His mind raced. Had Joyce told the rest of the team about the contents? Or had she left them believing that opening the box would result in instant death? He wondered suddenly why Greyshade hadn’t ordered Katrina to destroy the box as soon as it fell into her hands. That was the safest course of action, if only because he was already the de facto ruler of the world. 

    The old civilization was huge, he recalled. He couldn’t have known everything he needed to rebuild on his terms. 

    “Mount up,” an unfamiliar voice called. “It’s time to leave.” 

    “Yeah,” Joyce agreed. There was a hard edge to her tone, an edge he hadn’t heard for months. “I think we’ve outstayed our welcome.” 

    John felt her shift against him as the horse wheeled around into a gallop. He tried to calculate how long it would take the bounty hunters to organize a pursuit and drew a blank. They’d incinerated at least five or six horses—perhaps more—but there would be others… surely.  

    And Katrina was a powerful magician. John wondered suddenly where she’d gone. He wanted to think she’d breathed in the gas and found herself incapacitated, but he doubted it. Katrina was smart, and besides, she’d been dosing herself with enough stimulants to kill a charging elephant. John wasn’t an expert, but he was fairly sure from the warnings he’d been given over the years that anyone who dosed themselves regularly would build up a certain immunity. 

    Or she’s out there, planning something really bad, his mind pointed out. There was much about the whole affair that just didn’t make sense. Greyshade hadn’t had to put a massive bounty on their heads… although, the nasty part of his mind pointed out, the bounty had been conditional on them being delivered alive. Perhaps he’d thought he was doing them a backhanded favor. Anyone else would want them dead or alive, preferably dead. Or perhaps Katrina was the one who placed the bounty, instead… 

    A wave of shame washed over him. He’d drugged himself, and he’d gone mad, and he’d made an utter fool of himself. He’d been lucky it hadn’t been a great deal worse. And yet, part of him would always crave that sense of raw, naked power, the belief he could do anything… a belief that was actually true. Perhaps that explained Skinlord. No. Perhaps that explained Greyshade. 

    John closed his eyes. The darkness swallowed him a moment later. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Eight 

    John awoke, coughing. 

    “Drink this,” Scout said as John forced himself to sit up. She pushed a canteen into his hand. “It’ll help.” 

    John took a sip, then sighed in relief, and drank more as he realized it was water. The liquid tasted as if it had been left in the canteen a little too long, but it was better than nothing. His head felt as if he’d drunk himself senseless, then drunk himself senseless again to cope with the hangover from the first marathon drinking session.  

    That would be preferable, he told himself, as he rubbed his forehead. He’d been lost in madness, and… it was hard to be sure he hadn’t had his way with Katrina or Scout, save for the simple fact Scout would have cut his throat while he slept if he had. She’d killed rapists before, without even a twinge of guilt. John didn’t blame her either. 

    “I feel a bloody fool,” he muttered. He hadn’t felt so bad since he’d drunk some of his uncle’s moonshine when he’d been eleven. His father had been sardonic about the whole affair. John had expected a beating, but the lecture he’d gotten had been much, much worse. “What…?” 

    He didn’t dare finish the sentence. He didn’t want to know what he’d said to her when the potion had loosened his tongue; he didn’t want to know what horrors he’d unleashed when he’d been wielding magic with no regard for sanity or common sense. The flickering images burned into his memory suggested… he didn’t want to think about it, either. He hoped he’d done enough damage to keep the bounty hunters from coming after them, but he feared he hadn’t.  

    Katrina certainly wouldn’t give up in a hurry. She’d been horrifically wounded, and yet she’d picked herself up and rebuilt her life. 

    John groaned—he had a feeling Katrina wasn’t done with them yet—and forced himself to look around. There were at least a dozen men in eyeshot, most strangers. Bard and Ted sat with the girls, their hands never far from their weapons; John wondered suddenly if they were prisoners, or they could be made prisoners at any moment. Joyce was nowhere to be seen.  

    John gritted his teeth and kept looking, his eyes flicking around the campsite. They appeared to be in the middle of the badlands, far from civilization. 

    “She can track us,” he muttered. “Give her time, and she’ll be right after us.” 

    Scout squeezed his hand. “There’s no sign of pursuit.” 

    John wasn’t so sure. Katrina had Greyshade backing her… Greyshade, who had the secrets of ancient magic at his beck and call. He’d already seen one motivator-powered wagon… what else could he do? How many of the old stories were true? Hovering cities? Flying battleships? Suits of indestructible armor? Swords that could cut through anything? Weapons that could wipe out entire armies—or enslave them—in the blink of an eye? John had heard hundreds of stories, but he had no idea which of them were true, and which had grown so much in the telling that the truth was buried under a mountain of bullshit.  

    And they were being chased by an enemy who knew all that and far more… 

    “She can track us,” he repeated. The night was dark, the ground unmoving, and it was meaningless. Katrina and her hunters could be creeping up on them right now. “We have to break the link.” 

    He scowled. There were rituals to break the link, but they required time to prepare, and a willing partner. He thought Scout would help if they had time…  

    He sighed inwardly. His mind was clear, but his body still felt weak, as if he’d just recovered from a nasty fever. He felt hungry and tired, and sore all over… he wanted to stand, even though his legs still felt as though they’d been turned to jelly. His stomach rumbled so loudly, Scout heard it. John flushed as she giggled. It was embarrassing. 

    “Stay here,” she said. “I’ll get you something to eat.” 

    John snorted as she hurried away, returning with Joyce and a bowl of stew. It smelt vaguely unpleasant, as if the meat was about to spoil, and the cook had drenched it in spices to hide the taste, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. The stew could have been a great deal worse, he decided, although it was spicy enough for him to taste almost nothing underneath it. He found himself drinking more water as his tongue burned. 

    “John,” Joyce said. “What happened?” 

    “He sent Katrina after me,” John said. Scout would have told her, wouldn’t she? John wasn’t sure how much of the conversation Scout had overheard, but she’d definitely known who Katrina was, and why she was after them. “He…” 

    He swallowed hard. “What did I do to her?” 

    “You fucked up,” Joyce said curtly. “Yes. You did. And now you can keep tormenting yourself over something you can’t fix, or move on.” 

    John scowled at her. He’d been saving money for Katrina… what a joke! He could’ve saved a hundred—a thousand—times as much money, and it wouldn’t have been anything like enough to repair the damage. Even Greyshade hadn’t been able to fix her completely, leaving her a scarred and broken woman, dependent on expensive and dangerous potions to keep herself going. What a fucking joke!  

    He wanted to go back to her and bare his neck, inviting her to kill him, yet even offering her his life wouldn’t make things better. She wanted him dead, and who could blame her? He certainly couldn’t. 

    “Fuck,” he said finally. “She can track me.” 

    “Right.” Joyce said nothing for a long moment. “Can you do something about it?” 

    “Yes, but not now.” John gritted his teeth. He had to regain enough strength to perform, or the ritual would be worse than useless. “We have to stay ahead of her until then.” 

    Joyce smiled, although there was little real humor in it. “Don’t even think of suggesting we abandon you,” she said. “We’re not going to do it.” 

    “You should,” John said. He glanced at the men around the campfire. “What happened…?” 

    “I called in a favor, and I made a deal,” Joyce said. The distaste in her voice was obvious. John hadn’t heard anything like it since overhearing an older student moaning that her parents were insisting she marry a man she didn’t like for the good of her family. “I’ll have to pay for it sooner or later.” 

    John met her eyes. “A deal? With whom?” 

    “Rackham,” Joyce said. “And yes, I will have to pay for it.” 

    “Oh.” John hadn’t heard much about Rackham, but what little he had didn’t bode well. Bard and Ted were clearly on alert, while the girls… John swallowed, wondering if they’d jumped out of the frying pan and straight into the fire. Rackham had a terrible reputation. “What… what will you have to do?” 

    Joyce grimaced. “I don’t know,” she said finally.  

    John feared that was a lie.  

    “He won’t call the favor in at once. He’ll wait till he actually needs it, and then call it in.” 

    “Shit.” John swallowed a pair of nasty curses. There might not be many rules in the badlands, but one of them was very clear. If someone did you a favor, you had an obligation to repay it when called upon. What you owed, you paid. He was sure whatever Rackham wanted, it wouldn’t be something neat and tidy and morally sound. “And then…?” 

    “We tracked you down. Someone set off a flare, which helped—” she nudged him lightly “—and we charged in, intending to grab you and run. And we did.” 

    John looked at her. “How many bounty hunters are still alive?” 

    “Unknown,” Joyce said flatly. “We killed about a dozen, not counting however many you took out, but there could be more. Many more.” 

    “Fuck.” John took another sip from his canteen. “What now?” 

    “I haven’t worked it out yet,” Joyce said. “There’s no way we can hand the box over, not without him trying to kill us, and there’s no way we can get the secret to anyone else. Not yet.” 

    John nodded slowly. Katrina could have hired every bounty hunter and outlaw in the district and put them between the fugitives and the eastern border, making it impossible for them to turn back east and get the box to Gaipajama. Or somewhere else…  

    He wondered briefly if he could copy the notes and get them heading in all directions, encouraging the various kingdoms and cities to start researching for fear of being overwhelmed by their neighbors when they started churning out motivators of their own. There’d be no point in hunting them down if the secret was already out and spreading, unless Greyshade was more spiteful than he’d thought. He had kept Katrina from reading his letters… 

    Unless that was her family, intent on pretending she never existed at all, John thought. What the fuck are they doing back east? 

    “She can track you,” Joyce mused. “We can use that to our advantage with a little thought.” 

    She leaned back. “Get some rest,” she added. “We’ll be back on our way in the morning.” 

    John nodded, then sat back on his haunches and went through the pile of stolen goods he’d crammed into his pocket. The potion ingredients might be expensive, but they were effectively worthless without a shop willing to buy them… or a cauldron and a base liquid, and… he frowned as he looked at his empty bowl. It probably wasn’t designed to serve as a cauldron—it was certainly smaller than any he’d used in school—but it might suffice, in a pinch. There were a handful of possibilities he could put into practice with a little time and effort. 

    The devices looked surprisingly crude for something from Greyshade and his team of skilled artificers. John wondered, as he poked and prodded at the first device, what it did.  

    The lid came off, revealing a small motivator linked to a network of tiny wires, crystals, and infused flakes of metal. The motivator was… on impulse, he pulled it apart and peered inside. He’d been cautioned never to do anything of the sort on the grounds that it couldn’t be repaired if he did, but it came apart easily. He muttered a magnification spell—he had enough magic for that, if nothing else—and peered closer. The design wasn’t anything like as complex as he’d been told. He was surprised no one else had tried taking a motivator apart to see how it worked. 

    Perhaps they did, he thought. The interior looked surprisingly fragile. A single mistake would cause a surge of power that would melt the entire device, leaving the user with a lump of fused and worthless metal. If someone had tried… he wasn’t even sure why the device in front of him hadn’t melted when he’d opened it. He might have been a blacksmith’s son, and he’d had the basics drilled into him from a very early age, but he wasn’t that good.  

    Or… 

    He giggled as it struck him. He’d drained most of the magic from the devices when he’d taken the potion… of course! All that power had to come from somewhere! And the fact his head hadn’t exploded, or his power hadn’t burnt itself out, suggested…  

    He chuckled helplessly as he realized how it worked. He’d drained so much magic that the motivator could be opened safely, then repaired. 

    No wonder Greyshade was so confident no one would deduce his secret, John thought. As long as they couldn’t get the device open without destroying it, no one would be able to take them to pieces and figure it out. 

    Scout joined him. “You’re giggling again. Should I be worried?” 

    “No. I think I finally have half a plan.” 

    “Oh, dear,” Scout said. “I haven’t recovered from the last one.” 

    They slept uncomfortably. John half expected to awaken to find himself a prisoner—again—or not to wake up at all, no matter what sort of favor Joyce owed Rackham. The man and his team looked dangerous, even if they were trying to cooperate. 

    John wondered warily if they’d decide they were better off betraying the team to Katrina and taking the money. No one would ever trust them again, but… no one trusted them anyway. They were the type of men who couldn’t be bought because they didn’t stay bought. 

    And now they can demand anything they want, he thought as they mounted up and resumed their gallop. What will they want in exchange for saving us from certain death? 

    Scout took the reins, letting John concentrate on the devices. It didn’t work as well as he’d hoped. His magic remembered being all powerful, and it wanted more, even though he knew it was a lie. He hadn’t been close to omnipotent, and the price for what power he’d had had been far too high. His hands shook every time he thought about it. He wanted the power, and he kept telling himself it would be fine, even though he damn well knew it wouldn’t. It would be easy for him to brew the potion… 

    He shivered. His sleep had been rough and filled with nightmares. Not the openly unpleasant kind, but…  

    He found it hard to remember the exact details, for which he was grateful. What little he did recall had been quite bad enough. He’d done things—terrible things, fundamentally wrong things—with nary a shred of conscience or guilt. If one had the power to do anything, why bother with morality? Why bother thinking that certain things shouldn’t be done if you had the power to do them without fear of punishment? He bit his lip hard as the thoughts grew stronger. It was an illusion. There was no way he could grasp such power without abandoning his sanity and turning himself into a monster. 

    Joyce rode up beside them. “They’re coming. Look.” 

    John glanced behind. There was a dust cloud on the horizon making a beeline for them. He gritted his teeth. He couldn’t pick out any figures, but he knew with certainty that couldn’t be denied that Katrina was amongst them. She’d have to be if she were serving as a human compass.  

    He felt the horse jerk underneath them as Scout dug in her heels. They’d been riding hard for too long. The horse could gallop faster, but not forever. They couldn’t hide… 

    “We’ll have to make a stand,” Joyce said. “We’re heading straight for a gully. We can make our stand there.” 

    “She’ll know we’re there,” John pointed out. Katrina would sense him. Could she sense Scout? She’d certainly had a chance to take a blood sample and add it to her collection—a serious breach of magical etiquette, by all the old rules, but one she probably wouldn’t think twice about now. “If Scout and I gallop onward, we can set up a secondary trap.” 

    “Do it,” Joyce said. She didn’t ask for details, for which he was grateful. The plan was only half formed. “And whatever you do, be careful you don’t get the rest of us.” 

    “I won’t,” John said. The horse galloped faster, but the strain was already showing. It wouldn’t be long before the horse would have to slow, and then they’d be caught and slaughtered. Probably. “How many men are chasing us?” 

    Joyce glanced back. “Judging by the dust cloud, at least twenty horses. That means a minimum of twenty to twenty-five men, perhaps thirty at the most.” 

    Katrina might not be the only magician, John thought. She isn’t Greyshade’s only agent. 

    “Probably twenty,” Scout commented. “John, can Katrina ride?”  

    “Of course she can,” Joyce said sardonically. “She’s an aristo. She was practically born in the saddle.” 

    John nodded. “She was the one who taught me how to ride.” He tried not to think about the time they’d ridden into the countryside, well off the beaten track, and… no. He really didn’t want to think about it. “She knows how to ride very well.” 

    “She’s also brutally scarred,” Scout pointed out. “She might have some trouble getting onto a horse.” 

    “So she gets someone to lift her up,” Joyce snapped. “She’s not exactly Big Bertha, is she?” 

    John shook his head. Big Bertha, the matron of a whorehouse in Ingalls, was easily the biggest woman he’d ever seen, so fat he had no idea how she even walked. Katrina was tiny compared to Bertha. 

    He felt another pang of guilt. Scout had a point. Katrina had been shapely and fit and sporting until he’d accidentally set her on fire. She’d loved to ride. She’d insisted that riding was freedom, that being on a horse meant she could go anywhere and do anything. Now it was just another thing she’d lost thanks to him. Big Bertha had more freedom than Katrina now. 

    “No,” he said finally. He gritted his teeth, trying to push away the guilt. If it had been just him, he might have slowed to a halt and waited for his nemesis to catch up with him, but he had Scout and the rest of the team with him, people who would be doomed if they fell into enemy hands. “She has enough magic to get onto a horse if she wishes. It’ll make up for her damaged limbs.” 

    But he knew, even as he spoke, that it couldn’t possibly be true. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Twenty-Nine 

    “Nearly there,” Scout said. “Are you ready?” 

    John frowned as the gully rose in front of them. The pathway narrowed, forcing them to ride down a single, and very predictable, path. Experience told him the gully would become very dangerous if Katrina had time to repeat Brant’s trick of spreading out her men to ensure her quarry couldn’t climb up and out without being caught. Making a stand inside the gully, if the enemy knew they were there, would be effectively checkmating themselves.  

    But if Katrina was tracking John and assumed the rest of the team was still with him… 

    There’s no choice, he thought grimly. We have to break contact long enough for us to separate ourselves permanently, then we can head west and hide in the badlands long enough to think of something else. 

    “Yeah,” he said. “I think so.” 

    He saw the others breaking off as Scout continued to gallop down the gully, her horse darting over rocks or avoiding larger boulders. The canyon looked to have been a river once, before it dried out years ago; he thought he saw signs that rainfall had briefly brought the river back to life for a few short hours. He looked up, hoping for a hint of rain that might become a flash flood, but the sky was disconcertingly clear. There were no birds hovering overhead. He hoped that was a good sign. Katrina hadn’t had a familiar when he’d known her, but that could have changed. Who knew? 

    The canyon grew darker as they slowed, taking up position behind a handful of heavy boulders. John took his knife from his belt, cut himself, and muttered a charm as he pressed the bloodstained hand against the horse. It wouldn’t fool anyone for long, certainly not Katrina, but hopefully it would last long enough to keep her from dropping in on them from above. The horse neighed in protest as he slapped its rear, sending the beast further down the canyon. There’d be an argument if it didn’t come back, John was sure, but right now that wasn’t his problem. He had something else to do. 

    “Scout…” John took a breath, wishing he knew what to say. There’d been no time to come to terms with what had happened, let alone try to work out how to discuss it with the others. He would’ve preferred never to discuss it at all. “I’m sorry you got caught up in this.” 

    Scout made a rude gesture. “Remind me which of us joined the team first?” 

    John flushed, but pressed on. “If she catches up, you run and hide. Don’t come back for me. She’ll kill you.” 

    “She’ll kill you, too.” 

    “I deserve it,” John said flatly, “but you don’t.” 

    She has every right to be mad at me, he thought with considerable understatement. He sighed inwardly as he put the devices on the ground and went to work with frantic speed. But Scout is an innocent in this affair. 

    He kept working, taking the motivators apart and slotting them into position as fast as he could. The devices really were drained. 

    He risked sending a thread of power into the first motivator, bringing it back to life in a surge of magic and energy. His eyes narrowed as he realized for the first time what the motivators did. Greyshade and his tutors had been very vague on the matter… now, he understood why. The tiny flicker of power he’d channeled into the device was doubling with every second, building up rapidly. He didn’t understand the theory behind it, but he didn’t care. All that mattered was that the devices worked. 

    The sound of battle echoed down the gully as Katrina’s team ran straight into the ambush. John hoped that would be enough to deter them, although he feared it wouldn’t.  

    He gritted his teeth as he heard the sound of spells being cast, magic sparkling through the air. He scrambled onto the boulder, rested the device on the rock, and peered east. Flashes of light flickered and flared, so bright they even outshone the sun. John knew that wasn’t a good sign. Jayne and Jane couldn’t cast spells like that, while Katrina… 

    Run, you fools, he thought as he slipped into cover. Start running, and don’t look back. 

    He braced himself as the flashes of magic faded. The two girls could make the ambush a great deal worse, and their fireballs could panic horses unused to magical combat, but they were no match for Katrina. She’d kill them both effortlessly… hell, she might think they were more dangerous than they were and throw enough magic to vaporize them.  

    For all he knew, she was riding high on the same potion he’d taken himself. He hoped not. Skinlord had taken careful preparation to take down, and they’d only done it through sheer luck. Katrina was smarter, saner, and had the backing of a far more powerful magician. And he really didn’t want to kill her. 

    You have no choice, he thought. The voice sounded a lot like Joyce. She’ll kill you and everyone else to get that wretched box back to her master. 

    He braced himself as the horses galloped into view. Joyce, Rackham, and the rest of the team were running now, escaping certain death. John allowed himself a moment of relief as he saw the entire team flash past and canter into the distance. If the plan worked, they’d meet up later, and if it failed, they’d have a chance to get away before it was too late.  

    A surge of something oddly familiar reached out toward him, brushing against his magic in a crude parody of intimacy… he shivered as he realized the deception was no longer working. Katrina was walking toward him, her magic poisoning the air. He couldn’t sense anyone else. 

    John glanced back, then slipped back to the ground. “Go. Now.” 

    Scout looked mutinous. “I’m not leaving you.” 

    “You must,” John said. “I… I don’t want to lose you, too.” 

    She gave him a long, considering look, then turned and hurried away. John felt another stab of guilt—people would say she’d abandoned him, even though she’d been following orders—and then turned to face Katrina as she came into view. Her veil had been torn and damaged… John guessed one of the girls had managed to get a spell through Katrina’s defenses. She hadn’t been expecting the ambush.  

    Behind her, John could see horsemen following in her footsteps. He cursed under his breath. He’d hoped she’d be alone. 

    He held the makeshift device behind his back as he stepped around the boulder and into the light. Katrina’s face didn’t change—it was practically a mask now—but her magic tightened, vast power threatening to tear him to pieces and leave his remains for the vultures. Her hatred was fueling her magic.  

    John bit his lip, reminding himself he had to either talk her down or stop her. He’d already made a serious mistake by letting her see him. If she struck first… 

    “Listen to me,” he said quietly. “Do you know what’s in that box?” 

    Katrina laughed bitterly. “Do you think it matters?” 

    “Yes,” John said. “Look, listen. I’m sorry, I’m really sorry about what happened to you. I didn’t mean it to happen and… but that doesn’t matter.” 

    “It matters,” Katrina snarled. Her face twisted slightly. The motion seemed to cause her agonizing pain. “What future do I have after you?” 

    “No one will have a future,” John said. “Katrina… the box contains instruction sheets from the old world. They’re the keys to everything, particularly motivators. If you take them back to your master, he’ll bury them—” 

    Katrina’s magic sharpened. “And you think I’d leave them in your hands?” 

    “Come with us,” John said. “You don’t have to stay with him. You could build a new life out here and—” 

    “Hah.” Katrina made a rude sound. “You betrayed me. My family betrayed me. Greyshade is the only person who did anything for me, after… after I burned! And you—you—expect me to betray him!” 

    John took a breath. “Is it wise for one man to have so much power?” 

    “When the only other option is you?” Katrina gathered herself. “I know my family. I know their peers. They put on airs and graces, and claim their lineages are thousands of years old, and yet they’re nothing more than warlords who got lucky. They don’t care about the future, or their people, or anything beyond their own power. Greyshade cares. You… you just want to be great!” 

    “I learnt my lesson,” John said. Katrina was right. He had wanted to be famous… He snorted inwardly, all too aware of how famous he was now. The price on his head was somewhere in the stratosphere. “Katrina, listen to me.” 

    “Listen to me,” Katrina said. “Is there anything, anything at all, you can say that can make up for what you did to me?” 

    John felt his temper flare. “You wanted it! You wanted to take the risk!” 

    Katrina raised her hand and jabbed it at him. The curse flashed past John and shattered itself against a rock. John’s eyes narrowed. She wasn’t carrying a focus… had she embedded one in her arm? It shouldn’t be possible, based on what he knew about magic, but neither were the tattoos, and he knew they worked. Had her magic dimmed to the point she could actually master a tattoo? Or… 

    “I’m sorry,” he said, bringing the device out from behind his back. “I truly am.” 

    The device hummed. Lightning flashed. The ground shook… and kept shaking. John saw Katrina screaming a curse and darted to one side, barely dodging a spell that made his hair feel as if it had died.  

    The lightning grew brighter, the horsemen wheeling their steeds around to flee… too late. One was struck by a crawling whip of brilliant lightning and died in screaming agony, while another drew his sword and came at John, waving his blade as if he thought he could slice John in half. The lightning went for the sword, crawled down the blade, and tore into the swordsman before he could throw it away. John thought he saw the man’s entire skeleton light up an instant before his body exploded into a cloud of gore. 

    Katrina waved her hands, mouth moving frantically as she cast a spell. The lightning curved around her, streaks of brilliant white light flowing away from her.  

    John stared, realizing her mistake. The trick would have worked if he’d been powering the spell, but it came from a device… a makeshift device, true, yet one that was working perfectly.  

    He opened his mouth, unsure what he wanted to say, as the light blazed brighter. He turned, covering his eyes as the ground shook again and again. Something hit the ground, something big. The entire canyon was caving in, and anyone who stayed inside was doomed. 

    He risked glancing back and felt his heart clench. The light was still bright, but there was no sign of Katrina. Was she dead, lying on the ground? Or had she stumbled away? Tongues of lightning were crawling over the ground and rocky walls, so bright he honestly couldn’t look past them. The noise was so great he couldn’t hear anything, save the rumbling. If there was anyone left to the east, they were dead. They had to be. 

    John forced himself to turn and run as the shaking grew worse. The ground shifted under his feet, a fountain of sand exploding into the air like a geyser. More followed, each threatening to throw him into the crumbling wall. The light behind him reflected off the canyon wall, every flash forcing him to close his eyes for fear of being struck permanently blind. His magic ached as the surges behind him grew stronger and stronger. He had no idea how the device had survived so long… clearly, he’d done a better job than he’d thought.  

    He would’ve laughed if he hadn’t been trying so hard to get out before it was too late. He’d come very close to accidentally killing himself. 

    He hesitated as another shock sent him to his knees. Would that be so bad? He’d maimed Katrina… he’d ruined her life. And he’d ruined the team’s hope of freedom, too, when he’d opened the box. If they didn’t know what it contained, maybe they could’ve been let free…  

    He swallowed hard, torn between the urge to keep going, and a sense it was time to close his eyes and give up. Katrina was already dead, he thought. It was fitting, after everything, that they should die together. No one else had to die today. 

    “John!” Scout caught his arms and dragged him forward. “Get up! Run!” 

    John blinked. “I—” 

    Scout slapped him. “Move,” she said. She slapped him again, the pain dragging him back to reality. “It’s all coming down!” 

    You’re not meant to be here, John thought as he stumbled to his feet. The air was full of smoke, dust, sand, and something that made his throat hurt when he breathed. I told you to run. 

    The ground heaved. He heard the sound of crumbling rock and forced himself to run faster, despite the haze. It was hard to run fast, but they had no choice. The gully was collapsing into a sinkhole, the bodies and everything else sucked into the ground. He felt his leg threaten to buckle, and somehow kept going long enough to steady himself. Scout never let go of him, despite everything. John had no idea what he’d done to deserve such loyalty, but he was grateful, nonetheless.  

    “Don’t stop,” Scout said. He barely heard her. She might have shouted or… he couldn’t tell. The noise was so loud, it was hard to tell. “Keep going!” 

    John nearly collapsed as a final wave of magic struck him like a physical blow. He staggered, gritting his teeth as the magic receded and vanished. He felt as if he were swimming in a rough sea, as if he was escaping one wave, only to be sucked into the undertow of the next. Scout would be safer, he hoped. Her talents weren’t precisely magic, not like his… he thought. He tried not to think about the risk he was wrong. 

    The shaking stopped so abruptly, John wondered inanely if it was a trick. The sound of falling rocks slowly faded away. He came to a halt and turned to look behind him, leaning on Scout as the last of the rocks hit the ground. The canyon… the canyon was gone. The landscape looked like ice that had been heated long enough for it to flow into a new configuration and then frozen again. There was no sign of anyone on the far side, not even bodies. They were buried under the ground, lost for all time… 

    Katrina’s tough, John told himself. She might have survived. 

    He stared at the wreckage, not daring to speak. Nothing moved, not even a grain of sand. The stench of tainted magic hung in the air, stronger than ever before. He felt awe and guilt, and a hint of fear, a sudden awareness that Greyshade might have a point. If he’d been able to do that on the spur of the moment, what could someone else do? He swallowed hard. It was impossible to believe anyone had survived after the nightmare he’d unleashed. It was just impossible. 

    She survived a magical fire that ignited her magic and nearly burned her to death, his thoughts reminded him. She might have survived an earthquake and lightning storm, too. 

    Scout cleared her throat. “She meant a lot to you, didn’t she?” 

    “Yeah.” John didn’t really want to talk about Katrina, not now. “What happened to her was my fault, and… now I killed her, and… fuck it.” 

    “You can’t go back in time and correct your mistakes,” Scout told him bluntly. “You can only learn from them.” 

    John nodded slowly. He didn’t want to think about it, either. Without Katrina, Greyshade would find it a lot harder to track them down. There were rituals he could use to make sure of it, too, when he had a chance. If Scout helped him, they could be done quickly. And then… 

    “We’d better join the others,” he said finally, “and then I need your help with something.” 

    “That sounds bad,” Scout teased. “Should I be worried?” 

    John hesitated. “I don’t know,” he admitted finally. He had no idea what she’d say when he explained what needed to be done. If she didn’t help, it would be a great deal harder. “I really don’t know.” 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Chapter Thirty 

    Rackham leered. “Did you two have a good time? Did the earth move for you?” 

    He laughed at his own joke. John tried to hide his disgust. He’d wondered, at least partly, if the stories about Rackham were exaggerations, but the moment he’d come face to face with the man, he’d known they were considerable understatements.  

    Rackham could be funny and charming, and perfectly capable of presenting an air of bonhomie that seduced men to his banner, but it was an act.  

    John knew his type. They were great friends right up to the moment you defied them, and then they turned nasty, very nasty. He was little better than a school bully, with far more latitude to indulge his whims. 

    “It worked,” he said shortly. “The connection is broken.” 

    Joyce met his eyes. “Do you think she’s still alive?” 

    “I…” John hesitated. It was hard to imagine anyone could’ve survived the storm he’d unleashed, and yet he found it impossible to believe Katrina was dead. She’d survived her own magic catching fire and trying to burn her up from the inside. What else could she survive? And what had Greyshade done to her? “I don’t know.” 

    “No body,” Rackham said. “What a disappointment to us all.” 

    John clenched his fists, trying to keep his temper and magic under control. Rackham had some protections—a handful of charmed amulets, each capable of warding off a killing spell—but John could break them. Probably. No one would mourn Rackham’s death.  

    He calmed himself with an effort. Joyce had made a deal with the bastard, and no one would ever trust her again if she broke it, even unintentionally. And they wouldn’t believe she hadn’t set him up to die to ensure she didn’t have to keep her side of the bargain. 

    “She can’t track us now,” he said instead, “but where do we go?” 

    “Well, you can count us out.” Rackham leered at Joyce, who looked ready to draw her sword and behead him. “If you survive long enough to get the bounties cancelled, we can talk then. If not…” 

    He swaggered off, calling for his men. John eyed his back—it wouldn’t be that hard to put a curse through it—and then sighed. The ruffians were already mounting up, leaving only two horses behind. It was going to be an awkward ride until they reached a town where they could buy or steal more… probably steal.  

    He cursed under his breath, wondering what had happened to his sense of morality. One didn’t just steal whatever one needed, not back east. But here… what choice did they have? Even if Katrina was truly dead, the bounties were still out there. 

    Greyshade will assume we still have the box, John thought as Rackham led his men into the darkness, and he’ll be right. 

    Bard scowled at Joyce. “What agreement did you make with Rackham?” 

    “I owe him a favor at some later date,” Joyce said curtly. “It may come back to bite us.” 

    “There’s no may about it,” Bard said. “It will.” 

    Joyce’s eyes sharpened. “Did you have a better idea back then?” 

    Bard said nothing. John guessed the answer was no. 

    “I thought not,” Joyce said tartly. “Yes, I’ll have to pay a price for it later. If there is a later. Until then… we need a plan.” 

    John nodded as Ted and the girls joined them. “Where do we go?” 

    “I’ve been giving that some thought,” Joyce said. “There’s no way we can get the box to Greyshade without putting our heads in the noose. After what he did, we can’t trust him to pay up and cancel the bounties. Even if he did, the other bounties would still be out there.” 

    “But they want the box,” Jayne argued. “If they knew it was out of their reach…” 

    “Jan wants revenge on us personally,” Ted pointed out. “Greyshade was kind enough to tell him who we are, too. I’d bet good money Lord Tulloch will be putting a bounty on our heads, too, when he hears what we did in his name. He’ll be suspected of backing us, even though he doesn’t even know we exist.” 

    “Good,” Joyce said coldly. The hatred in her voice surprised John. “He’s an ass.” 

    She cleared her throat. “Good point, though. We can’t stay in the badlands forever, and we can’t head east, not without running into more bounty hunters. Greyshade will still be looking for us, and he can flood the west with hired goons, or send the Grey Men after us instead.” 

    “Perhaps,” John said. “He’d have to tell them why… wouldn’t he?” 

    “They’re loyal to him,” Joyce said. “They wouldn’t betray him.” 

    John frowned. It was rare for a liegeman to turn on his master, but it did happen. The rewards for securing the box and using the contents were so high, a saint would be tempted, and the Grey Men weren’t saints.  

    Greyshade might have bound them to him with oaths and arcane rituals, but even they wouldn’t hold true. A man with enough incentive to find a loophole might find one. Hell, it was possible they hadn’t pledged themselves to Greyshade himself, but to his ideology. If that led to a rift between them and their master…  

    He shook his head. It was possible, but it didn’t matter. Whether they were caught by loyalists or rebels, the end result would be much the same. They’d be murdered to ensure the secret remained in as few hands as possible. 

    “We need to get the truth out, and that won’t be easy,” Joyce said. “I think we should head to New Hope.” 

    “New Hope?” Bard leaned forward. “Their planned settlement is a long way away.” 

    “Quite,” Joyce said. “They were planning carefully, bringing along everything from farming and craftsmanship tools to printing presses, and everything else they need to set up a large community from scratch. And they were desperate for motivators. If we go there, we can convince them to help us in exchange for our knowledge… knowledge they need. Then—” she took a breath “—we can ensure the information spreads back east.” 

    “The elemental will be out of the bottle,” Ted said with heavy satisfaction, “and it won’t be going back in.” 

    “Yes.” Joyce looked from face to face. “Does anyone have a better idea?” 

    She went on before anyone could speak. “We can stay in the badlands; change our names, change our faces, set up as a new team of adventurers that has nothing in common with the old. Or we can split up, scatter in different directions, change our names again, and hope for the best. Or… yes, some of us can go east, or take up new professions, or find other places to hide. But I don’t want to hide. There’ll never be any safety, no sense we can walk freely without having to watch our backs. If any of you want to do that, I won’t stop you. But I don’t think it will end well.” 

    “Going west will also be a gamble,” Bard said, “but at least it offers the prospect of actually winning.” 

    “It won’t be easy,” John said quietly. “Greyshade is the most powerful man in the world. Once he catches wind of what we’re doing, he’ll move quickly to suppress us. If we aren’t ready, we’ll be crushed like bugs.” 

    “Better a glorious death than a life in hiding,” Bard said. “And really, what have we done to deserve it? We’re not on the run because we did something horrible, or are people who deserve to spend the rest of our lives looking over our shoulders.” 

    “No,” Joyce agreed. “We’ll ride out tomorrow and hope for the best.” 

    “While preparing for the worst,” Ted said. “We might not even get to the settlement before his armies catch up with us.” 

    “He’s blind right now,” John assured him. “By the time he finds a new way to track us, or floods the west with his agents, we’ll be there.” 

    He leaned back, forcing himself to think. He’d never really trusted the headmaster—the man smiled too much—and now he had all the evidence he needed to convince himself the headmaster was very untrustworthy, indeed. Greyshade had worked his way into a position of supreme power, a position that was all the more powerful for being behind the other thrones and largely invisible. He could pull strings to make nearly anyone, from the highest king to the lowest serf, do whatever he wanted. He could call on magicians and armies and spies and… he didn’t know what else, but Greyshade did. 

    The bastard had the Free States in a grip that was practically unbreakable. His word was law. 

    But we have to stop him, he thought, and if that means opening the box and using everything inside, then that’s what we’ll do. 

    * * * * *

  


   
    Epilogue 

    Katrina hurt. 

    She wasn’t sure, in all honesty, how she’d managed to get out of the lightning storm. John had unleashed a primal force, a torrent of raw magic that had killed her mercenaries, and come very close to killing her.  

    She’d stumbled away as lightning crashed around her, each flash of light burning her very soul; she didn’t know how she’d staggered out of the danger zone, or when her legs had finally given out, plunging her into darkness. All she really knew was that he’d tried to kill her. Again. 

    Hatred flared through her as she tried to recover her wits, her awareness flickering in and out like a particularly complex spell. If only she’d never listened to him! If only she’d had the wit to ignore him, rather than allow his looks, charm, and undoubted magical talent seduce her. If only…  

    She gritted her teeth, cursing herself for not killing him when he’d been her prisoner. John wasn’t important, not in the grand scheme of things. She could’ve cut his throat, him and the weirdling bitch, and taken the box back to her master before John’s friends could intervene. She wasn’t sure why she hadn’t. She wasn’t sure of anything. 

    The pain seemed to grow worse. The implants inside her hurt. Greyshade had warned her they’d hurt when he’d offered her devices that would restore some of her lost magic, and he’d been right… her body no longer felt like hers. It wasn’t something she knew how to put into words. She wasn’t property, but her body felt like it was no longer part of her. Any hope of a normal life had died in the fires that had threatened to burn her to ash. And now… 

    A hand touched hers. “Stand up.” 

    Katrina blinked. Her eyes were hazy, but the voice was very familiar. “Master?” 

    “Stand up,” Greyshade repeated. He took her hand and helped her to her feet. For once, he wasn’t smiling. “What happened?” 

    “I…” Katrina stammered out an explanation, deeply confused. Greyshade had been hundreds of miles away. What was he doing here? He rarely left the school. How had he even gotten here? “John did something to me, and…” 

    She nearly collapsed under a tidal wave of guilt and regret. John had maimed her, then abandoned her. Her family pretended she didn’t exist. Her mother was already telling people she’d never had a daughter named Katrina. Greyshade was the only one who’d been kind to her after the incident. He’d rebuilt her, helped her recover her magic, given her a purpose… and she’d failed him.  

    After everything he’d done for her, she’d failed him. She didn’t deserve to live. 

    “That’s inconvenient,” Greyshade said calmly, “but I’m sure you did your best.” 

    Katrina wilted. She would almost have preferred him to shout. The tone of calm reproof—even understanding—was worse. Much worse. She’d failed him so badly, and yet he was being understanding. It made her want to go after John, and drag him back by his hair, and— 

    “The artifact isn’t buried under the earth,” Greyshade said calmly. She had no idea how he could be sure, but she took it on faith. “John must have taken it further away.” 

    “I’ll go after him,” Katrina promised. Her body hurt—she wasn’t sure she could even walk properly—but she wasn’t going to let that stop her. Greyshade had done so much for her. She’d complete the mission he’d given her, or die trying. “I’ll bring him back to you.” 

    Greyshade looked her up and down. “You need to heal first.”  

    The rush of gratitude nearly knocked her off her feet.  

    “Besides, John isn’t important. Not now. It’s the box that’s important.” 

    “He said it held secrets,” Katrina said. “He said…” 

    “He opened the box,” Greyshade said. His expression didn’t change, but the air felt noticeably cooler. “And that means…” 

    He paused, looking into the distance. “And that means we have to catch him before all hell is unleashed. Again.” 

      

    * * * * *
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    Excerpt from Heart, Wings, and Fire 

    Byria didn’t lie in her bed waiting for her husband that night. She waited for everyone to lose themselves in drink and celebration, and then she snuck to the bedroom door. 

    She left her room to explore halls she didn’t know by heart. She had barely an idea of where she was going, just that she was going toward something True, something different than the story she’d been told was hers. 

    She took her shard of glass. It wasn’t a weapon, but it made her feel safer. Inching the door open, she listened carefully. Nothing but the usual sounds of the palace. She crept into the hallway. 

    Picturing the dragon in her mind, she started walking in a direction. Silk slippers and robes made no noise against the stone floors. Her eyes, her feet through the silk, her nose, her ears—even her tongue, like a snake or lizard—attended to her surroundings. She would remember this path. 

    The hall she followed didn’t go to the main stairway, but Byria hadn’t expected it to. She was unsurprised when the hall ended with a tapestry covering a wall. Of course the way would be hidden.  

    The tapestry was one of the few of the Demon-Wife Between that hung in the palace. It depicted the woman hero calming an angry water dragon that had brought chaos and ruin to all the lands. A trickle of thought moved a memory stone, and Byria heard the bars of a different song, one where Between had rescued the dragon from a demon lover who’d trapped it.  

    Byria wasn’t here to admire the tapestry or remember music. She willed her senses to find some clue, some hint. There would be a secret passage. Stories or tales frequently had secret passages and hidden stairways.  

    One brick that smelled different, felt different. She touched it, and a vibration shot through her fingers. She pulled back, then pressed her fingers once again to the stone.  

    It was like a vibration, but one she could manipulate. Again, she didn’t know how she knew this, but she did.  

    The princess moved her fingers, curling them into a pattern that felt right. A giant breath sighed from the wall, fluttering the tapestry and Byria’s hair. Edging her fingers behind the tapestry, she drew it aside. A solid slab of granite opened inward, revealing a slice of darkness.  

    Looking deeper, she found only more darkness. Warm darkness that breathed. She’d brought no candle or lamp; such a thing would be seen, and she didn’t wish to be seen.  

    If she explored this darkness, would she fall, hurt herself? What would be her punishment for wandering, for not being ready and waiting for her husband to exercise his marital rights? 

    Byria dug the edge of glass against the inside of her forefinger. She chose to accept the consequences, whatever they were. The princess lifted her chin, a rebellious gesture to the very darkness itself, and slid her foot forward until she found the edge of a stair. She stepped. 

    When she closed the door behind her, there was no light, nothing for her eyes to adjust to. One more dig of glass. She would move forward, follow the staircase. 

    An energy, not unlike the one she’d sensed from the secret passage’s trigger, pulled like a spider-string attached to her breastbone. A warm spider string. The feel of cool, rough stone against her fingers pleased her. She smiled a real smile, not a mask, though she wasn’t sure why. She compared the air current to a breath because it had an underlying warmth. 

    Keeping a hand on the curving wall, she moved—slip foot forward, find edge, step; slip foot forward, find edge, step—down a spiral staircase. 

    Spiral like the seashells in paintings. She had a memory of holding a shell, an actual shell. Purple-blue and perfect.  

    She’d been on a beach at one time. A scent she recognized as the ocean—only cleaner, purer than the scent at the docks they passed during the parade—traveled on the darkness’ breath. Ocean, sand, stone smelling hot in late afternoon, the burn of hazy and sharp sand and rocks and shells on bare feet.  

    The waves pounded and hissed—things she could feel as well as hear. And one sound, one sound stood out: a hawoosh of wind past her ears. 

    A memory, sharp and edged like her glass, like jagged rocks and sand and broken shells. It was real. Just as she’d known the dragon was real, and a he, and that she had not imagined what she’d heard and seen at the parade. The ocean memory was beautiful, soothing, yet Byria felt the itch of unexpected tears. 

    She squeezed her glass again, hard, possibly drawing blood, but she didn’t want this memory—or the memory she was making of walking blind down a spiral staircase—to fall between fuzzy edges. They’d be added to her trove of secrets. 

    Slip foot forward… slip, slip. No edge. Byria hesitated, then slid the other foot to meet its partner. She stood solidly on two feet, slid her hand against the wall, and found a corner. Another press of sharp glass reminded her she could be brave, that she was choosing these consequences, and she shuffled silk slippers around a corner. 

    A thread-thin light edged around an arched doorway down a hall. 

    The spider-silk tugged at her chest again, and the darkness seemed to breathe faster, excitedly. Through the silk of her slippers came a similar vibration to that trigger stone. It called her forward. 

    Would there be traps? Would they hurt? It was a secret passage, after all; only certain people were supposed to be here. 

    You belong here. It “sounded” like the dragon in her mind again. 

    She chose to move forward. 

    One more drag of glass to remind her she was making this choice, having this thought. 

    I belong here.  

    She entered the room.  

    * * * 

    Get Heart, Wings, and Fire now at: amazon.com/dp/B0BGZ3ST1M/.  

    Find out more about Trisha J. Wooldridge and Heart, Wings, and Fire at:  

    https://chriskennedypublishing.com/  

    * * * * *

  


 
    Excerpt from The Stranded 

   





 Book One of Mystic Albion 

    ___________________ 

    Christopher G. Nuttall 

    Available on Amazon in eBook 

      

    Cover by Brad Fraunfelter 

      

    www.BFillustration.com 

      

    All Comments and Reviews Welcome! 

    * * *

  


   
    Cover Blurb 

    Centuries ago, the magic left our world... and the magicians went with it, stepping into the Gates to Mystic Albion and leaving OldeWorld—Earth—forever. Since then, the two worlds have remained separate, until now. 

    Three young magicians, experimenting with dangerous spells, find themselves accidentally transported to the world their ancestors fled. Finding friends and allies, they try to blend in as they struggle to find a way back to their home, unaware that danger lurks in the shadows of a very alien world... 

    ... And that they are already running out of time. 
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    Excerpt from The Stranded 

   



 Prologue: England, 1524 

    The Sacred Grove felt... dead. 

    Anne shivered, despite herself, as she reached the edge of the clearing and peered at the sacred stone. The air was warm, yet so devoid of life it chilled her. Moonlight speared from high overhead, casting the scene into sharp relief. There should have been magic in the air, as she’d seen when she’d been a little girl visiting the shrine for the first time, but instead the air felt barren. Something tore at her heart as she stood and watched, tears at the corner of her eyes. The prophecies and prognosticators and everything else insisted that this was the last chance, that if she—and she alone—wasn’t in the clearing when the moon reached its zenith, their world would be doomed, but what if it was already too late? What if...? 

    She shuddered. Her grandmother had known magics, magics the world hadn’t seen for decades. Her great-grandmother had known magics beyond her daughter’s dreams. Her... their world was dying. The magic was slipping away. And Anne was here, alone, in a desperate gamble to save a world that might already be doomed. Once, the shrine had known magic, like the hundreds of others scattered over England that had pulsed with light and life and everything else that had given the Folk meaning. Now, it might be the only shrine left. And... 

    Anne took a breath, then shrugged off her robe. Skyclad, she stepped across the circle and into the clearing. The world seemed to hold its breath as the moonlight illuminated her. She hoped, praying to all the gods of her ancestors, that she wasn’t imagining it. The magic grew harder to use with every passing month, with spells she’d been taught only a few short years ago no longer workable, even by the strongest of the Folk. And the Burners were coming for them, as the prophecies foretold.  

    Their world was doomed. They were doomed. 

    She pressed her fingers against the sacred stone, feeling something against her bare skin. Magic? She closed her eyes, muttering words she’d been forced to memorize in preparation for this night. The old women, her tutors, had drilled her time and time again, insisting it had to be absolutely perfect. They couldn’t afford a mistake. And yet, doubt assailed her as she finished her chant. It was hard to believe that anyone was listening. The days when the Folk had been able to call on the power of nature, to heal and to harm in harmony with the world, were gone. The universe had become barren. The wonders her grandmother had known were gone. 

    Anne slumped against the stone, her thoughts churning as despair threatened to overwhelm her. She’d failed. No one had answered. Tears splashed on the stone. She’d have to go home and tell the old women it was over and... and what? She didn’t know. It was the end... 

    ... And then the world shifted. 

    A flash of alarm nearly brought her to her feet. Someone—something—was behind her. It was standing so close she could feel its breath on the back of her neck. She wanted to stand up, to turn and face the being she’d summoned... the being she felt, now, had been there all along. And yet, her legs refused to move. She couldn’t even turn her head. She almost panicked, despite everything she’d been taught. The being felt more... real than the world around her, as if it was the light and she the shadow. It was hard, so hard, to keep herself calm. 

    “You could not gaze upon my face,” a voice said. It was male and female, young and old, airily light and deadly serious... a chorus that echoed through the air and beat against Anne’s mind. “And yet, you call upon me?” 

    Anne swallowed, fear washing down her spine. The Good Ones were gone. She’d called something worse, far worse. And yet, they needed help. 

    “Great One.” Anne’s mouth felt dry, yet she dared not stop. “We need your help. We beg for your aid.” 

    “This world is turning away from the light,” the being said. It spoke dispassionately, as if it cared nothing for the destruction of Anne’s entire world. “The magic is fading.” 

    “Yes.” Anne wanted to scream. “We need your help.” 

    She couldn’t see the being, but she could feel the cruel smile behind her. “And if I give you my aid,” it said, “what will you offer me in return?” 

    Anne gritted her teeth. She’d been cautioned there was no hope of sympathy, let alone goodwill, from beings so inhuman they were dangerously unpredictable. It wouldn’t help the Folk out of the kindness of its heart. It didn’t have a heart. But it would bargain. Perhaps. It was the only hope her people had. 

    “Anything,” she said. She knew the folly of making such promises, but what choice did they have? Time was not on her side. The moment the moon started to set, the being would be gone. “Help us survive and prosper and I will give you whatever is in my power to give.” 

    There was a faint hint of a chuckle behind her. “The magic is leaving this world,” the being said, as if she didn’t already know. “I cannot keep it from slipping away”—it paused, just long enough for her to feel despair once again—”but I can assist you to open gates to another world, a place where magic remains strong. You can go there and live there and regain the magics you thought long lost.” 

    Anne shivered. “And the price?” 

    “You would have been wiser if you’d asked that earlier,” the being said. The amused condescension in its voice made her grind her teeth, digging her nails into her palm to keep from snapping back. She’d heard it before, from a father who saw her as nothing more than a pawn to be married off as he pleased. “To do what you wish, I require an anchor to tie me to your world.” 

    “I...” Anne composed herself. “I will do whatever you wish.” 

    “The king’s marriage is without male issue,” the being informed her. “You will marry him. You will bear his child, who will rule the country. The gates will open when that child is on the throne and close, for a time, shortly after your blood no longer sits on the throne.” 

    Anne blinked. She hadn’t been sure what to expect, but... marry the king? It was unthinkable. The king was married to the love of his life, a woman who had already borne him a daughter. And yet, she had heard disturbing rumors. The king wanted a son, wanted him so desperately he was prepared to do anything, even put his wife aside, to get a legitimate heir. Anne hesitated, torn between fear and something she didn’t care to look at too closely. If she made the bargain... 

    Her voice sounded weak, even to her. “My son will rule the country?” 

    “Your child will rule, in time,” the being said. “And your people will be safe.” 

    “Then I will do as you ask,” Anne said. She wasn’t sure how she’d do it, but she’d figure it out. She had to. “My people need to leave now, before we lose everything.” 

    “You do,” the being agreed. Power sparkled around them as the bargain was made. “And there is one other thing...” 

    Anne shivered, helplessly, as the being whispered in her ear. She’d always been told the future was in flux, that predicting the future allowed her to alter it, but now... she knew, on a level she could not deny, that her future was now fixed. The bargain would hold true. She would bear the king’s child, walking a path she could not escape, a path leading directly to her death before her people reached the promised land. She would never see the world she’d saved... 

    ... And, as the moonlight faded, Anne Boleyn wept. 

    * * *

  


   
    Chapter One: Mystic Albion, Now 

    “I’m telling you, this will work!” 

    Richard frowned as he studied his friend’s notes, struggling to read as the air carriage lurched from side to side. He’d never quite gotten used to flying in a rich man’s carriage—pitchforks, as were traditional for men, were so much safer—even though he had to admit the carriage was a great deal more comfortable. The passengers were not in control of the carriage, leaving that to the complex network of spells woven into the wooden-and-dragon-skin wings. It just didn’t feel safe. 

    “Brains, you’re using your own spell notation again,” he said, as he scanned the parchment sheets. “It’s confusing.” 

    Brains—his real name was Hiram of Hardwick, but everyone called him Brains—shrugged expressively. “I had to invent half the notation for myself,” he said. “If anyone else is doing research into magical topography, specifically how it interacts with gate spells, they’re keeping it to themselves.” 

    Richard sighed, well used to his friend’s tendency to plunge into research without thinking of the need to explain his findings. Brains was a genius by any reasonable standard. The only reason he wasn’t the top student at Gatehouse was that he couldn’t be bothered doing anything that involved interacting with other students, at least outside the classrooms and research labs that made up a third of the school. He didn’t care. He’d never put his name down for Head Boy, let alone made a show of proving he could handle the job. He lived and breathed for pushing the limits as far as they would go. 

    And that’s why someone needs to keep an eye on him, Richard thought. Someone has to remind him to eat, every so often, and to try to keep his notes in order. 

    He sighed again. Brains was the rarest of magicians, a Head and a Heart in one body. He could make the intuitive leaps of a Heart and then back them up with the peerless logic of a well-trained Head. His detractors had made snide remarks about jacks of all trades and masters of none, but his combined talents gave him insights into magic that few could match. Richard was a Head and he knew that, given time, his plodding approach to magic would yield results, yet Brains was capable of moving ahead by leaps and bounds. It didn’t bother him. His friend was a good person, and life with him was never boring, even though it could be dangerous. It would be a long time before anyone forgot the trip into Always Summer, or the scolding they’d received when they’d returned to school. If Brains hadn’t been such a rare magician, and his family not so important, Richard feared the affair would have ended very badly.  

    His lips twitched. They were both seventeen, but beyond that their appearances had little in common. Richard was brown-haired, Brains was blond; they both wore school robes, yet Richard wore his with style, while Brains looked as if he had a habit of sleeping in his clothes without even bothering to cast cleaning and ironing spells on his outfit before heading to class. Richard was the commoner and yet, people had a habit of mistaking him for the aristocrat. It was perhaps fortunate, he reflected, that Brains didn’t care.  

    “You may have to explain your notes to me,” Richard said, with a sinking feeling. Brains’ explanations were always fantastically detailed and practically incomprehensible. He wasn’t trying to mislead, when he explained, but he understood the material so well he didn’t quite grasp that everyone else didn’t. “And then we’ll need to translate them into something everyone can understand.” 

    Brains nodded, although he looked mulish at the thought of going back over the material instead of charging into the unknown. Richard was good at convincing him to break the explanation down to the point anyone could understand it, provided they had a good grounding in applied magical theory. It was one of the reasons Richard had been fostered by Brains’ family, after they’d met at Gatehouse. Richard had been told the family oracles had foretold he’d be someone important, but he suspected it wasn’t true. The problem with predictive magics was that everyone, certainly everyone who was anyone, had access to them too, making the future dangerously unpredictable as forecasters moved to change the futures they foretold. 

    And so I have to make myself important to them, he thought, with a mixture of irritation and acceptance. Not all of them are happy with me working so closely with Brains. 

    He put the thought aside as he worked his way through the parchments. Brains had been digging into advanced magics for years—Richard was a good student and he still found it hard to keep up—and he’d been digging into the spells behind gates. He’d wondered why it was so hard to open them in certain places and so easy in others and, undaunted by the lack of prior research, started trying to figure out the answer. If he was right... 

    “It’s like building a bridge,” Richard reasoned. “The greater the distance between the two sides, the harder it is to build the bridge and, at some point, you just can’t muster the effort you need to build it.” 

    “At some point, the power requirements go well beyond your ability to produce,” Brains agreed, in a tone that suggested Richard’s explanation was right and yet wrong at the same time. “But if there is distance, where is it?” 

    Richard frowned. That was a good question. It was easy to open a gateway between Dùn Èideann to Londinium, but much harder to open one between York and Bolton even though the two towns were much closer together. Logically, it should have been the other way round. Magic bent the world out of shape—Gatehouse was far bigger on the inside than the outside—but there were limits. Surely. 

    “I think we don’t understand the true nature of magical topography,” Brains continued, tapping the parchments. “Imagine you’re standing on the lakeside, looking at the lake. To you, the lake is a flat surface. You don’t see the bottom and so you don’t know what it looks like.” 

    “You might jump in the lake and hit the bottom because you think the lake is deeper than it actually is,” Richard said. It was rare for Brains to come up with an analogy of his own. He wondered, with a sudden spark of jealousy, if his fiancée, Helen, had suggested it. “Or sail across the water and hit a rock, lurking under the surface.” 

    “Precisely,” Brains said. “So tell me... what rocks are lurking under the surface of magical topography?” 

    He launched into a long and complicated explanation, drawing in observations from both earlier researchers and his own experiments. Richard reached for a notebook and hastily jotted them down, resolving to turn them into something a little more readable later. Brains wasn’t given to worrying about people funding his research, but Richard had to. Brains’ family had invested a great deal in both of them, over the last few years. They wanted some kind of return on their investment. And Richard wanted a position of his own. 

    “And I think we should be able to solve the problem,” Brains finished. “If we can make it work...” 

    Richard felt a thrill of excitement. It wasn’t easy for a village-born lad like himself to make an impression, no matter how talented. The thought of creating something everyone would use... he smiled as the carriage brushed against powerful magical currents and lurched again. No one would hold it against him if all he really did was translate Brains’ vastly complicated notes into something actually workable. Hearts jumped ahead, everyone knew; Heads filled in the blanks afterwards. There was nothing shameful, he’d been told, in taking an idea and making it work. As long as he didn’t claim all of the credit, he’d be fine. 

    Helen won’t be pleased, he thought. But she’s a Heart herself. She thinks I’m taking her place, yet she can’t do what I can. 

    He shook his head as the carriage started to lose altitude and glide towards Gatehouse. The school always took his breath away, even after being a student for nearly six years. The castle itself was immense, wrapped in so much magic that it was hard to tell what it really looked like. The human eye just couldn’t make sense of the interdimensional structure, a blur of towers and keeps and arenas and things that were simply incomprehensible. Raw magic flowed around the building, currents of power streaming through the Land of Always Summer and vanishing into the distance. A shadow fell across the carriage as a dragon flew overhead, untouched and untouchable. The Dragon Riders were up early, bonding with their mates as they ploughed through the sky. Richard had wanted to be one of them, but no dragon had wanted to bond with him. He didn’t regret it. Much. 

    Small flecks zoomed around the school, coming into sharp relief as they came in to land on the rooftop. Men riding pitchforks, women riding broomsticks... snapping spells at each other as they practiced before hurrying to class. Richard smiled and waved at a trio of younger students flying with the squeamish determination of children soaring under their own power for the first time. Stronger magicians could fly without a broom—Brains’ father had boasted he often flew from one end of the land to the other—but it would be a long time before Richard mastered the art. His spells were solid—it was the main advantage of being a Head—yet he lacked the raw power to levitate more than a few inches above the ground without a pitchfork.  

    The magic crashed over him as they landed, the box doors slamming open to allow them to escape. Gatehouse was the center of magic. The very first Gate—the one that had allowed the Folk to escape OldeWorld and flee to Mystic Albion—had been opened at Gatehouse. There were others, hidden under the Princely Castles, but they were far less important. Gatehouse, the first to open and last to close, had once been the key to the world. In a sense, it still was. 

    Brains caught Richard’s hand as their carriage flew off, returning automatically to its master’s hall. “We need to go to the library.” 

    “I think we need to visit the Great Hall first,” Richard said, wryly. “They have to welcome us home.” 

    He saw Brains’ expression—his friend looked as if he’d bitten into something sour—and nodded in understanding, even as he led the way down to the hall. The annual welcome speech for older students was boring—the Merlin, the head of the school, had a tendency to drone on and on—yet failing to attend would mean a demerit and probable detention. Brains might get away with it—the staff hadn’t been pleased when he’d outsmarted the anti-cheating wards designed to make students actually serve their detentions—but Richard certainly wouldn’t. The Merlin would probably come up with something new and horrific, just to teach everyone else a lesson. Too many other students had tried to follow in their footsteps. 

    And most of them failed, Richard thought. They didn’t realise how Brains ducked the spells. 

    He smiled at the memory as they made their way into the hall. It was huge, so huge the hundred seventeen-year-old students who made up the year looked small compared to the immensity of the room. The glowing lights overhead cast the chamber into sharp relief, drawing his attention to the podium in the center of the hall. The spells running through the air ensured that the audience always saw and heard the speaker, whichever way he was facing. It was hard to avoid listening, although it didn’t stop students from trying. The important information was always conveyed by letter, sent two weeks before the students returned to Gatehouse. Privately, Richard had always suspected the Merlin wanted a good look at the students before classes resumed. The headmaster was supposed to be very good at spotting students who felt like fish out of water and making sure they got the help and support they needed to grow accustomed to the school. 

    The doors slammed shut with a loud BANG. Richard jumped, even though he was used to the effect. The podium, empty a second ago, was suddenly occupied by the headmaster. The Merlin—a middle-aged man with long dark hair and a short beard—stood there, his eyes seeming to peer deeply into Richard’s soul. It was an illusion, but it held Richard still. 

    Brains nudged him, breaking the trance. “Helen isn’t here.” 

    Richard blinked in surprise. Brains rarely paid attention to anyone—out of sight, out of mind—even his betrothed. It was odd for him to even notice Helen was missing... Richard glanced from face to face, confirming his friend was right. Helen was going to be in some trouble when she finally reached the school, unless she’d been delayed for some reason. The Merlin would probably send her straight to detention. And yet... 

    His heart sank. What had happened, while he’d been away? What could have happened, to make Brains take notice of Helen? Perhaps his family had been nagging him again or encouraging Helen to do the same. There was no point in asking Brains. He might be a genius when it came to magic and all related subjects, but emotions were a closed book to him. He hated to think he might be governed by them to the point he couldn’t acknowledge and comprehend his own emotions, let alone someone else’s. Odd, for a Heart, but part and parcel of what made him who he was.  

    The Merlin was still speaking. Richard dragged his attention back to the older magician, wondering why he had to use ten words where one would do. They could be on their way back to their rooms by now or heading straight to the library before dinner and bed. They were old enough, now, to set their own bedtimes. He was certain there’d be no problems from going to bed after the witching hour. 

    “And you will have the chance to showcase your abilities,” the Merlin continued. “This is the start of your final two years at Gatehouse. Your yearly project will let you show off to potential masters, both your talents and your skills at thinking outside the box. If you do something new...” 

    Richard heard a rustle of excitement rippling through the hall. Gatehouse had always encouraged its students, particularly the Hearts, to think outside the box, but there were limits to how far they were allowed to go. Brains had cheerfully broken them, time and time again, yet even he hadn’t gone that far. Most of his work had been either theoretical or suggested improvements to earlier works, which had been tested elsewhere. The idea of being allowed to step outside the box and try something new, something wholly their own idea, was intoxicating. It would be fun. And who knew? They might discover something ground-breaking. 

    “You may pair up, if you wish, or work alone,” the Merlin continued. “If the former, please remember the rules. If the latter, remember you must provide a detailed outline of your work tied back to your sources. We don’t want any confusion over who did what.” 

    Richard glanced at Brains, who winked. Whatever they did, there would be plenty of work for both of them. Richard wouldn’t be hanging on Brains’ coattails, not in the sense he wouldn’t be making a vitally important contribution to their projects, while Brains wouldn’t be getting frustrated by having to go back and explain his work to examiners who didn’t understand what he was saying. Besides, Richard would have to take the idea and see if they could make it work. A theory was good, and it might get them a pass if it stood up to scrutiny, but something practical would be far better. They could write their own ticket, find their own masters ..,. 

    “And remember, Always Summer is out of bounds,” the Merlin finished. “I do not want to have to bargain again, not now and not ever.” 

    He vanished. The doors crashed open again. Richard wondered, as the students headed to the stairs leading to the dorms, just what had happened. There were agreements between Gatehouse and Always Summer, agreements that should have kept students from being seriously harmed. The entities who lived deep within the forest were inhuman, and yet they always honored the letter of their agreements. If something had happened, something that had forced the Merlin to enter Always Summer and talk to the entities... 

    “We can make an anywhere-gate,” Brains said. “I already have the theory. If we can get it into practice, the prize is ours.” 

    Richard nodded. Trying and succeeding would be brilliant. Trying and failing... if their theory was good, if impractical, they’d still get plaudits. His mind raced. They’d talked little about the future, over the years, but if they actually made the concept work they could go anywhere, do anything. Magic flowed through the air, all around them, as they hurried up the stairs. Richard felt his soul lighten as the power brushed against his skin and touched the core of his magic. It was hard to believe there was anything it couldn’t do. 

    “Yeah,” he said. If nothing else, they’d get respect for trying. He had a feeling most students would look for improvements on well-known spells, rather than striding boldly into the unknown. The examiners wouldn’t be too impressed with yet another spell to turn someone into a frog. There were so many of them that even first-year students could cast them. “If we can get it to work...” 

    Brains grinned. “The theory is sound,” he said. “We should be able to craft a spellcloud capable of assessing the hidden topography and allowing us to determine a way to compensate, then steer around it. The trick is actually making it work.” 

    “And even if we can’t improve the gate spells, we can at least predict where the spells will and won’t work,” Richard said. It would be nowhere near as impressive as an anywhere-gate, but it would be a valuable contribution to society and one that would give them a good start in life. “What could possibly go wrong?” 

    * * * 

    Get The Stranded at amazon.com/dp/B0BG2BTB3M/. 
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    Excerpt from A Reluctant Druid 

    “Don’t crank on it; you’ll strip it.” 

    Liam paused from trying to loosen the stubborn bolt holding the oil filter housing on his Yamaha motorcycle, looking for the source of the unsolicited advice. The voice was gruff, with an accent and cadence that made Liam think of the Swedish Chef from the Muppets. The garage door was open for air circulation, and two figures were standing in the driveway, illuminated by the setting sun. As they approached and stepped into the shadows of the house, Liam could see they were Pixel and a short, stout man with a graying beard that would do ZZ Top proud. The breeze blowing into the garage carried a hint of flowers. 

    Liam experienced a moment of double vision as he looked at the pair. Pixel’s eyes took on the violet glow he thought he’d seen before, while her companion lost six inches in height, until he was only as tall as Pixel. What the short man lacked in height, he made up for in physique; he was built like a fireplug. He was packed into blue jeans and a biker’s leather jacket, and goggles were perched over the bandana covering his salt and pepper hair. Leather biker boots crunched the gravel as he walked toward the garage. Pixel followed him, having traded her workout clothes for black jeans and a pink t-shirt that left her midriff exposed. A pair of sunglasses dangled from the neckline of her t-shirt. 

    “He’s seeing through the glamour,” the short, bearded man grumbled to Pixel, his bushy eyebrows furrowing. 

    “Well duh. We’re on his home turf, and this is his place of power” Pixel replied nonchalantly. “He was pushing back against my glamour yesterday, and I’m not adding two hands to my height.” 

    Liam set down the socket wrench and ran through the mental inventory of items in the garage that were weapons or could be used as them. The back half of the garage was a workshop, which included the results of his dabbling with blacksmithing and sword-crafting, so the list was considerable. But the most suitable were also the farthest away. 

    “Can I help you?” Liam stood and brushed off his jeans; a crowbar was three steps away. Where had they come from? Liam hadn’t heard a car or motorcycle outside, and the house was a mile and a half outside of town. 

    “Ja, you can.” The stout man stopped at the threshold of the garage. His steel-gray eyes flicked from Liam to the workbench and back. He held his hands out, palms down. The hands were larger than his and weren’t strangers to hard work and possibly violence. “And there’s no need to be unhospitable; we come as friends. My name is Einar, and you’ve already met Pixel.” 

    “Hi, Liam.” Pixel was as bubbly as yesterday. While she didn’t seem to be making the same connection as Einar regarding the workbench, her eyes darted about the cluttered garage and the dim workshop behind it. “Wow, you have a lot of junk.” 

    “What’s this about?” Liam sidled a half step toward the workbench, regretting he hadn’t kept up on his martial arts. He had three brown belts, a year of kendo, and some miscellaneous weapons training scattered over two decades but not much experience in the way of real fighting. He could probably hold his own in a brawl as long as his opponent didn’t have serious skills. He suspected Einar was more than a Friday night brawler in the local watering hole. “Is she your daughter?” 

    Einar turned to the purple-haired girl, his caterpillar-like eyebrows gathering. “What did you do?” 

    “What? I only asked him a few questions and checked him out,” Pixel protested, her hands going to her hips as she squared off with Einar. “It’s not as if I tried to jump his bones right there in the store or something.” 

    “Look mister, if you think something untoward happened between me and your daughter –” Liam began. 

    “She’s not my pocking daughter, and I don’t give a troll’s ass if you diddled her,” Einar interrupted, his accent thickening with his agitation. He took a deep breath, his barrel chest heaving. “Now, will you hear me out without you trying to brain me with that tire iron you’ve been eyeing?” 

    “You said diddle.” Pixel giggled. 

    “Can you be serious for five minutes, you pocking faerie?” Einar glowered, his leather jacket creaking as he crossed his arms. 

    “Remember ‘dwarf,’ you’re here as an ‘advisor.’” Pixel included air quotes with the last word, her eyes turning magenta. “The Nine Realms are only involved out of politeness.” 

    “Politeness! If you pocking Tuatha and Tylwyth Teg hadn’t folded up when the Milesians came at you, maybe we wouldn’t be here to begin with!” Spittle accompanied Einar’s protest. “Tylwyth? More like Toothless!” 

    “Like your jarls didn’t roll over and show their bellies when the Avramites showed up with their One God and their gold!” Pixel rose up on her toes. “Your people took their god and took their gold and then attacked our ancestral lands!” 

    “Guys!” Liam had stepped over to the workbench but hadn’t picked up the crowbar. “Are you playing one of those live-action role playing games or something? Because if you are, I’m calling my garage out of bounds. Take your LARP somewhere else.” 

    “We’ve come a long way to speak to you,” Einar replied, looking away from Pixel. “I’m from Asgard.” 

    “Asgard? You mean like Thor and Odin? What kind of game are you playing?” Liam hadn’t moved from the workbench, but he’d mapped in his mind the steps he’d need to take to reach a stout pole which would serve as a staff while he back-pedaled to his workshop, where a half dozen half-finished sword prototypes rested. From where he stood, though, he didn’t feel as threatened. He knew a bit about gamers because there were a fair number of them among the pagan community, and he’d absorbed bits and pieces of it. Maybe someone had pointed Liam out to Pixel as research about druids for one of these games—an over-enthusiastic player who wanted to more convincingly roleplay one. 

    “Gods I hate those pocking things,” Einar grumbled, rubbing his forehead while Pixel stifled another giggle. “Look, can we sit down and talk to you? This is much more serious than some pocking games you folk play with your costumes and your toy weapons.” 

    “This isn’t a game, and we aren’t hippies with New Age books and a need for self-validation.” Pixel added. Her eyes had faded to a lavender color. “Liam, we need your help.” 

    * * * 
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    Excerpt from Responsibility of the Crown 

    The sky was so big. 

    She had never been so high up on her own. Thousands of feet, it must have been. She felt as if she could fall forever in the endless blue that was the ocean below and the sky above. Already, she had to strain to pick out the bronze and violet specks that were Elazar and Merav. 

    Senaatha aimed for the fighters, and they bored in, lines of death shooting from their wings. Suddenly, she seemed to stutter in the air, beating her wings irregularly. She dropped, climbed, and dropped again. 

    She’s throwing off their aim, Azriyqam realized. Consortium planes were fast, but they moved in long curves. They had no wings to beat—how do they turn? she wondered—and so they weren’t capable of the fast changes in direction a dragon could manage. 

    Or a half-dragon. The planes sliced through the air on either side of Senaatha, and she whipped her neck around, flaming, but her fiery breath fell short of her targets. 

    They must be going a hundred miles an hour, thought Azriyqam. 

    Her heart sank. It was obvious, even to her, that the weapons on the aircraft reached much farther than Senaatha’s flame could, and they could use them while going at full speed. Senaatha didn’t dare—she’d fly right into her own breath. Even worse, the planes would not get tired. Already, they were looping around for another pass. Senaatha labored for altitude, but the aircraft climbed higher still, nearly to her own height. 

    Height. She strained against the thin air, found a weak thermal, and rode it upward. The planes settled in for their attack run. Again, the deadly lines of gunfire lashed out. 

    Two tiny figures dove into them. Elazar slashed downward, Merav flying practically at his wingtip. They twisted between the lines of light and danced in front of the oncoming plane. It veered in the air, yawing and rolling to avoid a collision. Slowing. 

    Senaatha breathed flame as it passed by her at a distance of 50 feet. The airplane emerged from the stream of flame spinning wildly, a comet of fire trailing black smoke, every surface ablaze. 

    Then the second plane’s guns punched heavy bullets through Senaatha’s right wing. 

    Blood flew like mist from the wounds. The dragon screamed. Engine roaring, the plane broke off in a tight turn. Its pilot had seen what had happened to his companion, and he didn’t want to chance closing with the dragon, wounded or not. 

    He would come back to finish the job from farther away. Senaatha was in a flat glide. The bullets hadn’t cracked her wing spars or she’d be falling out of the sky, but there were ragged holes in the membranes of her wing. If she strained it too hard, she’d rip it apart by the sheer force of her passage through the air. 

    The plane turned. Merav and Elazar beat for altitude, but she could see they were on the wrong side. They couldn’t get between her and the plane, let alone be ready to dive. Then the pilot would unleash his deadly guns into Senaatha’s helpless body, sending her and her human passengers into the Endless Ocean below. 

    It was up to her. 

    Already, the plane was lining up. 

    Azriyqam winged over and dove. 

    * * * 
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