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      Blurb

      

      
        4 books. One volume. Binge the complete Time's Malady series.
      

      

      Lee is a wizard. Wizards are powerful, and none more so than he. But it is a universal law that power attracts trouble.

      It also attracts witches.

      When the down-on-her-luck but plucky Shera knocks him down, begging to be indentured, he resists. But Shera is dogged and will prove herself, no matter what she has to destroy.

      You see, it's joining Lee or death for the powerful clock witch, and she'd prefer to see out her days in his dusty factory than vie with the pirates she's running from.

      But once one starts running, it's so very hard to stop. And even if Shera runs head - and heart - first into Lee's arms, it won't be enough to save her or the city. A dark treasure across the sea beckons. All will fall to dust in its path unless these two practitioners can stop arguing long enough to fight back.
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    Time's Malady Book One

  
    Chapter 1

    Shera

    I ran along the windswept beach, headed for the pathway wending between the clogged vines and emerald leaves. In the distance, out at sea, I saw a flash of magical torchlight.

    As my heart rammed into my throat, as my hands shook, I squeezed my fingers into my palms, counting the time I had left under my breath.

    20 seconds.

    20 seconds until those sleek, fast schooners hit the shore.

    Another 20 seconds after that until they found me. Found me and dragged me back to the pirates.

    I only had one choice, one chance. I wouldn’t even call it hope. It was so slim, there was no point in even describing it.

    I grabbed up my waterlogged skirts, ignoring their cloying touch. They rubbed against the bruises around my ankles and legs – presents from years of magical chains and locks.

    I tumbled, almost fell, but righted myself. Then I returned to counting under my breath.

    15 seconds.

    Oh lord, 15 seconds.

    I’d never once hoped to escape, not before tonight, not before chance found me and smiled upon me. But Lady Luck will only favor you once. If you do not take her offer, she’ll strangle you with it.

    I reached the vines. I tumbled, desperate fingers sliding along water-soaked bark. It broke apart under my hands as I hit a stone hard, cutting my knee, a few splatters of crimson red blood marking the path for half a second before the drenching rain swept them away.

    Wrenching myself up, I went back to counting – the only thing that could calm me down.

    Ten seconds.

    Nine.

    Eight.

    The schooner hadn’t reached the shore yet.

    I pushed past vines wrapping around the thick base of an iron-bark tree only for it to react to my magic like the searching head of a leach. The wide leaves twisted toward me, possibly sensing the cut on my knee or perhaps just the ticking magic trapped within my veins.

    Time witches were rare. When you had something rare, you kept hold of it. Preferably with chains and a vice-like grip – as had my previous master, the pirate Silver Fingers.

    While his title broke the tradition of naming pirates after their beards, when it came to Silver Fingers, his hands were indeed his most important feature. Curses he’d wrangled into working for him, not only were his hands the color of spun moonlight, but he was the quickest-fingered thief there’d ever been.

    He’d even stolen me.

    And now, he’d steal me right back.

    Along the wind, caught between each gust, came his throaty roar. “Shera,” he snarled. “Shera, you can’t get far. Shera, my curses will track you down.”

    I squeezed my eyes closed, and a tear or two tumbled down my crumpled cheeks. They’re all I allowed myself to cry. I couldn’t waste a single gram of energy, let alone emotion. Not when I needed every scrap of strength to run.

    I powered up the twisting, clogged path. It was generous to refer to it as that. Perhaps once, the nearby villagers had cared for it, cutting back the creepers, burning the weeds, and holding back the sand. Now, it was a mess of tangled plants, of magic-sensing vines, of broken trees that had given up against the onslaught of weather this exposed beach endured daily.

    I almost tripped again, but I grasped the remains of a lightning-struck tree, dodged the sharp fragments closest to the middle, and hurled myself forward. I quickly snatched a strand of ribbon from my hair, wrapping it around my knee while still on the run. A feat that would’ve seemed quite impossible to the naïve me from ten years ago.

    I pumped my left hand in and out, in and out, trying to regain feeling in it. To escape, I’d ripped off my control cuff. The skin beneath was tacky like the moss under a large stone.

    That cuff hadn’t been removed – even for washing – in half a decade.

    The cursed metal might be gone, but its touch wasn’t. I could still feel the dark tingle of Silver Fingers’s magic.

    I swore it reacted to his wild voice as it rolled over the cove like a crack of thunder. “Shera,” he growled, “come back. You won’t like what I have to do to you if I need to drag you back.”

    His threats only hardened my determination. I flung myself around a thick, clogged patch of magic-sensing vines, leaping right over it, showing agility my old coven mistress would’ve gasped at.

    I’d always been the rather sluggish one right at the back of magical class, ignoring the lessons because they weren’t appropriate for a witch like me. Instead, I’d tinkered with timepieces I’d found in antique shops and bric-a-brac stores, never heeding the advice most witches live by.

    It isn’t enough to just practice magic. One must hone the mind, the body too – at least that’s what my old coven mistress believed.

    If only I’d paid attention to her then. It wouldn’t have taken such a harsh, long learning curve to adjust to my life as a pirate slave.

    Now I’d adjusted, I pushed myself faster over another clump of vines, my nimble feet avoiding the treacherous leaves easily. I tumbled into a roll, short and sharp, slapped my hands down on the mud, pushed up, and powered toward a dark shadow I saw to my left.

    It might be smarter to follow the path onward and upward. I’d heard from the other pirates – though listening to their stories took a strong stomach – that a village was nearby. The clan intended to plunder it tomorrow night.

    I could reach it first, partake in a little plundering myself – the good kind, the kind no one would notice and didn’t involve slit throats and burnt houses – then escape to the mountains above.

    From there… who knew?

    It was the wrong plan, though. Silver Fingers would know where I’d go, would know a soft-hearted, meek creature like me would search for the first sign of safety. To escape him, I had to search for the first sign of threat instead.

    The particular shadows to my left were thick, clinging, and ominously dark. You weren’t surprised by that, were you? Shadows, by their very nature, must be dark. But not like this. Not like somebody spent the last half hour painting the blackest pigment on a canvas until no white remained. Not so thick that, with a little more effort, the shadows themselves could solidify until they choked the remaining light from life.

    My old naïve self had never learned the differences between true shadows and the ordinary dark, between magical storms and normal rain, nor the differences between the other forces magical pirates plied their trade by. The new me, however, saw those shadows and instantly appreciated one fact. They would likely lead to some cave, some dark recess under the ground that was equally as wretched as it was dangerous.

    Magical shadows like that were a warning, somewhat like brightly colored insects to alert one of the poison – and certain death – lying within.

    I would take certain death over Silver Fingers.

    Squeezing my left hand in, pumping the life back into it, I fell to my knees and tumbled, tucking into a tight ball and rolling down the incline to the cave mouth. I struck the slimy, moss-covered stone base and powered up.

    I didn’t try to peer through the shadows to ascertain what lay within. Quite an impossible task.

    This cave wouldn’t let you know what it held until it killed you with it.

    As my simple canvas shoes slapped against the bedrock, I relied on my hearing instead – a sense I’d honed these last ten years like a whittler obsessively carving the same object repeatedly. As I filtered out all other sounds – including Silver Fingers’s howling warnings – I judged the distance my footfall traveled before it echoed back to me. I soon judged that the cave was narrow but deep. It had two branches just three meters ahead. The left led to a wall, while the right to the heart of the cave beyond.

    Countless fell magical fiends would be hiding in this place, from ghouls to vampire bats. I could even hear the latter, their high-pitched chatter like rubber grinding against metal. It made my spine tingle and my skin feel like it wanted to unwrap itself to hide in a corner without the rest of me.

    I pumped my hand back and forth and counted time.

    When my coven mistress set me out upon the world, she’d done so with a frown on her lips but a sparkle in her eyes, nonetheless. She’d never come across a witch quite as rare as I.

    Time witches were 1 in 100. Indeed, 1 in 1000 if you were terribly good like me.

    We were usually kept by the aristocracy. In certain countries, we were kept only by royalty.

    Who wouldn’t want a witch who could sense time, who could commune with clocks, who could, in exceptional cases, even buy you time when there was none left?

    The magic I practiced was complex, and I couldn’t explain it to you yet. For I, you wouldn’t be surprised to find out, lacked the time to try.

    As sweat slid down the back of my neck, making my long brown locks sting as they rubbed back and forth across my skin, I took the right path, not the left.

    The chatter of vampire bats only grew. Sharp and insistent, it suddenly changed pitch.

    I’d ventured into many a rat-infested cave with the pirates. Silver Fingers didn’t drag me out on every single mission. That would be wasteful and potentially dangerous. You never knew when one of your landing parties might encounter trouble, be it from other pirates, plucky villagers, or Royal Marines.

    But to win in business, you must know when to play it safe and when to risk everything.

    Silver Fingers was a wise man. At least he liked to call himself that. The word far closer to the mark was shrewd. For wise men understand life – shrewd men use it.

    Silver Fingers always brought me along on missions where the risk of losing me paled to the profit he could make through me.

    There were countless shadow-infested caves just like this across the seas. Deep, dark places long infected by the harshest of curses. Places where pirates, just like him, hid their bountiful treasure.

    I couldn’t count the number of caves just like this he’d dragged me to.

    Usually I had Silver Fingers himself and the rest of his personal guards there to protect me. Now I was alone. And what exactly could a time witch do against a horde of vampire bats?

    With another single step forward, I disrupted a group of them. They were up in the arched ceiling of the cave just above me. The first one swooped right toward my face, but rather than attack me, it was a warning shot across my bow.

    The second, third, fourth, and fifth came at me from the left. They swept toward my legs, and my skirts, regardless of how water-sodden, flew up around me, the old half-dyed drab blue muslin like a flash of sea spray.

    I didn’t shriek. I certainly should have. The scream was ready, trapped behind my lips. I choked it back, formed a cross with my arms, pushed against the wall beside me, and called on the little defensive magic I could.

    Most witches can practice basic magic. It doesn’t matter what your specialty is – be it water magic, blood magic, or any of the other elemental forces. When the time comes for it – and it came for me now – you could channel your power into a few sparks or licking flames here and there.

    Mine were few indeed. Only two, you see – only two millimeter-thick sparks bothered to flicker over my fingers. It was a poor show, but at least it surprised one of the vampire bats as his outstretched fangs swept toward my neck.

    The little creature accidentally swallowed one of those sparks, puffed like an over-fed steam engine, then lurched to the side, striking one of his friends.

    I had to act fast.

    I had one second. I could sense it, sense the filaments of time beneath as it slipped through my fingers, as it wrapped around me, as it tried to pull me forward.

    I darted to the side, rolled, and came up on the other side of the bats. Without pause to see how many would follow, I flung myself deeper into the cave.

    The bats would follow, but not en masse – the path ahead suddenly became narrow like a constricted throat.

    Long before I could smile at my small victory, my foot suddenly slipped, and I tumbled to the side, quite expecting to strike a wall. Instead, a rush of salty air blasted past me, funneled from a ravine two centimeters to my left. At the last moment, before I could plunge head-first down it, I lurched back, tumbled to my knees, and scrunched into a ball. A foot-sized section of the path gave way and fell down into a dark hole beyond.

    I hadn’t felt the airflow until now, until a moan of wind escaped into the cave from below, sounding like a ghoul waking from a century-long slumber. It blasted up around me, taking the tangled strands of my hair and whipping them over my face, their sting worse than a cat of nine tails.

    I longed to pause, wanted to curl into a ball, needed to breathe and appreciate I was still alive.

    I couldn’t… couldn’t slow down.

    I pulled myself up. I sprinted further into the cave, finding the opposite wall, backing against it, pressing my tired hands against the rock, and angling forward, step-by-step, hoping it wouldn’t lead to another ravine, but knowing the danger had only just begun.

    Outside, as the storm ravaged the beach, as Silver Fingers roared my name, time ticked on, finding me the only chance to flee I would ever have.

    But any good time witch knows this. Nothing lasts forever.

    I might escape for now. I would never flee Silver Fingers’s clutches for good.

    Not without help.

  
    Chapter 2

    Lee Han

    Thumbing my lightweight glasses up my nose, I sighed. Striding into the small cottage I called my home by night, but paradoxically the large factory I ran during the day, I took a moment to sigh yet again.

    Then I smiled.

    The work might be hard, but I lived for it. For the work was, ironically, everything I had ever worked for.

    As I pushed my red-painted, hard-wood door open, I glimpsed the bustling port city behind. Landsown, though once an irrelevant township, was now the beating heart of modernity in one of the most important countries in the world.

    My house, a sweet, white-painted stone affair with a small cottage garden out front, was what time wizards like me called a double residence.

    Sliding my hand past my brown embroidered silk vest and grabbing out the large timepiece from my breast pocket, I lifted my left hand, fixed my fingers on the immaculate gold case, opened it, pressed my tongue against my palate, then twisted the primary dial to the left.

    Underneath me, the old floorboards shuddered, motes of magical dust slipping between the generous gaps. Old magical channels appeared, sparking light rushing through them. They launched themselves up the walls, into the ceiling, above to the slate roof, then down, far into the small basement below. They picked up the stones, every last one of them, and worked on enlarging them.

    I remained precisely where I was, somewhat like a statue, never moving too far to the left or right, even as I breathed steadily. I watched, eager, boyish glee leaping through my heart, regardless of the fact I saw this incredible sight daily.

    The once small, somewhat dark hallway expanded until I stood in the middle of a massive factory floor. The factory itself was easily 50 meters by 50 meters. The tall, 20-meter ceiling above and large, arched, frosted glass windows that let in streams of sunlight provided the perfect place to work during the day. Thick wooden bench tops interspersed at even intervals filled the factory floor, and each one of them had different contraptions atop, from brass machinery, to neatly arranged precision tools, to, most importantly, clocks.

    I placed one hand above the bottom button of my smooth vest then clicked my fingers once.

    Wisps of ethereal energy rose from the cracks in the floor, their slow, serene movements resembling tufts of clouds on a windless day.

    I will admit my spine tingled. But it was an old reaction, one I could easily ignore. A warning – but an unnecessary one – that ghosts were coming.

    Why, of course – they worked for me.

    The first day I’d accepted ghost workers, I’d struggled to wrap my head around it. A gift from my friend, the Regent, he’d requested I employ ghosts for two reasons. To keep them off the streets, but also to ensure that the clocks produced here, and the secret commissions I fulfilled, were secure.

    People, living, breathing people, regardless of how loyal they appear, are never truly trustworthy. Everyone, even those as close as your own child, might one day betray you.

    Trust me. I spoke from experience.

    Ghosts, on the other hand, with the correct binding spells, worked for you and no one else. While, some time ago, only specific practitioners had possessed the gift to see ghosts, modern machines now made up for that. The glasses I wore, tempered by magic and the hottest flame, allowed a wizard to peer through into the ethereal realm quite satisfactorily.

    A smart young ghost appeared just in front of me, her pale face slowly becoming solider but never losing its slightly shimmering quality. She pressed her hands in front of herself and bowed. “Mr. Han. Another beautiful day.”

    “That it is, Missy. Are all the ghosts present and accounted for?”

    She turned, counted on her fingers 19 ghosts, then turned back. She nodded. “That they are. And we are ready to work. What will we be working on today?”

    “Something new. Something for the Regent. Something important,” I added in my characteristic deep, rumbling voice.

    Several of the ghosts looked interested. All of them had requested to work with clocks. Throughout their life, they’d been fascinated by them. Some were even clock makers themselves.

    Stanley, perhaps the best ghost I had, strode in from the side, his old blue tartan waistcoat almost entirely insubstantial as it revealed glimpses of the benches behind him. “Will we be working on something for the new machines?” he asked, mangling the word machines but putting his heart into it, nonetheless.

    I smiled. It was a somewhat proud move. I rarely showed emotions – I rarely had them. But put the right mechanical problem in front of me, and even the cold cockles of my heart could be warmed.

    “Yes, indeed we will. It’s important we do a good job.”

    Every ghost in the room snapped a salute. “We always do a good job, sir.”

    “Yes.”

    I had chosen the best of the best. Because I was the best of the best.

    And my adoptive country, ah, it needed me. These last 50 years had been a dangerous time, a time when new machines had met the might of old magic and the world had shaken on many an occasion.

    There was much to be said for the might of newfangled devices, but there were still many out there who thought nothing would ever match magic. Not its raw power, not its innate force. I was not one of those doubters. I was one of the new breed of thinkers that instead appreciated magic had its place, as did machines. If you married them together correctly, you could create great things.

    I strode up to the largest bench in the middle of the room, plunged a hand into my pocket, and pulled out a scroll. There wasn’t room for it under the tightly fitting fabric. But the pocket could magically fold space. Something – among many things – machines couldn’t do.

    Yet. Why place constraints on the future? For tomorrow will come. And it will most certainly come with surprises.

    I placed the scroll down on the raw, unvarnished wood, pressed my thumb against it, unlocked the magical seal, and watched it unwrap. It unrolled itself flat against the rough, grainy wood, and my ghost supervisors gathered around.

    “Interesting,” Stanley muttered, his gray eyes lighting up. “Will it be some kind of timing mechanism for a vehicle of some description?”

    “That it will be. The Regent intends to call it a motorbike,” I added, happy to reveal that secret detail, because, once again, there was no group more trustworthy than ghosts – if you knew how to bind them.

    I liked to think I wasn’t controlling them. They all wanted to be here. It was preferable to being alone and wandering cemeteries or dark places near settlements. Preferable, because these days, there were so many ghoulish practitioners out there who would happily extract power from ghosts and use them for dark means.

    It happened only recently in a nearby country.

    The Regent knew that the only way to protect ghosts – both from their grudges and from those intent to use them for foul reasons – was to keep ghosts occupied.

    I’m sure you right now were scrunching your nose in confusion. Weren’t ghosts… well, ghosts? Weren’t they grudges born from deep human emotions that hadn’t been resolved during life?

    Yes and no. While magic was more complicated than that, primarily ghosts were indeed created from grudges. That didn’t mean they were all out to kill. Mostly, they didn’t actually need to find justice or revenge. Often, they just required time. A few years or centuries to think through their old lives and to let go. The best way to do that was to keep occupied.

    I pointed out the components we’d be casting today, clapped my hands, and let everybody get to work.

    They soon took up positions behind their various benches, and the sounds of hammering, sawing, and soldering filled the large factory.

    I stood there for a moment, a satisfied smile spreading my lips.

    This was everything I’d worked for.

    Before I could drink in the rewards of many years of labor, I spun as a ferocious knock pounded against my front door.

    I strode the distance to the door, even though, if I was standing in the cottage, the door would only be right behind me. I settled my hand on the handle, ensured the expanding spell was still in place, then opened it.

    I saw Maribel Irving, a fine young lass, the daughter of the chemist wizard down the road. Her rosy, copper cheeks suddenly stiffened with fear. She launched forward across the threshold, grabbed my sleeve, and stared desperately into my eyes. “Help. One of our patients has ingested a curse. It’s terrible,” she began to splutter.

    “Ingested?” My nose scrunched up.

    “It was in one of the recent shipments of potions we’re getting from the outer provinces. We had no idea—”

    “What kind of curse?” I got right down to business. I reached across, not just space, but the compression of time, too, to the hat stand that stood at the door of my official cottage. I grabbed my bowler hat, pressed the crafted felt over my head, grabbed my umbrella in case it rained curses and not precipitation, and hurried her out the door.

    She could share the details with me on the way.

    There were two things I didn’t like about the parts of the tale she’d already revealed. One was curses. But curses, alas, were part and parcel of modern life.

    As humans extracted more and more from the natural world, they had to go further and further afield. That took them out into the wilds, but it also took them under, into the hidden pockets and caves of the earth that had once lain dormant.

    Such areas might provide a wealth of resources, but they were often the hiding place of old curses, too. As human avarice increased, day by day, so did our appetite for danger. But there were curses, long-forgotten, long-suppressed, and hidden in the darkest reaches of the planet that no modern machine could ever match.

    I feared this was such a curse. The outer provinces, a place well known for their current deep mining operations, produced some of the worst curses of all.

    We struck the street outside just as the milk cart clattered past. When it reached the hill further up, the clattering would stop, and the chugging would begin. The two dual magical machine engines strapped to the back would assist the horses in dragging the cart up even the steepest incline.

    That was the good part of the modern world. I feared I’d soon see the worst part.

    “It was a new supplier. We trusted them,” Miss Irving muttered. “The price was—”

    “Probably too good in retrospect,” I interrupted.

    She shot me a watery-eyed look. “Business isn’t what it used to be. Now people believe they can cure anything – including the common cold – with machines. It’s ridiculous. A machine might be able to assist the outer body, but what exactly can it do for your constitution, for your organs, for old age?”

    I pressed my lips tightly shut. Yes, under current wisdom, there was nothing machines could do for the maladies bodies were subject to.

    But one could, of course, go beyond current understanding to the realm of theoretical mechanics – a realm the Regent himself dived into every day.

    Make machines small enough and they could travel quite safely through the human mouth, ear, or any other orifice. Make them programmable, a word I only just learnt, and you could indeed mimic precise surgeon hands, targeted medication, or even the most expensive magical potion.

    It would lead to a new era of medicine. But Miss Irving here didn’t need that discussion yet. She required hope and a swift hand to deal with the curse on her poor customer.

    It didn’t take long to get to her father’s business. Atop the aforementioned hill and along another, I wasn’t even out of breath by the time I ran to it. Miss Irving put in a good showing, too, and was only a few meters behind me.

    She rushed in through the open door.

    A crowd was gathering, gentlemen at the fore, hats in their hands, worry marking their faces. From inside, I heard bangs, the thumps of thrashing limbs, and worryingly, gurgles. They didn’t sound as if they came from a human throat. They were too high-pitched, too long-winded, and too, well, dark.

    I had a talent for sensing curses. It came hand-in-hand with my other power – a talent for sensing time.

    Why would two such skills go hand-in-hand? A good question. I might take some time to answer it. First I had to get to the poor beleaguered man lying spreadeagled on the shiny white floor of the chemist.

    His face was going blue, his cheeks expanding so fast, he couldn’t be pumping mere air into them. Something was pumping fluid into them instead. They rippled dangerously like a once placid lake ready to reveal a monster lurking in its depths.

    While his face was massive, his hands were gaunt, so skinny, something appeared to be digesting the muscles on fast forward.

    There were many, many foul curses out there. As long as there had been foul desires and magic, people had created them. But not all curses were stable enough to handle – many were too dangerous to trust and, unfortunately, destroy. So, throughout the ages, such beastly spells had been thrown into the sea or hidden in caves – pushed out of sight and out of mind.

    A strong curse will never break. A strong curse will simply wait.

    The first thing I noted about this curse was the fact it had a decidedly maritime feel. I could be making this up, but every high-pitched gurgle came with the distant ring of slaps and splashes.

    It could be the man’s hands being digested, but I didn’t think so. It would be an artifact, something that had come from where the curse had been crafted. Or perhaps it was what the curse had listened to for the centuries it’d lain dormant before rising once more.

    I didn’t need to know the specifics – just the general principle. This curse came from the sea. That fact might assist me in locating its weakness.

    As soon as I arrived, everyone made space.

    The gentleman right at the front muttered, “Finally someone who knows what they’re dealing with.”

    I looked across at Mr. Irving. He knew precisely what he was dealing with. He was the best chemist this city had ever seen.

    He simply couldn’t deal with curses like a time wizard could.

    “I’m afraid,” Mr. Irving began, and I knew from his trembling bottom lip he was about to proclaim this man had no time.

    But the patient hadn’t run out of his last few seconds yet. He had around 7.5 seconds left if my natural inclination was to be trusted. I counted each down perfectly in my head as if I had a clock in my skull, one that was always kept wound, one that never made a mistake.

    7 seconds.

    6 seconds.

    I grabbed the patient’s wrist. I pressed my fingers over his thrumming radial vein. It shook like it wanted to be ejected from his body as if to escape the horror that was surely coming.

    5 seconds.

    My palate tingled with nervous energy.

    4 seconds.

    I plunged my free hand into my breast pocket and removed my watch. It glinted. There was plenty of bright sunshine coming in from the fresh morning beyond – but nowhere near enough to make the timepiece glimmer as it did. For it had its own trapped sunshine, its own tame magic, too.

    The personal clock of a wizard was a seriously powerful magical object. And there were few time wizards alive who could match me.

    4 seconds.

    I had 4 more seconds. 4 seconds to wait for the curse to rise – to hope to catch it. There was every chance it would remain hidden—

    I got down to 2 seconds, then, there, I saw something rising in the patient’s eyes – a sharp, dark, watchful attention.

    If you want to rip the curse out of someone, first you have to face it, identify it, locate its weakness, and then attack it. An ordinary practitioner would need more than 4 seconds. But an ordinary practitioner couldn’t bend time quite as much as I could.

    With my thumb on the second-hand of my watch, I spun it to the left once, buying myself a whole minute.

    Then I got to work, just as everyone slowed around me. It wasn’t accurate to say they stopped, though those who’d been standing particularly still did look like statues. What they did was… let’s say they expanded, taking up more presence in the space-time window. Did you understand that? Perhaps by the time you finished this book you would.

    With my hand still clutched around my clock, anchoring this spell and using the rest of my body like a lightning pole to channel excess heat and power back into the ground, I flattened a palm on the man’s throat, then let it slip down to his stomach. Soon, I located the root of the spell.

    All I had to do was focus on the energy building in the curse’s gaze.

    A curse, a good one, will never let you know where its weakness is. This curse was not good – just powerful and keenly aware it only had a short amount of time to sow as much mayhem as it could.

    I slammed my hand down on the patient’s sternum, and there was a thwack as I interacted with the curse’s magical field. Again, it had a decidedly nautical theme. It resembled the sound you’d get if you took a massive canvas mast, waterlogged after a storm, then slapped it down on the breaking boards of a beleaguered ship. Specific? Yes, for you see, it came with an image that flashed across my mind, one so quick, if I didn’t have time in my hand, I’d certainly never grasp it.

    I could taste salty sea air, hear the roar of a powerful gale, even see the slack-cheeked, rain-swept faces of weary sailors.

    My mind darted over the image as quickly as it could, snatching out every relevant detail. The ship, the faces, the uniforms – they came from about 150 years ago. Which meant this curse did, too. All I had to do was find out just that little bit more about it—

    I lost three seconds just like that. I either didn’t pay full attention to the clock, or something else happened – something I couldn’t begin to describe.

    I felt them as they slipped from my hand. But they didn’t drain down into the ground, even though I had rooted myself correctly, my stance strong, my feet making maximal contact with the polished white floor.

    I whipped my head over my shoulder, and I thought I could see the flash of a skirt billowing in the wind. Nothing should be moving that quickly unless it was at least 20 meters away from the epicenter of my spell.

    I longed to lurch up and follow it, whatever it was. I didn’t, you wouldn’t be surprised to find out, have the time. If I took it, I’d buy it from a dying man.

    His face no longer rippled – but if you sped up this slow world, it would. It would vibrate like someone hitting a puddle with a bat. Their only goal was to upset every single droplet of water and drain the puddle until they got to the bottom and smashed through the mud.

    “Be tamed,” I growled at my time-dilation spell.

    I saw more flashes of images and confirmed this spell had to be from 150 years ago. I thought I even saw the bony, graying hand of the one who’d cast it. His thumb was silver. Perfectly moonshine silvery white.

    I pushed harder against the poor man’s stomach, locating the liquid of the cursed potion he’d consumed.

    Whoever had created the potion had done it using a bottle of old rum from a ship 150 years ago. Perhaps they’d found it in an old pirate’s dugout. Perhaps their family had owned it for 150 years and had searched for the cruelest moment to deploy it.

    It could have been an accident. It could’ve been planned murder.

    The details of this potential crime didn’t matter at this stage. I’d located the spell’s root. And soon enough, I found the curse’s weakness.

    As I’d already told you, curses all have weaknesses. Think of them like people. Everyone has something they are uniquely afraid of. If you want to defeat them, surround them with it.

    And if I wanted to defeat this curse, I had to do the same.

    Just as I lost two more seconds, and I watched them slip away from my clock in horror, the secondhand lurching wildly, I saw what I needed to.

    I received another vision – that hand with the silver thumb holding up the cursed rum. Suspended around the brown glass bottle was a rain net. A relatively simple spell, it’s still one you wouldn’t bother with unless, say, something absolutely could not get wet.

    There we go. That was the curse’s weakness.

    Water.

    You might think that was ridiculous. Born from the very oceans, crafted by a pirate’s own hand, this was a rather critical flaw. Or a very intelligent one.

    The spell hadn’t decided what its weakness would be. The pirate had. And the man with the silver thumb, not that he would still exist, had been an intelligent practitioner indeed.

    Only a fool would bother to assume a curse like this would have a weakness like that.

    In the time I had left to me, I lurched over, grabbed a bottle of disinfectant from a shelf to my side, and upended it over the man’s chest.

    I wasn’t interested in the antiseptic qualities – just the water it was suspended within.

    I cast a quick sifting spell, something relatively simple for a man with the same passion for precision as me, eliminated the antiseptic in a burst of magical flames, and was left with pure water.

    With my hand flat on the man’s stomach, I magically commanded the water to travel up his nose and down his gullet.

    It gurgled down his constricted throat.

    I stared at my clock. 10 seconds. I couldn’t afford to lose a single one.

    Out of the corner of my eye, I saw that flash of skirts. It most definitely was not my imagination. There was someone there. A slender dark leg led to mud-soaked canvas shoes.

    Whoever it was, my time dilation spell didn’t affect them. Which meant they could practice with time. Which meant – I’m sure you’d already realized – that they were the one stealing my seconds.

    I grabbed my pocket watch, securing it in the firmest grip I had. Under my breath, as my water spell drowned the curse inside the man’s body, I chanted a protection hex.

    9 seconds.

    8 seconds.

    7 seconds.

    Magic remotely connected to my pocket watch, even as I struggled to protect it.

    3 seconds.

    The owner of the skirt, the one with the muddy canvas shoes, inched closer but never moved out of cover.

    “Steal another second,” I growled at her, “and you’ll never steal anything again. I warn you – I am the greatest time wizard the lands have seen in centuries.”

    “And I warn you,” a fragile but still somehow strong voice like a persistent wave said, “that curse is stealing your time. If I were you, I’d run.”

  
    Chapter 3

    Shera

    I’d done it. Don’t ask me how. But I had escaped Silver Fingers.

    The last few days were a fugue of running, of mud, of drenching rain, of baking sunshine. And yes, of freedom.

    Somehow, I’d made my way through that cave. Somehow, I’d survived the vampire bats, the critters, the ghouls, all of them. Survived and found a path leading right through the cave to an old cove beyond. There, tied to a stark gray rock, had been a small but still water-proof boat. Likely kept there by one of the nearby villagers, I’d stolen it, but not before grifting supplies kept in wooden crates nearby, too.

    I told myself it wasn’t really stealing. The village would’ve been decimated by Silver Fingers by now, anyway.

    In my tiny boat, I’d slipped silently around the cove on the far side of Silver Fingers’s ship. I’d paddled for eight hours until my hands bled, until the calluses were so deep, they likely touched my bones.

    Only when I felt I’d passed danger had I landed ashore.

    Then I’d walked in my muddy shoes and tattered skirts until finding a cart heading for a nearby city.

    I’d asked for a lift. The pompous driver had refused. So I’d stowed aboard quite easily, with nothing more than a compression of time. In the second it’d taken him to blink, I’d jumped into the back of the cart, hiding behind the canvas flap before the man’s brain had caught up.

    Now I was here, in this, one of the largest cities I’d seen in years. While Silver Fingers certainly used me, he never took me into large populaces. That would be too risky.

    He kept me for caves, for buried treasure, for small villages and ships.

    I almost couldn’t believe my eyes. This city was so big, I couldn’t judge its size. Ensconced between the open water and a large mountain behind, it was so very picturesque. The buildings were white and cream and gray, the windows iron-framed with cottage gardens atop every hill and growing at the front of every home. The dock beyond was large, the ships moored there new, painted, and proud.

    It was exactly the kind of village I’d dreamed of as a simple mountain witch. I’d even had a postcard of a place like this. Tacked above my bed in my little attic, with a hand under my head and a grin on my face, I’d stupidly imagined traveling somewhere similar one day.

    But a place like this was no fun at all.

    The further I got from Silver Fingers, the more I realized how impossible this task would prove to be.

    He would come for me. I might’ve escaped for now, but as he’d promised in his roaring voice, I couldn’t escape forever. He would hunt me down, even if it took years.

    I’d never be able to relax.

    And when he did find me—

    There was no point in dragging myself down with that thought. If there was one thing Silver Fingers had taught me, it was that you paid attention to the greatest threat first. Fools allow themselves to be distracted. Fools always die first.

    Death, unfortunately, was on the cards.

    Pumping my hand into a fist, ignoring the tingle still there from Silver Fingers’s cuffs, I judged whether I should run. Sorry, there was no judging. There was only one conclusion. Run and never stop moving.

    I should never have paused in the first place. This was not my problem.

    The last thing I’d expected to come across in this large, metropolitan city was a time practitioner like me. Sorry. Like me? This man was clearly a well-to-do wizard and particularly powerful. He was also exceptional at what he did.

    When I’d walked past this chemist only to sense a dark curse within, there’d been no time to stop some foolish man from drinking it.

    The glutton had consumed what he thought was a life potion in a single hit.

    But the life potion had traces of an ancient curse, a rather dark and nasty one if you asked me. And I had so much experience with similar curses, I was the perfect judge.

    Silver Fingers collected them.

    The heyday of curses, maritime curses at least, was 150 years ago.

    It was at a time when intense storms had ripped through the world’s oceans, pounding shores and disrupting the ocean floor.

    Each new storm had dragged up new curses from the murky depths of the past.

    Pirates, especially the unscrupulous kind – which was all pirates – had sought out every ancient curse they could find.

    The more they’d found, the more power they’d had. The curses had been the perfect tools to eliminate enemies. How easy it’d been to hex a ship’s mast to break at the wrong moment or to sew into the fabric of a sailor’s uniform the urge to jump into the water during a violent storm.

    The crueler curses had been suspended in liquid – from healing potions to plain old rum.

    Which was precisely the core of the life spell the foolish glutton had consumed.

    But this wasn’t my business. The man couldn’t be saved.

    So shouldn’t I take the time I still had to run? Why remain here, hunkered next to the open door, laboring under the foolish wish that I could help?

    I was not a hero – I was a criminal.

    But the more I tried to unstick my feet, the firmer their grip on the cobbles became.

    I had only just reached this city. If I wanted to remain free, I had to stay on the run. The worst thing I could do right now was to allow one of my own kind to catch me.

    Especially not the time wizard inside the chemist – the man with a tone so sharp, it made my skin crawl.

    I’d heard some terrible voices over the years, but this man’s pounding baritones sounded like the beat of a drum.

    The wizard had cast a time dilation spell – and it had trapped everyone in its firm grasp except for me. It was easy to push against the eddies of time, to use my fingers to spread them like someone gently pulling apart the flaps of a light cloak.

    That was the secret of time. Don’t fight it. Struggle, and it will behave like quicksand.

    The less you fight, the less time fights you. To survive a spell like this, you wanted to stand right in the middle of it like an ice breaker.

    But I couldn’t stand for long; I had three seconds.

    Sorry, 3.5 if I really squeezed every single moment out of that length of time.

    It was enough to make a head start, enough to scale the brick wall beside me, leap into the garden beyond, and make it around the side of the house. I might even reach a cart, clamber onto it, and be gone before the baritone time wizard even managed to crunch up to his feet.

    But I still couldn’t move. I couldn’t, because this idiot wizard didn’t know what he was doing. I couldn’t, because he didn’t appreciate one fact. The apparently simple maritime curse he was attempting to extract from the poor gentleman was in fact eating seconds right out of his hand.

    Time witches and wizards have existed ever since time itself existed.

    A very unique branch of magic, we weren’t always recognized. We weren’t always capable of plying our trade.

    It depended on history, on the point in time such a practitioner found themselves. For some phases of history are quicker than others. Especially when new technologies arise or grand wars occur, time becomes faster or slower.

    Find yourself in a terribly quick period in history, and it might be hard to ply your trade. Seconds will be quicker by their very nature. Slowing them down will take more grunt. But those details aside, we time practitioners have always existed in some fashion. We were sufficiently rare, however, that usually we never encountered one another.

    But what’s rare is always stockpiled, especially by pirates.

    150 years ago, during the heyday of forgotten curses, pirates had militantly gone after time practitioners to exponentially increase the power of their hexes.

    Find yourself a powerful enough temporal practitioner, and put your boots on their throat long enough that they lose all compunctions, and they’ll wind seconds into the heart of your curses, making them far more dangerous than their temporally simple brethren.

    The curse this foolish patient had swallowed had been tampered with by a temporal practitioner. Not that the wizard who claimed to be the strongest time practitioner in the lands knew that.

    I could be generous and say he’d never experienced a spell like this. When I’d first come across them under Silver Fingers’s dreadful tutelage, it’d taken me a long time to recognize their unique signs.

    But whatever the fact, and whatever the excuses, the man lying spreadeagled on the chemist floor would die unless I helped him.

    The cruel part of my personality that had been crafted by Silver Fingers told me good riddance. The idiot had consumed a life potion simply because he could afford it, not because he needed it, and he hadn’t even bothered to check it first. I could tell he was a wizard. He would’ve been able to identify the curse if only he’d paused with the liquid on his lips for a single second.

    So… he deserved this, didn’t he?

    That thought couldn’t settle. Regardless of what cruel lessons Silver Fingers had taught me, I was still the old me. Still the freshfaced, green-eared witch who left the mountains to find her fortune and make her way in the world.

    And what was the point of a temporal practitioner except to buy time for people who needed it?

    I squeezed my eyes closed, and the skin around them crumpled. It felt like I was grabbing my face with tight fists, trying to get to my brain beneath, trying to reason with it that this was the stupidest thing I could possibly do.

    “Whoever you are,” the temporal wizard snarled, “tell me now what you mean?”

    He took his attention off the curse at the worst possible moment.

    I heard it glug. It sounded sped up as if the curse itself was now in complete control of the time-stopping spell.

    I felt the moment it wrapped its cursed hands around the time wizard’s pocket watch and held on.

    “What the—” the wizard had a chance to hiss.

    I lurched out of hiding. Why? It was such a stupid thing to do.

    I couldn’t let anyone discover my powers. It would take no time at all to make it back to Silver Fingers’s spies – and they were everywhere.

    There’d never been a pirate quite as connected and quite as smart as him.

    I still did it, though, still spun into the gleaming store with its vials lined up behind the counter, its neatly arranged potions, bandages, and spells.

    I would love to work in a store like this.

    I would’ve loved to never be a pirate slave.

    But we can’t decide on yesterday, just on today.

    I grabbed the pocket watch in the wizard’s grip, secured my fingers around it, planted my other hand on the gurgling man’s throat, and pulled.

    As I plunged down to a knee beside the time wizard, I looked into his eyes, and he looked into mine.

    I noted his lightly tanned skin, his flat eyebrows, his thick black hair, and most importantly, his magic. I could see the core of it beating there, right through his eyes, visible as if I was a thief who’d just crept up to a house to see what one could steal within.

    But there was nothing I could steal from a man like this. He hadn’t lied. He really was the strongest time practitioner I’d ever seen.

    Pity he was out of his depth.

    He went to grab me. I pushed him away, shoved my fingers down the unconscious man’s gullet, and cast a time-attracting spell. An enchantment that, regardless of how powerful this wizard was, he would never have seen.

    The only way to deal with this curse was directly.

    “You’re trying to steal my time—” the wizard spat.

    I said nothing, simply left my gaze on him, simply stared into his eyes and watched him as I ripped the curse right out of the poor man’s throat. His whole body shuddered as the curse was ejected into my hand. I quickly secured my fingers around it, squeezing them in tightly, creating a temporal spell between my nails. I formed a cage, then lurched to my feet.

    I stared at the wizard once, turned, and sprinted away. He grabbed at my skirts, but at that exact moment, the patient woke.

    He did so inside the wizard’s temporal dilation spell, and the poor man tried to cough, but it was extended out, stretched like the tiniest piece of dough until it ripped.

    The patient’s body had already undergone the negative effects of stretching time. If the wizard didn’t release him from his time-dilation spell, the poor man could die.

    Which gave me every chance I required to escape.

    “Come back here,” the wizard roared. “I am Lee Han. I will find you. There will be nowhere to hide.”

    A shiver of recognition at that threat raced over my back, tingled into my hands, helped me ignore Silver Fingers’s old spell for a few seconds, then disappeared as I disappeared too. I struck the street outside, and I ran as fast as my heart could carry me, as fast as my feet could move. I ran, even though I knew there was nowhere to go. Even though I knew no place could keep me safe.

    But while there was no safe harbor, perhaps, just perhaps there could be safety, after all.

    I’d just have to find someone more powerful than Silver Fingers and hope they’d hold onto me harder.

  
    Chapter 4

    Lee

    The patient woke, and he tried to cough while stuck in the time dilation spell. He was already the victim of a time curse. His body had endured temporal hell.

    Keep him in a dilation spell, and he might die.

    I immediately closed my pocket watch, snapping it shut, the spell within ceasing immediately.

    The patient lurched up and coughed. Salty water splattered from his mouth, a few specks of old dried rum, too. He flattened his shaking palm over his quivering lips and stared at me with boggling wide eyes. “The ship will sink. The sailors will be lost. But the treasure will be ours—”

    I placed a hand on his shoulder.

    Everyone else slowly came to, and Mr. Irving lurched down to his knees. “Barnaby. Sir? It’s me. What is this you’re raving about?”

    Mr. Irving made cautious eye contact with me. It was one thing to save his patient. It was another if he’d turned raving mad.

    I slowly rose to my feet. I itched to turn and chase that witch, but she’d already be several blocks away.

    “Don’t be alarmed,” I counseled quickly. “It’s just the remnants of the curse. It will work itself out soon.”

    Barnaby suddenly jolted forward, and I locked a magical hand on his shoulder, ensuring he couldn’t jettison out of the doorway. His eyes rounded, his cheeks slackened – quite a sight, considering they were still returning to normal – and his lips cracked open. “Silver Fingers,” he hissed in an endless, dangerous voice that made the hair on the back of my neck stand on end.

    Several of the gentlemen standing around lurched back. But Barnaby soon tumbled, and with a supportive hand to ensure he didn’t crack his head on the hard floor, I guided him down.

    “Silver Fingers?” Mr. Irving whispered, grabbing his tight white collar and pulling it out with his twitching thumb. “What on earth is that?”

    From behind me, I thought I saw one of the gentlemen who’d been here for the entire show slowly slip out into the street beyond. I thought nothing of it. Because my mind tumbled over and over the same material.

    The skirts, slightly dusky blue, flecked with mud, torn to shreds and a pair of canvas shoes. Were those details enough to find someone with?

    Of course not. She’d be long, long gone.

    I’d never get to look into her piercing eyes again.

    I lifted to my feet when Barnaby was ready. Then the bustling began.

    He slapped a hand on his chest. I imagined it was quite uncomfortable down there. It would feel as if he’d swallowed a breaking ship, a wild, raging sea, and maybe even this Silver Fingers, whoever he was. While Barnaby’s cheeks were normal size now, that just meant we could watch as they became dangerously ruddy – the color you got with flayed skin. But the punishment was only just about to begin.

    He whirled on his foot and faced Mr. Irving, his nostrils flaring. He lurched down, grabbed his hat, and pressed it with an iron-knuckled grip against his heaving stomach. “You cursed me. You cursed me,” he roared. “How dare you—”

    Mr. Irving cast his gaze to the ground, lifted his hands, and went to explain himself, but a bull of a man like Barnaby didn’t want to hear – just bellow. “Do you have any idea who I am?” he proclaimed, looking for all the world like some ancient emperor as he fastened his hat harder against his stomach and pointed a pudgy finger at the ceiling. “I work for the Magical Investigation Unit. You attempted to kill me—”

    “Nobody tried to kill anyone,” Miss Irving piped up, voice straining but determination clear. She pushed through the onlookers but smartly didn’t stand too close to the raging Barnaby. “You demanded you take the potion before we had a chance to check it. We told you that—”

    “Be quiet, vermin,” Barnaby roared.

    Mr. Irving’s lips twitched flat. “My daughter is not vermin. And she—”

    Long before Mr. Irving could defend himself, Barnaby turned importantly on his foot. He had the kind of look in his eyes that told me he would do as much damage to the Irvings as possible. That, unfortunately, was what men like Barnaby did. Wrong them – even if it wasn’t a real wrong – and they’d club you over the head so hard, you’d never wake. They were the true criminals of a fractured city like this, because they created the injustice that infected it.

    I took one small step in front of him. I smiled plainly. I pushed my hand out. “It’s fascinating to meet another Magical Inspector. Why, I thought I knew all of them. I’ve never met you.” I looked him up and down, from his head to his feet and back again. I ensured I had the quick eye of a physician – not the critical eye of an enemy.

    For now.

    Barnaby took another step and stopped, his expensive leather shoes grinding on the floor. “… What?”

    “I’m sure you are aware of who I am. I am he who bought you more time. The only time practitioner in the city,” I said proudly, but I faltered at the end there. There was another witch, just like me, but something told me she’d be long gone by now. I still shot a furtive look toward the door then back at Barnaby. “When did you begin working for the Magical Inspection Unit?”

    “I… not so long ago,” Barnaby said, losing a little of his pompous force but none of his rage.

    In his head, he thought he could still win this. In his head, an apparently well-to-do man like him was always on top.

    “I see. Interesting. The Regent has never mentioned you. He tends to keep the Magical Inspection Unit under tight control. Tell me, how did you get through the exam? The exam,” I began, voice dropping, but only slightly, “wherein someone must navigate a room full of curses. Wherein someone must, toward the end, correctly identify curses hidden in food and,” I sliced my gaze toward the open box of life potions on the counter, “liquids.”

    I wasn’t speaking loud – I didn’t need to be. Why rely on volume – like Barnaby was – when righteousness was on my side?

    Mr. Irving’s lips twitched into the slightest smile.

    A few of the witnesses started to laugh. A few, however, remained on Barnaby’s side.

    Barnaby’s eyes widened with panic.

    I took a step up to him. “You didn’t per chance mean that you aren’t part of the Magical Inspection Unit but you work for them in some other fashion, maybe?” I added, giving him every chance to back down.

    “I… well… I’m flustered,” he began.

    “Good. I mean, that’s a good explanation, isn’t it? Because the alternative,” I pressed my lips together and whistled, “that you were either lying about being in the Royal Inspector office to intimidate Mr. Irving, or that you are indeed working for them but you can’t detect a patently obvious curse… why, neither of those options bears thinking about, correct?” My voice ticked up quickly.

    Barnaby secured his lips together. It looked as if he was a turtle who’d just pulled himself back into his shell then nailed it shut.

    He faced Mr. Irving, eyes still wild. His gaze swung across Miss. Irving, too, but I stepped to the side until he could only see me.

    “I will…” he began.

    “Have a good day,” I said, prying his hat back from him, dusting it off, and putting it on his head.

    “You will,” he began again, somewhat like one of those awful yapping dogs that simply can’t let go once they’ve begun an argument. They must get the last bark, regardless of how dangerous it is.

    “You will not forget to pay,” I added. I was laboring the point. I made brief eye contact with Mr. Irving, and he twitched his eyebrow up a fraction of a centimeter.

    I couldn’t resist. Men like Barnaby didn’t belong in functioning societies like this. Because men like Barnaby were there to extract as many points from others as they could. And anyone who came from a different race, who didn’t hail from the Lowlands, was weak to him. An appropriate target, an easy mark.

    “Good day.” He grabbed his wallet, pulled out a gold penny, and slammed it down on the counter. He shot daggers at me with his gaze but soon tugged his hat harder onto his head and strode toward the door. “This will become public knowledge soon,” he muttered.

    Ah. There we go. The last bark.

    I’d made him pay. Now I would make him do something much worse.

    I picked up one of the life potions, threw it in the air, uncorked it, and smelt it. It didn’t have a substantial amount of curse in it. While the batch of rum had no doubt been cursed, most of the curse had been concentrated in the potion he’d consumed.

    I walked over to him and handed him the potion. “You might need this.”

    “Excuse me?” He looked legitimately confused.

    So did Mr. Irving. I’d made Barnaby pay. Now I was giving him a free potion?

    “It took me a moment, but I started to wonder why a man like you, in the prime of his life,” I said, somewhat tongue-in-cheek, “should be so very excited to drink a life potion, regardless of the fact you currently have no life-limiting illness. I was wondering why a man like you, who is associated,” I emphasized that, “with the Magical Investigation Unit, should be so eager to consume something that he does so before detecting a curse within.”

    “You’ve done enough,” he snarled.

    I pressed the potion into his palm, catching his fingers and bending them in until they squeezed and scrunched. I looked right into his eyes. “You wouldn’t, perchance, have partaken in the ghastly drug, White Powder, correct?”

    His eyes opened wide in a snap. Such a visceral, sharp move, everyone here saw it, regardless of how much he bustled to hide it.

    He yanked his hand back. His lips became white. They dropped open, and if I were anyone else, or at least didn’t have such significance in this town, he would drag me through the street. “How dare you—”

    “If the Magical Investigation Unit,” I said, dropping that title quickly with the efficiency of someone who actually had to say it a lot, “were to find out about your antics here today, they might wish to follow you home and find out if any of the White Powder is in your abode,” my mouth didn’t want to form those words, considering how disgusting they were, but I still carved them out of the air easily.

    He said nothing. He looked as if I’d thrown effluent on him. But I saw the panic shivering deep in his pupils. He grabbed his hat, didn’t say another word, turned, and ran out the door as fast as he could.

    It took a few more seconds, 20 or 30, until the rest of the crowd dispersed.

    I turned to Mr. Irving.

    Miss Irving threw herself forward, grabbed the end of her black lace sleeve, and scrunched it between tight fingers. “You saved us.”

    I nodded politely, looked up from crumpled eyebrows, and made steady eye contact with Mr. Irving. “If I were you, I’d keep a list of patients like that. The Royal Inspector unit will come knocking, but not on behalf of dear old Barnaby – to investigate him instead. I fear,” I turned and cast a glance out at the street, “this city once more is on the edge of falling to curses.”

    With that, I doffed my hat and left.

    As soon as I struck the street outside, I stopped, turning my gaze toward where the time witch had fled.

    If only I’d been faster…. I ended the thought as I shook my head. Even if I’d been faster, what exactly could I have done?

    I wasn’t admitting defeat here. In a fair fight, there was no way that time witch would’ve bested me. But the fight had not been fair, and I’d been busy saving the odious Barnaby.

    My time witch, with her wide brown gaze and dirty skirts, would never appear before me again.

    Unless, of course, she was waiting at home for me. But wizards like me are rarely that lucky.

  
    Chapter 5

    Shera

    Oh my, how wonderful.

    I could feel time in this city – a concentration so large, it beckoned to me.

    The more I ran through the cobbled streets, the more I could feel a collection of timepieces. Not just ordinary ones, mind you. I certainly wasn’t talking about an antique store that specialized in carriage clocks, watches, and pendulum timers.

    No. These were timepieces that had been crafted by a temporal practitioner. It would be the factory belonging to Lee.

    My lips opened to form his name, but I soon scrunched them closed, pressing them as tightly shut as possible as if I wanted to melt them into molten enamel.

    I took another step. I reached a hill. I closed my eyes, breathed hard, and felt the time slipping through the city beyond. Racing sometimes, dripping too, and at other times, holding completely still. For time never does one thing for long.

    I placed a shivering hand on my bodice, hooking my fingers over it. I shook my head. Regardless of how much my curiosity wanted me to give in to it – regardless of how much I wanted to visit that factory – I had to run.

    Run.

    Run.

    Run.

    That drumbeat of a warning echoed in my head as I cast my gaze up and stared at the docks beyond. They faced the east, and the sky was laden with storm clouds. It was the exact same weather system I had escaped over the past several days. Now it
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