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      Blurb

      

      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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    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.
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