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Go to stelfire.comor use the QR code above to join James McGowan's Reader Group to receive the monthly newsletter. Get the latest missives on works in progress, novel and comic book recommendations, video game and movie obsessions, along with character profiles and fantastic artwork.







  
  Dedication


This novella is dedicated to the memory of Mike Cornell. Long ago, he helped me build worlds. 






  
  Foreword


The events in this anthology novella take place between the early chapters in Repenter. However, these stories can be read either before or after reading the main novel. 






  
  CIGARS WITH MOM: REPENTER CHAPTER 0.1


The Dusk Hour of Pyrene 44th, 1511


Jillian Stefire swayed through the crowded café’s narrow confines with familiar confidence. Dim lights gleamed upon a few dozen stool-sized tables, though most of the patrons stood and mingled. Most wore dress attire, dresses or suits. A few of them glanced at Jillian’s many black tattoos with passing interest before returning to tepid conversations to match their lukewarm beverages. 
Ashe sat at a small table in the back of the café. He tightly clutched his steaming red tea in its ceramic cup. The heat calmed him enough to repress enraged shivers, but not enough to stop his racing mind. He hated her, yet here he sat, early for a meeting in one of the Cosm’s many social clubs with his mother.
She still wore form-fitting attire, a rose-hued, fiber-mesh, mancer suit. Her fingers brushed through her thick red bangs. A few strands of white drew her son’s notice. Time had not stood still for either of them. At forty-six, she was only seventeen years older than his twenty-nine. Ashe released his beverage and gestured to the chair in front of him with what he hoped was a blank expression.
His mother grinned. She pivoted the chair when she reached the table, sitting in it backwards with her elbows draped across its back. She held a cigar in each hand. Jillian placed one cigar in front of Ashe and pointed her finger at the end of the other in her hand. A small flame erupted and immediately extinguished, leaving a red-orange ember. She took in a deep drag and blew it out above their heads. The spicy-sweet scent did not call to mind tobacco. It smelled of autumn, of leaves burning upon cinnamon. Ashe did not take his mother’s offering, leaving it untouched in front of him.
Her green eyes never left his. In the silence, more aromatic puffs of smoke wafted from her nostrils and mouth. Jillian sat up straighter, running a hand down her vest. She spoke around her cigar. “You dress in black, like your father.”
Ashe took a long sip of tangy and bitter red tea, his grip on the cup unfaltering.
“But you still have my eyes, my hair.” She bobbed her eyebrows. “My talent. You’re a pyromancer on the rise.”
The son looked past his mother, searching for anything, anyone that didn’t belong. The press of bodies in the narrow interior limited his surveillance, but nothing appeared amiss.
His eyes returned to her. Jillian stared at him with the cigar now in the center of her lips with smoke fuming from her mouth. She removed it and tapped a few ashes on the floor. “See anything?”
Ashe shook his head.
She rubbed an eye with one of her palms. “I don’t expect forgiveness, sweetie. I left you. I knew you could die, and I still did it. I also know you don’t care why I did it.”
“Wrong,” he said. 
Her brow furled for a moment. “Dear gods, you sound just like Stahn.”
Ashe released his tea cup. “I guess I do. I can’t remember Dad that well.” He snatched the unlit cigar and examined a red and white snake emblem imprinted on its brown wrapping. “Tell me why you left me, Jill.”
He got the reaction he wanted at the use of this mother’s first name, an ever-so brief glimmer of hurt in her eyes. It vanished when she took another puff. “Money and power.”
“TELL ME WHY!” Ashe shouted it in her face loud enough to interrupt the café’s clamor. Many eyes turned in their direction. “Tell me why. Specifically.”
She didn’t speak. Moments passed while she smoked her cigar with a stern and bitter expression. At last, the din of conversations returned. She spoke in the renewed privacy. “I had a deal with Baron Jonas in Sufrinzon. He offered me the world to come work for him. He wanted you as a blood sacrifice to enhance our power. I left you and told him you ran away. I started working for him after that.” She lowered her cigar with a plume of smoke. “Until I stopped.”
“He’s after you,” Ashe said with bitter certainty.
She nodded. “Nothing I can’t handle. He doesn’t have friends here in the Cosm.”
“He can hire someone to find you.”
“We’ll be gone by then.”
Ashe leaned against the round back of his polished wooden chair. He rolled the cigar between his fingers. “Tell me what you want, Jill.”
She took her first name in stride this time. “Gaun herbs. These cigars add years to your life after you smoke them. They cost me plenty. Forboda has a stash of pipes sitting in one of their secret vaults. Five-hundred of them. Each worth about five million decalits in Decadia. The pipe’s bowls continually regrow the herbs. If you have one, you’re set for life. A very long life. I know where the vault is. I need your help to break in.”
Ashe ran his cigar along the bottom of his nose, taking in the strong, bitter aroma. He then drank down his red tea in two gulps. Its heat did not scald his tongue and throat. No heat harmed him while he wore his cloak. He placed the cigar in a pocket inside the black vestment. “Thanks for the gift.”
“Sweetie, wait.” Jillian reached toward him.
He swatted her hand away and stood. “You’re a fool and a waste.”
His mother pointed her cigar’s glowing ember at him. “Don’t let anger get in the way of this. We are talking about billions of decalits.” Her eyes widened to show a few bloodshot, zig-zagging lines. “Billions.”
“Yes, we are.” Ashe held up a finger. Fire ignited upon it. “One of two things will happen. Either you’ll succeed in raiding a Nagus Queen’s treasure trove. And if you do, I’ll find you and take the pipes from you by any means necessary.” 
A second finger joined the first, also alight with a flame. “Or you’ll die trying. Then I’ll find out the location of this vault and steal the pipes.” He closed his fingers into a fist. The fire around his entire hand brightened to a red hue before vanishing. “Either way, I win and you lose.”
She tapped her thumb against the back of the chair. “If I’m a waste, what does that make you?” 
“Someone who’s going to be very rich very soon.” He narrowed his eyes. “Count on it.”
“I’ll break in without you, then.” Jillian rose to her feet. “And you’re welcome to try to steal the pipes from me.” She placed the cigar back in her mouth and blew smoke into his face. “In fact, I dare you.”
“I dare a lot, Jill. It’s how I thrive.” Ashe pulled his cloak’s hood over his short red hair. “For what it’s worth, I hope you succeed. I very much want to take them from you.”
More smoke huffed from her mouth. “You won’t.”
Ashe turned his back on her and shoved his way through the crowd.
He never saw his mother again. Two days later, a Nagus Queen petrified Jillian Stelfire into stone in Forboda and shattered her body to pieces. When Ashe Stelfire learned of it, he shed no tears.






  
  THE KEY TO A BRIGAND’S HEART: REPENTER CHAPTER 0.2


Thirty-Eight Years Later:
The Afternoon of Hexember 55th, 1549

Corsis meandered next to Ashe Stelfire. The black-clad pyromancer held up his gnarled pipe, examining it in the dim light of the Underguild’s Chalding Pavilion. Elaborate, feathered tarps hung from the ceiling, giving the appearance of overhanging plush pillows. Several hundred mancers mingled within it, all recipients of secret invitations to the Gaun Herb Bazaar, the first and last gathering of its kind. 
After much prodding a few days earlier, Corsis at last got the pyromancer to reveal what happened thirty-nine years earlier. Ashe said he raided the treasure trove of a Nagus Queen in Forboda and stole a collection of gaun herb pipes. He had kept the pipes all this time, never once attempting to sell them until now. In exchange for half the profits, Corsis arranged for this gathering to distribute the pipes to Underguild members of his choosing. Individuals who could both afford the sizable asking price and appeal to Corsis as interesting sorts.
Ashe ran his thumb over the polished wood of the pipe. “I’m keeping this one. Thought I could part with it, but I can’t. I trust you don’t have a concern with that.”
“Do as you will. I’m most pleased with today’s fortunes.” Corsis waited for a quartet of women in flowing gowns with polished rubies in place of their eyes to walk past earshot before continuing. “When I sat next to you and Nirva earlier, you seemed distracted
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