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	The Hunt

 

	The noble hunting party charged through the clearing, the hooves of their horses creating a tempest of thunder and dust. The smell of horseflesh was almost enough to mask the invigorating fresh air of the forest. This close to proper civilization, without the threat of Rampant beasts, the forest was almost welcoming. The illusion was ruined only by the presence of the knight keeper’s harvested beasts sprinting alongside the hunting party in a defensive perimeter. Little more than animals with human shape, their presence was an offense that Loretta tolerated that she might prove her superiority over the peerage without making them feel too uncomfortable. Oh, what would those poor delicate flowers do without their knight keepers and their beasts to protect them? 

	Of course, it was not the knights or their disgusting creatures that occupied her thoughts now. Loretta Maradona, firstborn daughter of Duquesa Fiametta Maradona, future duquesa and head of the Maradona house, did not fail. Not even when her opposition shared her own blood. 

	Their quarry was an especially clever fox who had already avoided being shot twice, ducking around the roots and trunks of the nearby trees. Its cleverness would not avail it any longer. Loretta’s younger sister, Sirena, pulled away from the group, anticipating the way the fox would turn, her single shot rifle at the ready. She raised it up and fired as the fox executed a pivot.

	The shot very nearly struck. The fox twisted at the last second to double back, something warning it of the impending assault. Loretta watched and learned. 

	When next the fox made to dart away, she changed course, as her sister had, to pull away from the group. To do so, she had to break free of the perimeter. Suddenly there was a rainbow haired beast between her and the path to victory, the creature having failed to note the change in her trajectory. Loretta ran the human-shaped animal down. She would not fail just because an obstacle got in her way. 

	She raised her own rifle, a six-shot custom design built after the fashion of a revolver, and fired two shots. As before, the fox twisted away—straight into the path of the second bullet. 

	Moments later, her chest swelled with pride as Loretta dismounted over her kill. Try as she might, she was unable to keep her triumph from her face. The early morning light filtered through the trees like golden curtains around her and her kill. Her horse, a bay mare with a white star on her forehead, stepped back and waited for her. The mare had remained calm even with the recent gun blasts and the pounding of nearby hooves, a testament to the training Loretta had personally overseen since the mare was a foal. Even the smell of blood did not bother the mare, though she was no warhorse. Loretta cared little for hunting or killing, but like her horse, she would not be put off by a little blood. Or a challenge.

	Her father’s and the Maradona guests’ beasts circled them, as they had been trained to, quietly awaiting the orders of their keepers. Loretta would never admit it, but the things, so closely resembling true human women and yet so distinctly alien, had always made her uncomfortable. She ignored them, signaling for the one that had started to move forward to retrieve the kill for her to stop. Loretta thought she recognized her as one of her father’s, a tall specimen with curly violet hair that concealed her floppy ears and a shiny black nose. That nose had been broken too often for her face to be considered beautiful, or even cute, anymore. The beast backed away with a quick bow, as well trained as Loretta’s steed, and Loretta reached the fallen fox. 

	It had been a clean kill. Barely any blood sprinkled the russet fur, and she picked it up to hold aloft as her father and his guests rode up, their remaining beasts running alongside them. Words of frustration and congratulations filled the woods, but none of them came from her father. None were needed. Duque Delmar Maradona sat tall and regal upon his roan stallion, the look of pride on his face as he looked down upon her louder to her senses than any of their guests’ words. 

	He dismounted with the help of the violet-haired beast that Loretta had waved away earlier and came forward. Taking the wrist of her hand holding the fox, he lofted her prize high for all to see. His words fell away in the thunderous applause, but their meaning was clear. With a great deal of ceremony, he dipped his fingers into the bullet wound and marked each of her cheeks with a dab of blood. 

	He turned once more to address the crowd. “My daughter!” 
	
More applause. Loretta fought back tears. She loved and obeyed her mother, the Duquesa Maradona, in all things, but her heart was for her father. She had honored both of her parents with this hunt, surpassing the expectations of the firstborn daughter, and let their guests know that theirs was a house to be reckoned with. Even the faces of their neighbors and long-time rivals, the Robles, showed grudging respect. Her eyes immediately sought out Adriano Robles, the eldest son of Duquesa Robles, and if all went well tonight, her fiancé.

	It went unsaid, as it should, that he had only been allowed on this hunt that she might admire him. Or be distracted by him. A hunt was a place for diamond souled noblewomen, the rightful rulers of the world, not young, overeager men. Only older gentlemen, who had learned to master their eagerness and learn restraint, were usually allowed to ride with the hunt. Ride with them he had though, and he had ridden well, keeping pace without hindering any of the huntresses.

	His admiration was not grudging like his sister’s and mother’s, but there was a smirking quality to it, as if she had done exactly as he had expected her to. That brought a quirk to her own lips—of course he should expect greatness from her. She was diamond souled, the eldest daughter of the Maradona family, and she had worked her ass off to be better than all that those innate blessings already made her. Everyone, especially the man she deigned to marry, should expect greatness from her. 

	Her smirk vanished as she caught sight of her sister Sirena, her face caught in a pout that should have made her look childish, but instead gave her beautifully rounded features an endearing quality. Loretta adored her younger sister even if she could be a brat at times. Sirena had made a wager with Loretta before the hunt, confident that she would be the one to down the fox. Should it be one of them that delivered the killing shot, then the other sister was to cut her hair short. 

	The hair of the Maradona women was their pride, a signature inky black, soft as silk, and worn long, almost to their knees. Loretta’s own locks were bound in an elaborate net of braids that hung from beneath her hunting cap to fall about her shoulders. Unconsciously, she reached up to stroke them. 

	Her sister’s face flushed at this, and Sirena turned away. Loretta’s smile turned briefly sad. While her sister may have expected Loretta to honor her side of the wager had she won, Loretta had no intention of dishonoring her little sister. Sirena was always trying to surpass her. It was darling, really, but she took too many chances when she need not. Audacity was for the firstborn daughter, caution to the second. There was no need for Sirena to try so hard. Not that she would ever believe such words from Loretta. 

	The poor thing had almost won, too. Sirena would be especially sore that her trick had been stolen. Loretta would have to make it up to her later. 

	For now, there were guests to attend, and her father’s old war companion, Conde Valentin Rodriquez, was approaching. He might have been allowed to ride with the hunt proper, had he desired, but instead, he had volunteered to serve as one of the party’s knight keeper protectors. His weathered face had a smile upon it that did not reach his eyes. “An impressive shot, young lady.” 

	Loretta’s long hours of practice allowed her to keep the scowl off of her face, masking it behind a pleasant smile. The conde should have allowed one of her fellow huntresses to be the one to offer the first compliment. 

	Still, it was high praise coming from the most famous sniper of the Winter War. Loretta’s concerns about her sister vanished under the compliment. Just because she would never see combat did not mean that she was not proud of the skills she had honed. 

	Her father beamed at him. “You should see her dance. Her marksmanship is as nothing compared to her dancing.” 

	Rodriquez gave a grunt, simultaneously acknowledging and dismissing her father’s compliment. “A clean kill from horseback and with an untested weapon.” He reached up to stroke his snowy mustache. “If she can surpass that I truly will be impressed.”

	Loretta gave a nod. He was her father’s friend and a respected veteran, but he was still of lower rank and, more importantly still, a man. Any further acknowledgement would have signaled that she considered him nearly an equal, something he could never aspire to. Despite the compliment, there was something in his tone she did not like. 

	“Thank you, sir, but the weapon is hardly untested. I’ve been practicing with this design for months.” 

	“Truly?” He gestured for the rifle sheathed in a holster affixed to Sunrise’s saddle. “I’ve never seen that particular design.”

	“I commissioned it from the family gunsmith,” she said. “Sometimes, especially in unsteady circumstances, more than one shot is required.”

	He nodded, considering the weapon. “Perhaps. I’ve never cared for moving parts. I find that every piece that moves is another chance for a weapon to go wrong.” 

	Conde Rodriquez was a stuffy old man, wasn’t he? Still, she refused to let her smile or manners falter. “Sometimes the reward is worth the risk.”

	He nodded. “Yes, sometimes it is. Congratulations.”

	Rodriquez returned to his horse, and several other well-wishers and lickspittles approached. Normally, she would have committed each of their conversations to memory. Even those whose congratulations were little more than an attempt to curry favor from the future Duquesa could prove potentially useful later. Still, she could not shake the feeling of disapproval she had felt beneath Rodriquez’s words. 

	“Did I somehow offer him offense?” she asked her father a few moments later when they were on their way back to the castle. They had broken away from the main group so that it was only the two of them riding side-by-side around the family’s vineyards. They were surrounded by her father’s beasts, of course, but they counted no more for company than the horses. 

	“I should think so,” her father said. “You ran over one of his favorite beasts in your hurry to tear away from the group. If he had not stopped to see to her needs, the poor creature might not have survived. It is being brought to the Maradona hot spring now to be healed.”

	Loretta wrinkled her nose. She detested the idea of any beast in the family’s hot spring, the source of the Maradona castle’s power. “Truly?”

	Her father nodded. “Oh yes, a man’s bond with his beasts is not one to be taken lightly. Most of his menagerie either fought alongside him during the Winter War or are the daughters of those that did. One, I forget which, even saved him from a wizard.”

	Loretta very much doubted that. Wizards were rare and certainly did not involve themselves in wars. All wizards were made, by order of the rulers of every named empire, to swear the Oath of Stars and Circle, forbidding them from inflicting such wanton chaos. It was an oath safeguarded and enforced by the holy church, who were blessedly thorough in their protection of the people and extermination of any who dared to study magic and refuse to swear the sacred words. Not even the wizard’s guild could stand against the divine power of the church. 

	 She scoffed. “Sentimentality from a sniper?” 

	“Truly,” her father replied in a grave tone. 

	She looked about them at her father’s beasts. There were four of them trotting alongside the horses, two on either side, far enough away to offer privacy, yet close enough to answer any command her father might give. They looked like flowers with their brightly colored, inhuman hair and eyes. One of them even had red skin the color of blood. Loretta could not help but be repulsed. 

	Each that ran with them in the hunt was coated in a layer of sweat that dotted their foreheads and soaked their clothing. The dust churned up from the horses clung to them in a layer of added grime. None showed any other sign of fatigue. So close to human, she thought, and yet decidedly not. 

	She suppressed a shudder and asked, “Do you share his sentimentality?”

	“To some degree,” her father confessed. “But I am married to a true woman. The purity of a diamond soul changes one’s perspective on a great many things. And speaking of perspective, do not think I did not notice you and your sister’s little competition.”

	Loretta laughed. “She tries so hard, doesn’t she?”  

	“She does,” her father admitted. “It would do her some good to see her efforts rewarded sometime.”

	“Then she should cease her competition with me, Father.” Loretta smirked. “Perhaps you’ve noticed, but I do not lose.”

	Duque Delmar Maradona stopped and placed a hand on his daughter’s shoulder. “You know that this is not why you are my favorite, don’t you? You do not have to be perfect.”

	Her heart swelled and she pulled him into an embrace. When she spoke, her choked voice was little more than a whisper. “I know, Daddy.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	After her talk with her father, Loretta had almost not allowed the servant’s beasts to handle her dress or hair before the dance. That a man could be so attached to an inhuman facsimile of a true woman was disturbing. She’d sent a message to deny anyone access to the Maradona hot spring throughout the duration of the party. For security reasons, she’d stated, looking to the electric lights powered by the spring beneath the castle. It wouldn’t do to have the guests plunged into sudden darkness. Or to let a beast soak in their holy waters.  

	At least her father shared only a little of the old veteran’s sentimentality. Or very little of it. Still, Loretta couldn’t help but shiver with disgust as the familiar orange-haired beast, who had handled her hair for years, put her hair up in an elaborate and elegant style woven through with pearls and flowers grown from the gardens surrounding the Maradona vineyards. 

	Loretta’s gown was a shimmering midnight affair that sparkled as if someone had cut the cloth from the night sky itself. She looked every bit her mother’s daughter: wealthy, beautiful, and above all, radiant with power. Knowing that made it easy to dismiss her concerns about the beast who had helped her look her best. It was bound to a loyal servant, after all, and Loretta, like her mother and sister, possessed a soul of diamond. Flawless and pure. Adriano Robles would have no choice but to accept her proposal of marriage. What man could resist her this night, pure blooded or otherwise? She would ensure that he had eyes only for her and that any beasts bound to him were put in their proper place.

	The day’s victories had only continued to mount as the evening progressed and the banquet begun. Her father toasted her for the hunt, and even her mother, distant and regal at the head of the table, had deigned to raise her glass and smile at her. Loretta’s work with the local merchants was paying off as well. Baronesas and vizcondesas might allow merchants into their homes and council, but rare was the condesa or marquesa, let alone duquesa, who could set aside her pride and acknowledge the merchants’ growing power. 

	Her actions tonight would set a precedent for the relationship between this new class of tradesmen and the nobility, one that would see status bestowed upon the former, and control given to the latter. Had a lesser noble attempted this, they would have been laughed out of the peerage. The thought made her smirk into her wine glass. There was nothing lesser about Loretta Maradona. She would set the trend, and the merchants, eager for the opportunities and recognition, would come under control of the ruling families. With her own leading the way, of course. 

	One such merchant, Lorenz Gage, was bold enough to ask her for a dance after the feast. He was a young man, less than a decade her elder. She would have thought him a mere journeyman were it not for the quality of his clothes and the evident quality of his blood. Rare was the non-nobleman who betrayed no hint of bestial heritage, but there was nothing at all inhuman about his brown eyes or curly black hair and beard. And if his skin was a touch more swarthy than anyone noble at the table, it could only be from time spent on the road, not a flaw in his heritage.  

	Loretta was in such a good mood that rather than making him work for it, she agreed, and they took up positions as the troubadours readied their instruments, her to lead and him to follow. A pure blood he might be, but he was still a man, and therefore flawed. It was her place, not only as the heir apparent duquesa, but as a woman, to guide him. 

	The music began, a soft crooning that both soothed the nerves and enlivened one’s pulse. It was a fast but gentle song, and they swayed and spun to it as she willed, setting the tone for the other dancers. 

	“Your father was right,” he said as she brought them to a brief pause and allowed him to dip her. He did so, and continued once he brought her back up to her feet. “You are a marvelous dancer.”

	She allowed a smile at the flattery. It was hardly up to her usual standard, being both blunt and quickly delivered, but was no less charming for it. Now to find out what he wanted. Merchants always wanted something. So did lesser nobles for that matter, so he was in good company. Anyone who started a conversation with a compliment was only acting to lower her defenses. Yet, as they continued to dance, the expected request, subtle or blunt, never came. 

	“I heard you were admitted into the Academy early. That they actually sent tutors to you as a child.”

	She inclined her head. “You heard correctly, Mister Gage.”

	Usually a noblewoman was forbidden from the academy until after her twentieth year. Most women of impure blood fell at puberty, but any could fall whilst their bodies continued to reach adulthood throughout their teenaged years. A woman was not truly a woman until she was twenty, and thus had proven her humanity, even among the diamond souled. Loretta’s pedigree and keen mind had gained her entrance to the academy only a year after her menses had begun and she had taken full advantage of her early education. 

	“Of the many feats attributed to you today, I find that by far the most impressive.” She had him spin her about and then bring her in close. “For whatever the opinion of a humble merchantman might be worth.”

	“Considerably more than it used to be, after tonight,” she replied, pulling away with a graceful sweep. What did he want?

	“I have always found that those with the greatest ambition climb the highest,” he said. 

	“Have you now?”

	“Oh yes.” He pressed their palms together and began a slow circle. “Take yourself for example. You saw an opportunity for personal advancement and now have an advantage over every one of your peers. In the years they shall spend pursuing their education, you will be arranging the board upon which they must place their pieces.”

	“So, the nobility is playing games, is it?” She arched an eyebrow.

	He chuckled. “Everyone is playing a game.”

	“Even you?”

	“Especially me. I am nowhere near your equal, but, in this, I think we may be more alike than we are unalike.” He met her gaze for the briefest of moments. “I too am ambitious.”

	Clearly. “And what makes you think that I am so like you?”

	He gave her a look that suggested she had asked him a question a small child should be capable of answering. “Most young nobles do not so eagerly pursue academia or advancement. Certainly not a future duquesa.”

	“Perhaps I simply enjoy studying.” She had him twirl her about. 

	“I am certain that you do, my lady. You graduated third in your class despite your peers’ advantage in maturity and age.” The tempo changed and their pace picked up, their movements becoming fluid. “But studying for its own sake? No, you are applying what you learned as only a woman in your position can.”

	Her smile grew forced for a moment, and then relaxed, the spike of fear that had shot through her bleeding over into excitement. He knew what she was up to, but there was little he could do to stop her rise to power. Indeed, why would he want to? Her advancement would be his own.

	Was that his endgame then? Was he allowing her to know that he was an ally? 

	Before she could ask, the music stopped and a shadow fell over them. She looked up to find none other than Adriano Robles towering over them. Horseback really did not do justice to his height. Nor had his hunting clothes flattered his muscular form so well as his formal coat and trousers. 

	He completely ignored Gage, pale eyes focusing solely upon her face where they belonged. She would have to train him not to snub their potential allies once they were wed. 

	“My lady, may I have the honor of your next dance?” he asked, extending his hand. 

	Deliberately, she turned away from him—it would not do to seem too eager—and bid Gage a good evening. 

	The music started once more, and she took her rightful place in Robles’s strong arms. She could feel the power in his hands as they fell upon her, ready to catch her should she fall. Unnecessary as it was—the future Duquesa Loretta Maradona did not fall, especially not during a dance—it was still a luxurious reassurance. Soon, the power in those hands, as well as the man they belonged to with an impressive network of allies and dowry, would be hers. 

	Unlike her dance with Gage, Robles did not speak. There was no need. The intensity of his gaze and movements as she guided him across the dance floor, said far more than words ever could. This was how a husband was meant to behave. He did not offer her flattery or attempt to curry favor, he simply let his actions convey his desire while his silence demonstrated his acquiescence to her rule. 

	The music stopped but neither of them let go, taking the dance up again as soon as the next song began. Again. And again. They may have danced that way all night had a tiny beast in a serving gown with green and yellow hair and solid black eyes scurried up as their last dance came to a close. 

	Loretta stiffened in Robles’s arms, mentally lashing out with her anima. Her spiritual force struck in an invisible thrust straight into the beast, bringing it up short. It let out a small gasp as Loretta’s mental assault neatly disconnected the creature from both its keeper and its powers, rendering it the next best thing to harmless. It stood in place, mouth slightly agape, shivering with the shock of its sudden loss. 

	Robles positioned himself between her and the beast, moving with the same quiet initiative he had shown all night. Protecting her as a husband was meant to. 

	Immediately, she felt foolish. This was her home and the beast no more than a servant’s tool. Loretta Maradona did not need the protection of anyone here, where she was at her most powerful. 

	Willing her cheeks not to redden, she stepped around Robles, putting a hand to his arm and withdrawing her anima from the beast’s spirit. It let out a small gasp of relief

	“Yes?” she asked the serving creature before her. 

	It did not answer or look up at her, save to hold up a small piece of embellished parchment with a single initial over her family’s crest. “F” for Fiammetta Maradona, the duquesa. Her mother. 

	She turned to Robles. “Forgive me, sir. Mother has summoned me.”

	That smile was back on his face, his eyes filling with mischief that once again suggested he’d known her response before she’d given it. Admittedly, this time that wasn’t difficult. One did not refuse an invitation from the duquesa. Not even her eldest daughter. 

	“I shall see you soon,” Robles said. His smile turned into a full-blown grin. 

	She curtsied as he bowed and hurried to find her mother. Fiammetta Maradona was not difficult to find. All one had to do was find the greatest cluster of people; her mother would be in the center of it. Sycophants and peers alike parted for Loretta as she approached. 

	Seated in the corner of the ballroom, the duquesa had effortlessly created an impromptu court. To all appearances, this was simply a woman enjoying the company of her friends, the obvious top of the hierarchy, yet no less congenial for it. If anything, her obvious power somehow allowed her to infect the group with joviality. If Loretta did not know her mother better, she would not have noticed the calculating look in her laughing eyes.

	This was where the future of Freutsche would be decided, amidst the most powerful women of the nation, laughing over tea while their daughters danced and their husbands and sons entertained. One of the condesas had her eldest daughter with her, and the young lady gazed at the most influential women in the queendom with rapt attention. Her eyes lingered especially on the duquesa, who subtly but surely held firm the reigns and directed the conversation along that delicate line of enjoyment and politics.  

	This was a skill that Loretta had yet to master. Athletics and academia were hardly a challenge, but this ability to influence the emotions of others and control an entire crowd of individuals who were used to always being under their own command? This was something she would need more years of practice and her mother’s guidance to learn. 

	“Ladies, ladies,” her mother said as Loretta came to her side. “I beg your forgiveness but I must spend some time with my firstborn daughter.” She placed a hand above her heart, subtly drawing attention to the fortune in jewels decorating her neckline and the power they represented. Wealth and beauty alike, casually on display. “I have not yet had an opportunity to congratulate her on a victorious hunt this morning and simply must be regaled. Come Loretta, I believe a walk through the garden shall do us both some good.”

	They spoke about nothing of consequence as they walked, such as who was wearing what and bits of gossip anyone listening would already know. It wasn’t until they had stepped into the cool night air and were far enough away from the festivities that they could have heard anyone following that her mother’s smile faded. 

	“Your sister’s absence has been noticed,” she said.

	Loretta’s heart sank. She had known that her mother had no intention of congratulating her. It hadn’t stopped Loretta from hoping that the duquesa might have some kind words. Her father would have. His love and pride in her were unconditional. Her mother did not have that luxury. Before she could allow herself to feel wounded, Loretta reminded herself of this. Her mother did love her and was proud of her. There was simply so much more that she had to contend with than her father, a mere man, could manage. 

	“It has?”

	“Yes,” her mother said. “It has.”

	“It is no doing of mine, if that is what you are asking,” Loretta said, fighting back a scowl. 

	The duquesa stopped to admire a flower. The light of the full moon turned its golden petals into molten silver. “Truly? There was not a wager between the two of you this morning?”

	Loretta swallowed. Surely Sirena hadn’t gone through with it. They had not seen each other since the hunt. It was possible that her little sister had already shorn her beautiful hair before Loretta could tell her that the wager was off. 

	“We did,” she admitted. “But I had no intention of making her uphold her end. It was made in fun, not spite.”

	“Fun for you perhaps,” the duquesa said, pulling away from the flower to continue on through the garden. “Less so for your sister. She is proud.”

	“Then she should learn some humility until she can back up her pride with competence,” Loretta said, more bitterly than she’d intended. She took a deep breath. “She is second born, there is no need for her to strive as she does. The weight of your title shall never fall upon her shoulders.”

	The duquesa stopped walking and turned to face her, a smile on her lips. Not the smile of a ruler but the smile of a mother. “You take on much so that she does not have to.”

	Loretta jerked her head in a nod. “She must know I love her. That I do all this for her. So that she can be as selective as she wants for a husband and marry for love. So that she can enjoy the fullest privilege of the Maradona name. Sirena shall want for nothing so long as I live.”

	Her mother’s hand came to rest upon her cheek. “Loretta. What she wants is the one thing you are not allowing her.”

	Loretta’s brow furrowed in confusion. “What is that?”

	“To be out of your shadow.” She took a long breath and pulled her hand away. “Now, let us return to the party. You are to find your sister and make peace. It makes us look weak when she refuses to attend a ball we are hosting. Especially when everyone knows that she is perfectly healthy. I cannot tell you how many people have asked after her, and I am growing tired of giving excuses.”

	“I understand, Mother.”

	She intended to seek her sister out, if for no other reason than to make certain that she had done nothing drastic to her beautiful hair, but halfway to her sister’s chamber another serving beast approached with a letter. It was so similar to her mother’s that, at first, she thought the duquesa was summoning her back. A quick inspection of the note revealed that it was decorated with an A, not an F, over the Robles family crest. The note was folded over and contained an actual message. When she opened it up, a small flower fell out into her hand. 

	She smiled. Adriano Robles had not been idle in his promise that they would see each other soon. The letter was penned in his own masculine calligraphy, and it invited her to join him for a glass of wine at the edge of her family’s northernmost vineyard and hinted that he had a surprise for her. She thought about making him wait, but no. She could make peace with her sister in the morning. This was an opportunity with her future husband that she simply could not pass up. Her mother was right. If she kept protecting Sirena, the girl would never grow into womanhood. Time to let Sirena out of her shadow. 

	Loretta dismissed the beast, wishing that Robles had thought to send a human servant instead, then dismissed the wish as well. She could hardly begrudge him the convenience of the much faster beasts, especially if he was acting quickly to pull this surprise together. They could talk about convenience and propriety later. For now, she had a romantic rendezvous that would secure the power and purity of Maradona for both her reign and that of the next generation. 

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	The vineyard was silent as she made her way between the rows of grapes. She’d heard stories of wild queens and princesses in her youth that traversed the wilderness, back before man’s folly had created the beasts and forever transformed humanity’s anima. Back then, all men and women were pure of spirit, and those who were the purest commanded power to dwarf any modern wizard. Loretta felt just like one of those wild princesses in her celestial gown beneath the night sky and surrounded by nature made tame. Enough so that she preemptively forgave Robles for whatever mistakes his haste to set up this romantic meeting would undoubtedly cause. 

	When she emerged from the vines, however, she was alone with none but the moon for company. She resisted the urge to frown. Perhaps this was part of the surprise? A more cynical part of her mind belatedly suspected a trap. If so, it was far too late to do anything about it, and, she reminded herself, none would dare touch her upon her own lands. She was not helpless. No beast’s magic could touch her, nor the command of any man. Besides, she had a hand sized, single shot derringer strapped to her garter belt beneath her skirt. The firearm was small enough that it probably wouldn’t kill an assailant, but it didn’t need to. The gunshot would bring guards and her family’s beasts running. She was perfectly safe. 

	“Adriano?” she called softly, peering down another path between the vines. 

	“Not exactly,” Sirena said, stepping out from the path behind her. Her gown was more daring than anything Loretta would have worn, with a plunging neckline that displayed more of her sister’s décolletage than it covered. In the moonlight, Loretta could not tell its color. Sirena’s hair was, thankfully, uncut and hung about her shoulders like a dark cape. 

	“Sirena?” Loretta let out a sigh and looked down at the letter clutched in her hand, then held it up before her. “This was a mean trick. If you’d wanted to talk in private there are other ways.”

	Sirena offered her an apologetic smile tinged with triumph. “That isn’t the trick.”

	Something struck Loretta from behind, driving her to her knees. The sound of cloth ripping rent the air as her feet caught on her skirts and tore a ragged hole in the side. Cool grass poked against her stockinged legs. Loretta reached for her derringer, but the same force that had struck her before suddenly sent her tumbling. Sirena was suddenly upon her. Loretta lashed out in panic, managing to strike her sister across the face, driving Sirena back. Loretta realized too late that her sister now held the derringer in one hand, and her own firearm in the other. 

	“What is this?” Loretta spat, struggling upright, only to be forced back down again by an unseen pressure, trapping her against the lawn. “An assassination? From you?”

	Sirena shrugged. “Not exactly. But I really don’t have to explain anything to you. If you live long enough, you’ll figure it out.”

	Loretta pressed back against the invisible weight, forcing herself to her feet. Confusion, hurt, and fear were all brushed aside as rage rose up inside of her, setting her fists to shaking. She clenched her teeth. It took the entirety of her willpower to remain standing.

	“She continues to impress me,” said a familiar voice. “She is more of a fighter than I gave her credit for.”

	A moment later Lorenz Gage stepped into her field of vision. He held one hand aloft and empty, fingers spread out as if to catch something while the other hand was kept tight to his chest, clutching something small.  

	“Will you get on with it before she breaks your hold,” Sirena snapped. 

	Gage scoffed. “She’ll break nothing, but as you wish, my lady.” 

	He pulled his fingers together, and the force pressing Loretta down redoubled. For a moment, Loretta braced her legs and was able to resist it. Then her foot slipped, her knee hit the ground, and then she fell forward, crashing for a third time into the ground. Gage was a wizard. That was the only explanation she could think of for him to possess this kind of power. But a merchant wizard? One who had kept his magic a secret? Why would anyone with that kind of power hide it away and choose such a lowly profession instead of aspiring to the loftier heights offered by the wizard’s guild? 

	“I’m sorry, my lady,” Gage said to her. “You are capable, but as I said before, the game is won by the one with the most ambition. And, in your family, that is not you.”

	The thing in his hand began to glow brighter and brighter until its light consumed her. Pain wracked her body and the world was consumed by fire. 

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	When Loretta came to, they were no longer alone. 

	Her father stood over her, his beasts surrounding them both. To the side stood Conde Rodriquez, his face an inscrutable mask as his gaze bore into her. He held aloft an electric lantern that lit them all in a golden glow. Her father was yelling at Sirena and Gage. Both of them looked…not frightened as she expected. Remorseful? That was close but not quite right. 

	She started to rise to her feet when one of her father’s beasts, the one with the curly purple hair and broken black nose leapt upon her and drove her face first into the dirt. How dare it!

	Loretta struck out with her anima and found…nothing. Her mind told her that she was willing it to pierce this beast’s spirit and force it to yield, yet nothing happened. It was like reaching for her gun only to discover she had no hand with which to grasp it. 

	Blind with rage and panic, she struck out with her elbow, aiming for the beast’s head. Her attack was easily deflected. But it allowed her to twist enough, faster than she would have thought herself capable, so she was able to kick up at her attacker who went flying as Loretta’s knees crashed into her ribs with a crunch of breaking bones. No sooner was she free than two other beasts were upon her, driving her face back into the dirt hard enough to make her see stars.

	She made to call out to her father, but when her mouth opened, no words came out. Only a growl. Her blood froze in her veins. She tried again, tried to demand that someone explain what was going on, but again, no words came out. Only growls and snarls.

	Her mouth felt wrong. Too full. Too sharp. Her teeth. Something was wrong with her teeth.

	She struggled against the two beasts’ hold but couldn’t pull free. As she did, a lock of hair came free of its styling and fell across her face. At first, she did not notice anything different because it was still dark, even with the conde’s torch. When she did, her entire body fell still. 

	Her gorgeous black hair was a deep, vibrant shade of blue. No, she tried to scream. No! No! No!

	All that came out of her throat were growls and snarls. Trembling now with terror, she pulled a single hand free from confinement. It was covered in blue fur and sprouting wicked claws from the fingers. She made a chocking gasp, and, in desperation Loretta reached for her father, grasping his ankle as she looked up at him, silently pleading for his help. 

	Father! 

	He looked down at her and kicked her hand free, disgust curling his lip. 

	Loretta fell limp in the dirt as her world shattered. 

	


Chapter Two

	[image: C:\Users\rinz\Pictures\banners\original-2004-1625-photo.2.jpg]

	The Third Chance

	 

	Step by heavy step, Sigmund hauled himself up the hill, not bothering to brush aside the whip-like boughs of the weeping willow near the top. All was silent save the call of nearby birds and the incessant whispering of the river that flowed below. The hilltop offered a great view of the winding waters. Sigmund paid it no heed, his eyes only for the three piles of stone stacked atop the slight mounds of earth. The poor quality of the tombstones made him wish he’d spent his youth learning under a mason instead of on the docks. 

	He dropped both the trout and the fishing rod he’d been carrying carelessly to the ground before taking a seat on the stump he’d positioned nearby for just this purpose. The graveyard smelled of fish. Or perhaps that was just him. It was hard to keep track out here. Days stretched on into miniature eternities while weeks rushed by in a blur. Time was as fluid as the nearby river, and Sigmund Moreau felt the fatigue that settled upon him every day press against him now like a palpable force. 

	He was unwashed and unshaven, his cloak more grey than black, and spattered with mud, and his boots squelched. He’d need to prop his feet up by the fire tonight or risk getting sick. He stared at the graves, reaching out with his anima for the roots that had once bound him and the beasts that now lay in the ground, and found nothing. He’d heard some soldiers who had lost limbs could still feel them, as if they were not truly gone. He envied those men. Perhaps getting sick would not be so bad after all. Anything would be better than this hungry, heavy emptiness. 

	No one ever warned young keepers what losing a beast felt like, let alone what losing all of one’s beasts felt like. The first time Sigmund had lost his entire menagerie he thought only a part of himself destroyed. The second time, Sigmund knew it was more than just a part. 

	The not-quite-crunch of boots on grass announced a newcomer’s arrival. Sigmund’s hand went for the gun beneath his filthy cloak. He was alone out here, completely isolated, but old habits died hard. The weapon, a 20-gauge four barreled howda pistol, was as clean and oiled as the owner was grungy. It slid from its place at his side smoothly but slowly, the sheer weight of it preventing a quick draw if one intended subtlety. Once free, the weapon began to shake. The element of surprise was lost. Sigmund stared at his trembling hand for a moment, then let it and the weapon fall to his side. 

	“I don’t know what’s more pathetic,” barked a familiar voice. “You, or that abomination masquerading as a gun.”

	Sigmund bolted upright, coming to attention. Almost as soon as he had, he regretted it. Silently cursing himself, he deliberately allowed the tension to bleed from his shoulders and holstered the weapon. 

	“I need to use buckshot,” Sigmund said, voice hoarse from disuse as he turned around to face Conde Valentin Rodriquez. “I can’t aim for shit anymore.”

	The conde stood straight, his coat and trousers cut and styled in an outdated military fashion that his sternness somehow turned fashionable. His mustache was whiter than Sigmund remembered, and his hair, which had been allowed to grow out, was pulled back into a short ponytail that the sniper never would have allowed during his fighting days. Perhaps age had softened him, then.

	“Four barrels,” Rodriquez scoffed, eyeing the firearm with disgust. “With the recoil on that thing you’ll break your wrist trying to get off the extra shots before a beast rips your throat out.”

	Then again, maybe not even time itself could bring the veteran knight down.

	“If you find the sight offensive, you’re free to take your leave. Or shove those barrels up your ass.”

	“I tolerated your disrespect and insubordination during the war for three reasons,” Rodriquez said. “First, you were effective. Second, you were actually funny then. And the third reason is in the ground behind you.” The conde narrowed his eyes. “Do not test me, Sir Moreau. You are a knight keeper of the Queendom of Freutsche and you will act accordingly.”

	Or what? Sigmund wanted to ask, but held his tongue. 

	“I never left a squire behind to fall prisoner during the war,” Rodriquez continued. “Not even the stupid ones. I’m not about to start now.”

	Sigmund took a deep breath. He wasn’t sure whether he was angry or not. Feeling anything apart from that gnawing emptiness weighing him down had become harder and harder the longer he’d been here. “What can I do for you, sir?”

	“Let’s start with dinner,” the conde replied, glancing at the trout Sigmund had dropped. “I did ride all the way out here to see you, and, since you are pretending to be a fishmonger, I see no reason you should not act the part. Hop to it.”

	Sigmund grunted but began walking back to where his simple cabin and barn, which doubled as his workshop, waited for them. Doubtless the conde had already found it and taken care of his horse. Rodriquez had always taken care of what was his, be it a tool, a subordinate, or a beast. It made his visit all the more painful. 

	“Hers is the one on the left if you care to visit,” Sigmund said as he walked past the conde. 

	The stiff expression on the man’s face turned stony. “No. No, I think not. The company of the dead is not for the living. And she is dead. Best let her rest.”

	Sigmund had no response for that, and so said nothing as he led Rodriquez back down and around the hill, only to come to a sudden halt when he saw what awaited them. 

	The conde had arrived by motorized carriage. 

	How had he not heard the thing approaching, and since when did the conde trust a machine to transport him anywhere? The man had to have brought horses, but his menagerie must have already stabled them. Even if Rodriquez was willing to travel by motor carriage, the Reaping would come and make all beasts women again before Conde Valentin Rodriquez would ever completely trust a machine. 

	The vehicle still rumbled as the cumbersome engine on the back wound down and the conde’s menagerie busied themselves unloading. Sigmund caught a glimpse of three beasts hauling something wrapped in sheets and bound in chains into his barn while another two, one with rainbow hair and one arm in a sling, hauled an ornate looking trunk from the motor carriage to his ramshackle cabin. 

	The cabin, restored to bare habitability by Sigmund himself, had already looked drab compared to the barn, half of which he’d converted into a workshop. Beside the motor carriage, it appeared downright pathetic. 

	As he watched, two more beasts appeared from the wilderness where they had doubtless been sent to scout. One, crimson, crystalline and feline, emerged from the trees, her mineral flesh crisscrossed with black stripes. The other was at once more and less dramatic. Not so colorful, she swooped in on feathered wings, rippling with heat, and alighted near the other beasts. The ability to fly was a rarity among beasts. Having wings alone wasn’t enough. A beast needed the right combination of seeds to possess such mobility. 

	From what he could make out, those two were the conde’s primary combat beasts. A ruby tiger and a fire owl, unless he missed his guess. Neither of them were dressed so nicely as the rest of Rodriquez’s less animalistic menagerie. 

	“Don’t give me that look,” the conde snapped at him. “I’m not playing favorites. You know how noble ladies are about beasts. Especially the diamond souled. Don’t like to be reminded of the fate they escaped, I suppose.”
	
The conde was keeping company with diamond souled? He had risen high in the world. His marriage to the late Condesa Rodriquez had clearly paid off. Good to know at least one of them was doing well for himself. Sigmund stomped on the resentment that thought brought on. He had no right to be resentful. The conde had moved on with the rest of the world. Things did not stop and stay in place simply because Sigmund Moreau had. Even if some of them should have. 

	Sigmund shook his head. “Seven. You still keep seven.”

	It was an impressive amount. Sigmund had never been able to keep more than four beasts at a time, and that had been a stretch for his abilities. Once harvested, a beast became a part of a man, and it took years of practice and discipline to master one’s anima and command. An untrained or weak-willed keeper could drive himself and his beasts mad trying to take on more than he was capable of holding. 

	This was more than twice what a skilled keeper could manage. It was a veritable army. 

	“You still keep a clean gun,” Rodriquez replied. “Get inside and cook those fish. I’m hungry. So are the girls.”

	“I’m not your squire anymore, Sir,” Sigmund said. 

	“Still my subordinate. Or did her majesty put fishmongers and baronesa’s spare sons above condes while I was on the road?”

	Sigmund swallowed back several responses to that and brought the conde inside. Four of his beasts, including the rainbow haired one and the fire owl, were already there, making the place more comfortable. The fire owl, whose hair had been replaced by reddish feathers with a barred pattern, breathed a stream of flames into the hearth, setting the wood stacked there ablaze. 

	“Make yourself at home,” Sigmund said, taking note of the ornate travelling trunk laid against the wall. The conde never traveled with that much luggage. He couldn’t be planning to stay here long enough to need all of that, surely. Or had his rise in station given him an appreciation for the finer things in life? 

	The fire owl grinned at him and set up a kettle over the fire to brew tea, revealing yellow scaled fingers that ended in thick black talons. It was a reminder of just how little say he had in the conde’s affairs. If the old veteran decided to kick him out and take over his little cabin, there was nothing Sigmund could do to stop him. Especially not without a menagerie of his own to fight back with.

	The rainbow haired beast passed by him, and, for a moment, Sigmund was so caught up in trying to place what type of seeds she possessed, that he almost missed the familiar rigidity with which she carried herself. Once noted, other features became obvious. 

	 “I thought you always said it’s bad form to keep your own daughters,” Sigmund said when the beast was out of sight. He opened his larder to draw out several more fish. If he was too feed them all, the day’s catch wouldn’t be enough. 

	“It is bad form,” the conde said. “As you well know. That’s my niece. My brother did not wish a military career for her.”

	And since no one could say that the old man hadn’t served his queendom, there would be no more battles in his future. The rainbow haired beast was as safe as she was ever likely to be. 

	“It sounds like you’re doing everyone favors these days,” Sigmund said as he brought the fish outside to gut and clean them in the yard. 

	“I would think twice before deliberately antagonizing your betters,” the conde said from the doorway. “Especially your benefactor.”

	Sigmund shut up. He chopped the heads off the fish and gathered up the guts to use as bait, and then skewered what was left upon sticks to be roasted over the fire. 

	“I’m out of salt,” he said by way of apology as he arranged the fish in his fireplace a few moments later.

	Wiping his hands on a rag, he sat in the second chair he had made when he had restored the cabin. In hindsight he couldn’t have said why he thought he’d need two chairs, but it was well that he had them now as the conde had taken up the other. He propped his feet up in front of the fire but did not take off his boots as he would have liked. One did not go barefoot before a conde, not even in a cabin barely fit for a serf. 

	“Of course, you are,” Rodriquez said. “You’re out of everything here. Time. Hope. Spirit. What the hell is left of you, boy?”

	At thirty Sigmund was hardly a boy anymore. That didn’t help him meet the conde’s eyes. “Not much, I’m afraid.”

	“Bullshit.”

	Sigmund jerked his head up, hope momentarily flaring in his chest before he squashed it down and anger surged in to replace it. There was no place for hope in his life. He had no right to it. The conde was cruel to suggest otherwise. 

	“You already gave me my second chance.” And look at how that had turned out. 

	“I keep forgetting you were navy before you were army,” Rodriquez said. 

	Sigmund wasn’t sure that serving as port security checking for smugglers and contraband counted as being in the navy, but he let it slide. The third son of an impure blooded baronesa, he had once been forced to cope with far worse things than the failing memory of someone who thought themselves a friend. He really should have learned by now to let it all go. Every time he thought he had risen high enough that he could stand against the world, the world kicked his feet out from under him. 

	He checked the fish, found that they were ready, and served them up to the conde and his beasts. Four of the beasts ate in the cabin before one of them, the conde’s rainbow haired niece, brought three fish out to the barn. Sigmund scowled at that. The conde preferred travelling light. Not only in terms of provisions, but in company as well. Distance was more than simply uncomfortable for beasts and their keepers, but Sigmund had never seen Rodriquez keep more than four beasts on hand outside of battle. Travelling with seven was a lot, not just for the conde but for anyone. 

	“Sir,” Sigmund said carefully after the silence had stretched on. “What can I do for you?”

	“You can start keeping some damn salt on hand. This fish is terrible.” His beasts all nodded in agreement. 

	“Sir—”

	“I know what you meant,” the conde interrupted. “Damn, I need a cigar. What you can do for me is get up off your ass and back in the world. No squire of mine is going to depart this world a failure. It reflects poorly on me. If you’re bound and determined to go ahead and die you might as well make yourself useful while you do it instead of wallowing around here.”

	Sigmund didn’t say anything, though he very briefly entertained the idea of shooting the old man. Assuming he could get the shots off before Rodriquez’s beasts ripped him apart, they’d go Rampant when he died, and then Sigmund would still be torn apart. And then eaten. Sigmund wasn’t sure he cared about that last part. Condemning the beasts to insanity, however, was not something he was cruel enough to do for a mere act of spite.   

	The conde reached into his coat pocket, withdrew an unsealed envelop, and held it out to him. 

	Sigmund opened the envelope and read the letter inside. “This is a letter of introduction,” he said with no small amount of surprise after only a few lines. 

	“Observant as ever,” Rodriquez muttered.

	Sigmund ignored that and read on. The letter was addressed to one Vizcondesa Augustina Velazquez and Sigmund almost stopped to ask who she was when the next few lines made the question obvious. “The Company of Golden Swords? You’d have me turn mercenary?”

	“You’re hardly in a position to be selective about the company you keep.”

	“Who are they?” Sigmund asked. 

	Rodriquez shrugged. “I suppose you would not have heard of them. None of the so-called ‘law enforcement’ or ‘tax collecting,’ some of these companies get up to. Legalized banditry that is. The Golden Swords specialize in hostage rescue.”

	“Hostage rescue?” 

	“Sure. It’s more profitable than you might think. The wealthy and elite tend to make a lot of enemies. And of course, there’s plenty of prisoners kept after a battle. Some pay the ransom to get their loved ones back. Others hire The Company of Golden Swords. It’s more honorable than,” the conde looked pointedly around the naked cabin, “this.”

	“Last I checked, one needed weapons and beasts to be an effective soldier, let alone whatever this Company requires.”

	“Velazquez’s Company is a little different than most,” Rodriquez said. “She only takes on keepers.” 

	“And you’re just going to hand over one of your beasts, are you?”

	The conde scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. There’s a Rampant beast bound and waiting for harvest in your barn.”

	Sigmund recalled the bundle he’d seen hauled into his barn earlier. That explained where the rest of Rodriquez’s menagerie was. A Rampant beast was dangerous. Even bound, it would need watching. 

	“You hauled a Rampant beast all the way out here to me to give me another shot,” Sigmund said flatly. “What happened to ‘one shot is all you need?’”  

	“Sometimes, especially in unsteady circumstances, more than one shot is required.” Rodriquez sounded like he was quoting, though Sigmund had no idea who may have first uttered those words. They were very much out of character for the veteran sniper. So much so that Sigmund had no response. 

	“This is your second shot, Moreau,” Rodriquez said. “Your third chance. You have until morning to accept or decline, at which point you will either harvest the beast in the barn and depart with me, or I’ll put a bullet in its brain and leave you to rot with the corpse. You’ve already got a graveyard, what’s one more occupant?”

	Sigmund glared at Rodriquez.

	The man gave a sour laugh. “You always did love beasts more than yourself.”

	“You don’t give gifts or do favors,” Sigmund said. “There are always strings attached.”

	“Of course there are strings attached,” Rodriquez barked. 

	“What kind of strings?”

	“The kind of strings you don’t ask about. The kind that would embarrass some very powerful people if you were to go poking around trying to untangle them. You’re nosy. It’s why you were a good spotter and scout. Good at whatever it was those wharf rats had you doing before I got hold of you. But you leave these strings the hell alone. And you will keep me updated.”

	“Updated, sir?”

	“Yes. Of The Company, of your actions, of your beasts…everything. I will expect regular letters.”

	Like an old grandmother, Sigmund thought, but bit down the words. One did not make such jests to condes. Especially not this conde. Only, this was almost as out of character as that comment about needing more than one shot. The conde did make it a point to look after that which he considered his, but he did not micromanage, nor did he exchange casual correspondences. Sigmund was under no illusions about how interested the conde was in his day-to-day life. 

	“You want a spy,” Sigmund said. “There is something about The Company of Golden Swords that has you uneasy.”

	Rodriquez nodded. “The vizcondesa’s grown in power too quickly, and her politics are not aligned with her majesty’s, and if they are not aligned with her majesty’s, then they are not good for Freutsche. I will not have harm come to this queendom from within after all the blood we spilled protecting it.”

	Sigmund mulled it over. He did not know much about Vizcondesa Augustina Velazquez other than she was diamond souled, and by all accounts, not someone to cross. Which was exactly what Rodriquez was asking him to do. He thought of the Rampant beast in the barn. It must have only just Fallen, and from a position of privilege, it seemed. Maybe it would be kinder to let Rodriquez kill it instead of harvesting it and restoring her sanity. And he was hardly the best choice for a spy. He’d restore her mind and then they’d both be killed by Velazquez when she discovered what he was up to. 

	Rodriquez had not been lying earlier. He’d kill the beast if Sigmund did not partake of this madness. 

	“On the bright side, if you do decide to die,” Rodriquez said, leaning back in his chair and gesturing around the barren cabin, “at least you’ve already got a casket.”

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Insomnia had become an old friend to Sigmund since he’d come to live out in the wilderness. The longer he remained, the more awake he found himself at night, and the more fatigued during the day. It didn’t matter how much or how little he did, sleep never came to him when he needed it. He’d never settled on whether that was a blessing or a curse. Sleep meant dreaming, and he always dreamed of his beasts. Especially her. 

	Once again, he reached with his anima for the familiar comfort of their roots. Nothing.

	Sigmund rose from his place on the floor, having given over his thrush bed to Rodriquez, and dressed. The fire owl watched him with orange eyes that glowed like the coals in the hearth beside her. The heat must have felt good to her. He noted that, despite her comfort those glowing eyes never left him. Leave it to Rodriquez to appoint a night watch even inside a friend’s cabin. She made no move to stop him as he walked to the door and he tossed her a playful wink, making her blink in surprise, before ducking out into the night. 

	The cool air washed over him, the scent of the damp forest air all the more crisp for the contrast it presented with the smoky smell of the cabin. It had been a long time since he’d bothered to take note of the scent. It had become part of the background of living here, just another arbitrary detail of his day-to-day existence. He glanced back at the cabin. 

	The conde was right, it might as well be a casket. He was not living, simply existing. Waiting to die. 

	His feet carried him away from the cabin and up the hill to the stacked stones of his beasts’ graves. What would they say if they were here with him? All of them, not just these three? Their voices were the freshest in his memory because they’d been the last to die and the only ones to receive proper burial. His first menagerie had been lost to sea after what he’d thought then was the greatest failure of his life. 

	He knew better now. It had only been the first. 

	They’d have been miserable way out here, he decided, close enough to civilization to be relatively safe from Rampant beasts, far enough away to never be a part of anything. They would have made do, but that would be it, making do. 

	Krake would have wanted to join the mercenaries. She had been too much the fighter for anything else. Briller would have wanted to be anywhere else. She needed activity. The more the better. His thoughts turned to Roux, who had been his first beast and best friend, and Triomphe, who had been the lead of his second team and more than a friend. 

	They’d be miserable here too. As miserable as he was. They’d have called him on it in a way none of his other beasts would have. 

	A change had to occur, something to break up this stagnation he had found himself wallowing in. But was Rodriquez’s offer the change he needed? He could not imagine himself a spy. A mercenary was bad enough. A spy…he mulled it over, silently thanking his menagerie for their input as he rose and made his way back down the hill. 

	The decision wasn’t really his alone, and more than his own life was at stake. 

	The barn had been there when he’d procured the land and was far better built than his pathetic cabin. The workshop portion of the barn was in a state of organized chaos with dozens of tools hung up on the walls and countless parts scattered across the workbench. He’d been trading his inventions and guns with river merchants who stopped by his dock on their weekly trips down and upriver. 

	He ran a hand along his workstation as he passed by and into the barn area proper where Rodriquez had stabled his horses. Two of his beasts sat watch over one of the stalls that appeared empty from his vantage. The rainbow haired beast with her arm in the sling and the ruby tiger had a game of cards going by lamplight. Neither seemed surprised to see him. 

	The tiger had probably heard or smelled him approaching from a ways off, and there was no telling what the other was capable of. His first inclination was to think she possessed some kind of energy or phenomenon seed related to light or refraction based on her hair, but there was no way to tell. He wouldn’t put it past Rodriquez to dye the hair of one of his beasts just to confuse his opponents. The man was paranoid and crafty and especially protective of his own. 

	The Rampant beast inside must be something to warrant two guards, and one of those the conde’s primary melee combatant. A front-line fighter and support, his experience supplied unasked. He stepped past them, feeling their eyes tracking him as their game came to a halt, and peered into the stall they guarded. 

	The beast within was bound in chains and rope, secure as a caterpillar in a newly knit cocoon. Even had she been possessed of superhuman strength, which she probably was, there was no way for her to build up enough momentum to use it. The beast was clearly Rampant, her human faculties overcome by the twin seeds that had sprouted within her spirit upon her Fall. 

	Her bestia seed was clearly mammalian in origin, judging from the pale blue fur covering her body. Something predatory, he suspected, though there was something delicate to her shape. She was all straight lines and soft edges, and she lacked any visible scars—definitely not a beast that had seen combat. 

	As if that weren’t convincing enough, her dark blue hair, which had been tied in a sloppy ponytail, would easily hang down to her waist, maybe even her knees, when she stood up. This was a beast who would belong in a rakish duque’s harem or an upscale pleasure house once her seeds had been harvested and she was no longer Rampant. Not rooted to a mercenary. 

	He wondered what her other seed was. Not a mineral or flora seed. Perhaps an energy seed? No, the conde would not be so generous. Phenomenon then, which covered such a wide array of possibilities as to make speculation irrelevant. 

	He glanced away to the more human shaped beasts who were no longer playing cards, tilting his head to indicate the sleeping beast within the stall. “Strong?”

	“Yes,” Rodriquez’s niece answered as the same time the ruby tiger said, “No.”

	The rainbow haired beast blushed and looked down. 

	Sigmund raised his eyebrows. “Informative.”

	The ruby tigress chuckled, the sound throaty and lyrical, half purr, half wind chime. “Strong by human standards, not mine. Fast though. And fierce.” She nodded thoughtfully. “More aggression than sense, even for a Rampant beast.”

	It was Sigmund’s turn to nod thoughtfully, looking back into the stall. Krake had been like that at first. Time had tempered her, and she’d learned tactics, strategy, and patience, though she’d never cared for the latter. 

	“I think Uncle is hoping you’ll get each other killed,” said Rodriquez’s niece. 

	“You think so?” he asked without looking at her, though he saw her nodding out of the corner of his eye. 

	“She broke my arm before she Fell. And you got my cousin killed.”

	He stiffened but didn’t deny it. Rodriquez had trusted him with his daughter after she’d Fallen. A trust he had failed. Sigmund could easily believe that the conde wanted him dead. Beast or no, she had been his daughter. 

	“Do you think we deserve to die?”

	She shrugged. “I don’t think my opinion counts for much anymore.” 

	“You Fell recently?” 

	She shrugged again. “A little over a year ago. At least now I don’t have to go to the Academy. I heard the diamond souled pull all kinds of pranks on the other students. Heard one baronesa’s daughter had all of her clothes burned and had to wear nothing but a rucksack for a week until someone finally got her a new dress. I don’t think I’d have done well there.” She sighed. “I don’t think I’d have done well anywhere.”

	“But you’re doing well here?”

	“Better than you.” 

	Sigmund gave her a raised eyebrow. The ruby tiger kicked her. 

	Her eyes widened as she realized what she’d said. “What I mean is…uh…”

	He didn’t say anything, instead letting her sputter along for a good minute or two while he tried not to laugh. It took a lot of effort and finally he couldn’t help but let a small chuckle through. It brought a tear to his eye. Then more. He hadn’t laughed since coming there. How long ago had that been?

	She was right. He wasn’t doing well here. He’d thought all hope had left him, that he was beyond it and ready to live out the rest of his life, winding down toward death. If that were true, though, then he couldn’t have felt that flash of hope earlier. He couldn’t be considering Rodrriquez’s offer, foolish as it might seem. It was a third chance. A potentially suicidal chance all things considered. If so, then what did it matter? Die in a month surrounded by mercenaries or years down the road alone in the woods. 

	He looked back into the stall at the sleeping beast bound inside. If he declined, the conde would kill her. “She really break your arm?”

	“Yeah, but like I said, that was before she Fell. Since then, well, there’s a reason we’re the ones guarding her.”

	Mineral beasts were notoriously difficult to hurt by conventional physical means. Barring exceptional strength, the ruby tiger was probably the most resistant to whatever damage the Rampant beast could dish out. She probably couldn’t contain the fallen beast in the stall on her own without killing it, hence the support.

	“She’s fast,” the ruby tiger said again. “And she’s not going to be happy when she regains her mind.” She gave a pointed look at Sigmund. “If she regains her mind.”

	“Guess that’s up to you,” Rodriquez’s niece said. “Uncle doesn’t want anything else to do with her. Says you’re her last chance.”

	He would say that, Sigmund thought. Interesting that these two referred to a Rampant beast by the feminine pronoun. While not unusual for beasts and their keepers to use “she” and “her” when not in the polite company of the nobility or the church, no one ever used pronouns for a Rampant beast. Unless they knew her before she Fell.

	Once more, Sigmund turned his attention to the sleeping beast. One ear twitched, as if listening to their conversation. Just who had she been before her Fall that these two, who clearly did not care for her, would continue to use feminine pronouns? Rodriquez had warned him that if he did harvest this beast, he would have to keep out of her past. 

	He’d be a spy with a timebomb. Not just expendable, expected to be disposed of. He did not want to die. 

	That thought hit Sigmund hard and fast and out of nowhere. He did not actually want to die. 

	“So…” pressed Rodriquez’s niece. “You thinking about harvesting her?”

	Sigmund turned and strode back toward his workshop. “No.”

	No, he was not going to harvest that beast. He could not put that noose around his neck. That said, he was no longer going to stay here and simply wait to die. 

	He gathered his tools and materials for a project he’d been working on sporadically since he’d first arrived. One he hadn’t been able to bring himself to finish until now. 

	Conde Valentin Rodriquez had been correct in his criticism of Sigmund’s howda. It was an awkward weapon, and one whose purpose was ruined by its own design. The recoil would prevent another shot from being aimed quickly. Even when using buckshot, one needed to at least be able to point the barrel at the target. Sometimes, he thought, thinking back to Rodriquez’s peculiar comment, especially in unsteady circumstances, more than one shot is required.  




Chapter Three
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	Fallen

	 

	She didn’t remember falling asleep or waking up. Neither of which bothered her nearly so much as the weight of cold chains and course rope binding her arms and legs together, biting into her flesh as her own weight pressed her bindings into the ground. She smelled horses and tasted blood, tangy through her morning breath. The taste was welcome. She wanted more. Blood would be good. Flesh would be better. Her mouth watered, drool seeping through her razor teeth and dribbling down her muzzle.

	A pair of faces appeared in her field of vision, their brightly colored hair triggering an indistinct memory that told her the creatures were dangerous and not especially tasty. Simultaneously some other, baser instinct warned her of the same thing. She bared her fangs at them and the smaller of the two, its rainbow hair in braids and one arm in a sling, flinched back. That was the weak one. She’d kill it first. 

	She could feel her own blood rushing through her veins, living rivers of energy and rage. She had to move. Had to feed. She was hungry. So hungry—her stomach felt full of knives and her blood itself cut her, demanding the fuel that flesh would provide.

	The pair made noises to each other, noises that were somehow familiar. There was something about those noises that was missing, and that knowledge frustrated her. She did not miss things, she was…something. Someone? A thick, hungry fog had settled in her skull, replacing things that should have been there. 

	The absence of that knowledge only fueled her rage, and she lurched into a sitting position without the aid of her arms or legs. She was hungry. Ravenous. Her injured observer stumbled back, and even the other one, this one red and shiny, flinched, though she held her ground. More noises were exchanged and she snarled at them again. The injured one raced away. 

	She made to give chase, only to be brought up short. She was trapped. Not just by her bindings but by her surroundings, boxed in on every side by wooden walls, save for the chest-high gate her watchers had been looking over. The close confines themselves did not bother her. The act of confinement did. She would not be trapped! Her rage billowed like an inferno within her, and her hunger swelled with it. How dare they? She would feast upon their hearts and brains and gorge herself on their blood. 

	Rocking back on her rump and kicking her bound feet up in the air, she threw herself upright and landed on the balls of her feet, eyes flashing. They could not hold her. She could not remember why exactly, but she knew this one thing. Knew it so deeply that it was less knowledge and more instinct. She was dangerous. 

	She leapt, bouncing off the wooden walls, testing each for a weakness. Building up momentum. Faster and faster. 

	The red and striped beast reached for something, but she leapt again, using her momentum to spring over the gate. She took pleasure in the flash of panic in her victim’s eyes before they collided in a heap and fell to the hay-strewn dirt floor in a tumble. She bit down, going for the beast’s throat, only to be thwarted as her teeth met the hard, red substance that was this beast’s flesh. It was like biting a rock. 

	The beast lunged up, flinging her away. She bounced back and struck the creature in the face with her own body, using the chains binding her to strike her opponent’s crimson head over and over with a ringing sound and flashes of sparks. The beast fell back to the ground, dazed. 

	The chains fell away with a rattling hiss. The impact had shattered one of the links. She was free. She grabbed the fallen chain in a heap and delivered a quick series of brutal blows to the beast’s head until it quit moving. 

	She spit at it. The thing had hurt her teeth and wouldn’t be any good to eat. She was hungrier now than she had been before. 

	She grinned and hissed her triumph. The horses she had smelled before whinnied and stomped in their own pens. The grin faded. She liked horses. She did not know why she liked them, but she did, and did not care for them being upset. Smelling blood would upset them. Horses did not like blood. She tried to…think, that was the word, think—but it was as if her brain had been suspended in sticky tree sap. Or blood. Flesh and blood—that would solve the problem. She could eat and think again, and then calm the horses down. 

	No sooner had she come to this realization than a door at the far side of the structure—the barn—burst open and more beasts flooded in. It was not the beasts that caught her attention, however, but the two men that came in behind them. Two human men. One old. One in his prime. Either would be delicious. Their hearts and brains would be full of everything she could not get from eating the colorful creatures standing with them. The need for their flesh consumed what little thought she had managed. 

	She leapt forward, dropping the chains as she went charging in an unpredictable zig-zag, bouncing off the walls. She was faster and more agile than she had realized. The distance shrank in a heartbeat. She did not think on this, only pushed herself faster still, ricocheting down the hall, jaws salivating at the thought of their meat sliding hot and bloody down her throat. No kicks or body blows for either of these two. Her fangs would find their throats, and she would not let go until they were dead beneath her and she could feast. 

	One of the beasts leapt in front of her as she pounced, heat rippling off its feathered wings. It inhaled like it meant to blow on her, but was brought up short by a command from one of the men. She’d kill it first. Then the younger man behind it. 

	Some predatory part of her recognized that they should be afraid of her, that the expressionless mask on the man’s face was not a normal response from prey that knew it was being hunted. The recognition did her no good. She lunged forward, catching her opponent’s wrists before it could bring those wicked talons to bear, and went for the throat. 

	The man raised a hand toward her. She froze, fangs just scraping flesh. A scream tore its way from her throat. She was too close to her prey to be denied now! 

	She could not move. Her entire body began seizing up from the inside, little spasms of energy and resistance dancing through her limbs and core as she fought against his hold. 

	You don’t want to fight us. Stop. The words were not a sound, but she recognized them as what was missing from the sounds she had been hearing earlier. Words. Meaning. The sounds had been some form of communication. And so was this. Only it was more. So much more. It was intimate. Happening inside of her. Instinctively, she reached out for a part of her she no longer had a name for and willed it to thrust into this man. Amazingly, that part of her responded—and encountered the man’s equivalent power. 

	She had expected to feel his will part before her, pierced or severed by her onslaught. Instead, she met no resistance, only…acceptance. The realization made her suddenly stop fighting, and her entire body relaxed as his mental command swept through her and into her, coursing through her muscles and veins and finally into her mind. 

	Good, that’s it, said the words in her head with what sounded like approval. Yes, approval. That was the word for the…emotion, that was inside of them. The man was pleased. She did not want him pleased. She thrust her will harder into him. He simply accepted it into himself. She tried to withdraw and found that she could not. Her…whatever it was…was rooted fast to him, binding them together.

	His presence provided the words she was missing. Flashes of her childhood, of books she’d read, and conversations she’d had with people raced through her thoughts. Words returned, swiftly but not swift enough. She wanted more. Needed more. Words—they were what made her Loretta. 

	That was her name—she had a name! Loretta Maradona! Firstborn daughter of the Maradona family and future duquesa.

	The presence inside of her recoiled at that realization, as if her recognition had been its own. She howled in agony, because as it withdrew, it took her newly reclaimed words and identity with it. To have regained these things, having never realized that they were missing only to have them ripped away rent a tear straight through her middle so that it seemed to her that she should be bleeding out all over the floor. The floor she was now laying sprawled upon, thrashing and yowling.

	Noises, angry word-type noises, sounded around her as she fought to regain her sense of self and place. She added her own shrieks to the cacophony. She wanted—needed—the presence and her words back! A moment or an eternity later, the presence returned, soothing the fresh wound like a balm, making her whole once again. 

	You are not Loretta, the voice inside her head said.

	Loretta Maradona, she disagreed, that was her name. 

	That is not your name any longer. You cannot be Loretta.

	She remembered being on the grass, held down by impudent beasts, her father glaring down at her in abject disgust. It felt as if he’d ripped open her stomach and spilled her bleeding insides out onto the ground.

	No, she thought. No, I am Loretta Maradona! Firstborn of the Maradona family. I am to be the duquesa! I am pure blooded. Diamond souled and pure. 

	Once, said the voice with pity—pity! No longer.

	She wailed anew. More memories, complete memories returned, and with them, almost unnoticed, her craving for human flesh and blood diminished. Each memory should have been a treasured gem, another piece that made her who she was and made her whole. Instead they bit into her, shards of a shattered woman whose life she could not have ever lived. 

	Diamond souled were pure. They did not Fall. They did not become beasts. She could not have been the duquesa’s daughter. She tried to pull away from the memories, to stop them from coming. The presence enveloped her, as if cradling her very soul. 

	When she came to, her eyes were full of tears, and Loretta finally realized that she was naked. The pale blue fur was gone, but the messy locks of her hair strewn across her face remained that horrific shade of dark blue she remembered seeing before. As she pulled herself into what should have been an awkward sitting position with her bound knees pulled up high to her chin, she noticed that even the hair between her legs had changed color. Her tail twitched at the shock. She had a tail! Her entire face burned with shame. She was naked before all these beasts and these two men, one of them her father’s long-time friend, and they could all see the evidence of her Fall. Her ears lay flat against her skull, and that sensation only made her shame deepen.  

	The younger man, the one she had attacked and who had stood his ground, approached and knelt beside her. His presence felt familiar and soothing to her thoughts even though she had never seen him before. When she realized what that meant, her gorge rose, and she fought down the urge to vomit. 

	“No!” She jerked away, falling over into the dirt, squirming to put distance between them. “No. I am not bound. I am not some lowly beast, and I will not be b-bound to the likes of some common hoodlum!”

	The laughter from the barn’s entrance was not the reaction she had expected, and it stilled her. She looked past the younger man to see Conde Valentin Rodriquez with his head thrown back in laughter. The beasts around him smirked. Smirked, the little monsters!

	“Cease that at once,” she demanded. “How dare—”

	The presence inside of her swelled until she felt as if she would overflow and her words died on her tongue. Her gaze lowered from the conde to the nameless man who she now knew beyond a shadow of a doubt had bound her to him. His expression was still a blank mask, unreadable. He’d have done well in court if he hadn’t been so obviously rugged and didn’t stink like fish and smoke. Even if he cleaned up, there would be no mistaking the weathering he’d endured. As he was, the man was barely a ragamuffin.

	It was the conde who spoke next, though not to her. “You’d best break her of those bad habits early. It will be a kindness. Break her like a wild stallion and be done with it. Both of your lives will be much easier that way.”

	Cold dread spiked up from her stomach and into her chest. Her indignation fled in the face of the very real possibility that she was about to be tortured. She’d heard that beasts could take far more punishment than any human could endure, and that the most unruly had to be beaten into submission, their minds ripped from them over and over again until they completely forgot about their human lives or learned their place. She could not forget who she was! This was all some kind of misunderstanding—some trick played on her by her sister and that merchant. 

	No mere merchant, she suddenly realized. Gage was some kind of wizard. She’d never heard of one who would lower himself to a tradesman’s status, but that had to be the only explanation. She was diamond souled, not a trace of bestial heritage in all of her ancestry. She couldn’t have Fallen without some sort of magical aid or curse. Perhaps this was all some sort of elaborate illusion? A hallucination? Was she even now back in the vineyard, crawling around in the dirt as she imagined this nightmarish scenario?

	Rise, the voice in her head commanded, and she leapt to her feet without thinking, realizing only after that the younger man was already standing, and that she had obeyed without question. 

	Hot anger chased away the fear. How dare he command her! She was…her anger faded in the face of his impassive expression. It was as if he knew everything she was thinking and simply did not care because he knew, absolutely knew, that she must obey him. 

	“I cannot be a beast,” she said to him, all but lowering herself to pleading with him so that he would understand. “I am of pure blood. I cannot Fall.”

	“I am Sir Sigmund Moreau,” he replied. “I am your new keeper. The sooner you accept that and your new place in this world, the better off you will be.”

	Loretta made to protest and realized her exact position. She was naked on the ground—she must have fallen when her anima was being accepted by this Moreau’s—with hostile beasts glaring at her from every angle, and both men had firearms. In her Rampant state, she had not been able to recognize them for what they were and then she had been too disoriented to even take note of them. Her life was in very real danger. The cold she felt had nothing to do with her nudity.

	“So,” Rodriquez said. “Will I be putting her down?

	He made to shoulder the longarm he held but stopped as Moreau’s own sidearm twitched. The motion brought her eye to the weapon. It was of an odd design, something akin to a six-shot revolver and a shotgun. It had a cylinder that was much too large for bullets and a bulky stock. There was no way he could be accurate with that thing, and if he shot it without bracing that stock the man wouldn’t just break his wrist, he’d shatter it. 

	The man must be some kind of idiot, and her life was quite literally in his hands. 

	He gave her a once over, then spoke to the Conde. “No. I accept your offer.”

	The conde laughed. 

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	Several hours later, after partially recovering from the shock of regaining her right mind, Loretta took proper stock of the changes she had gone through. The most obvious to her, and the strangest to accommodate, were her new teeth. They filled her mouth like needles, and thrice she had already drawn blood from her own tongue. At least she no longer had a muzzle.

	Her nails and ears had changed as well, the former becoming short, hook-like claws, and the latter becoming furry, if not so prominent as she had feared. Her hips were slightly wider, as was her backside, though not with fat. Loretta had become well-muscled, particularly in her legs and core, both of which seemed to have also become longer. 

	These changes should have thrown off her center of gravity, but balance came easily to her. Indeed, she found sitting still like a proper lady to be all but impossible. As soon as she’d been freed of her bindings, she’d begun to dart about, each movement flowing gracefully, if suddenly, into another. She was aware of her body as she had never been before. Everything felt connected, each step and twist and turn all simply brushstrokes of a masterpiece in the making. Was that sensation normal?

	As if that, and the presence of the decidedly inappropriate musculature were not horrific enough, she had a tail! Fluffy, soft, and pale. A color somewhere between white and blue and so damnably responsive. It helped her keep her balance, but it also stuck straight up whenever she was startled. Worse, the appendage seemed to have a mind of its own. Anyone who observed her long enough would soon learn to tell her exact mood by the position of her traitorous tail.

	The entire process of familiarizing herself with this body nearly brought her to tears all over again. This was not her body. These were not her legs or her belly or her hair. Even the subtle change in her movement was abhorrent. She had always been graceful, but her motions had also always been economic and deliberate. Now her feet and hands moved simply for the sake of moving if she did not deliberately will them to be still. 

	After a breakfast of bland fish, she had been given a set of poorly mended trousers—trousers!—and a blouse that had clearly belonged to another woman or beast. The very idea that she was wearing clothes that had once been worn by somebody else, let alone one of these creatures, was nearly as disgusting as the notion that she now was one. There were no shoes to be had, but another disturbing blessing seemed to be that her feet remained largely unscathed by stone or briar.

	For the most part, she had been allowed to simply wander the yard around the cabin beside the barn that turned out to belong to Sir Sigmund Moreau. Apparently, he was some sort of knight, albeit the shoddiest, poorest excuse for a knight she had ever laid eyes upon. If it weren’t for the fact that being near him kept her sane, she would have fled into the woods, damn the risks, and taken her chances. Except that he had instructed her, using that voice that spoke inside of her head no less, to stay nearby, and so that was exactly what she did. 

	Rodriquez’s beasts kept their distance from her. Loretta did not mind that in the slightest. She found a spot up at the top of a nearby hill dotted with willow trees that had a good stump for sitting—and fidgeting—on, and three piles of rocks stacked up to signify something, perhaps some ancient heathen rite. Who could tell in a place as obviously backwater as this? With naught but herself for company Loretta found herself reliving those last moments of her life before this. Sirena had lured her out to the vineyard, pretending to be Robles, and then Gage had trapped her using some kind of unseen force before that glowing object in his hand had worked its magic upon her.  

	It had felt nothing at all like what Sir Moreau had worked upon her, now that she thought about it. His power had seemed to come from within her, as if he were a part of her, and she simply had not known it. It was disturbingly natural. Whereas whatever force Gage had wielded had acted solely upon her person from the outside like a giant, invisible hand. Of course, she had been human, a woman, not a beast, and therefore not subject to any man’s mental commands. 

	Gage must have been using some form of wizardry. It was the only explanation that made sense. And that object he’d carried—she’d never heard of anything at all like it during her years at the Academy. An object that could cause a diamond souled woman to Fall was something that she would have heard of. At least in gossip and outlandish tall tales if nothing else. 

	She took a deep breath and twisted about. This was getting her nowhere. What she needed to do was assess her situation and proceed rationally and calmly in the direction that would restore her to power. Sir Moreau might be able to issue her commands, but he was still some lowborn with barely a hint of nobility in his veins. If she could not bend his like to her will, then she truly had no business ever aspiring to be the duquesa. 

	Return to the cabin.

	Loretta shivered. It was as if he had known she was thinking about him. Could he tell what she was thinking? She had never before considered with any thoroughness the relationship between men and their beasts. The entire notion rather disgusted her. For all she knew, he could hear her very thoughts. Her stomach clenched and her traitorous tail shot straight up. He seemed to have known her thoughts back when he was binding her. It was then that she realized she had already begun answering his command and was halfway down the hill. 

	Loretta cursed under her breath and brought herself to a reluctant pause, stopping beside a willow tree simply to prove to herself that she could, but the longer she stayed there, the stronger the urge to follow through on his command grew. This was made no easier by her newfound desire to be in constant motion. She was able to remain still and quietly rebellious for only a few moments before her feet were once again moving. Loretta told herself that she could have stayed longer had she been so inclined. She did not believe it, but whispered the lie over and over in her mind, taking comfort in the little hope it afforded her.  

	When she reached the cabin, it was to discover a set of familiar trunks being carted over to the conde’s carriage by the old man’s beasts. 

	“Those are mine,” she cried out without thinking. 

	One of the beasts, which had feathers in place of hair, a pair of wings folded behind its back and the most terrifying golden eyes she had ever seen, fixed her with a disgusted look over the top of the trunk it was carrying. Loretta flinched, then held herself straight and proud. 

	“Lay down that trunk this instant,” she commanded the beast, “There is no reason for me to wear these rags when my gowns are at hand.”

	The beast threw her a disgusted look and ignored her, continuing on its way to the carriage with Loretta’s trunk. 

	“Did you not hear me, beast?”

	“You best be getting over yourself quick, little missy, or Feathers over there’ll roast you good.”

	Loretta whirled around to confront whoever it was that dared speak to her in such a manner, and nearly shrieked as she came face to mouth with a maw of grinning red fangs. The maw belonged to a beast over a head taller than her with a feline body made of what Loretta thought might be ruby. She had known that some beasts were less human than others, but it had always been a sort of academic knowledge. Monstrous beasts were never kept in the presence of a lady, and the term was certainly appropriate to this terrifying creature. 

	“You’re not well-liked here,” the beast went on. “Caused too much pain and trouble. Bet you don’t even remember running Anmalen over with your fancy horse just a few days ago. Nearly ruined her arm not letting her into the healing spring. And you been a royal pain in our asses since.”

	Loretta’s eyes flashed. Terrifying or not, no one, least of all a beast, spoke to her this way. “How dare you.”

	The beast backhanded her with enough force to send her spinning several steps. She thought her jaw might break under the force. Somehow Loretta’s feet moved of their own accord and the spin was transformed into a pirouette that brought her to a graceful halt just out of reach. It did nothing to stop the pain blossoming in her cheek or the taste of blood on her lips. The beast had split her lip open!

	She was so shocked that she froze in place, and, instead of assessing her situation, her mind latched on to the taste of blood. It was disgusting. Had she really been craving the coppery taste only a few hours ago? It seemed impossible. But then, what was impossible anymore?

	The next blow sent her sprawling to the ground. She blinked up at her attacker, rage and fear warring within her chest in equal measure. 

	The beast cocked her striped head and bared her fangs. “Ain’t so tough now you got your head back. Maybe you was just always crazy.”

	Loretta leapt to her feet, anger burning away her fear, ready to teach this mouthy beast her proper place, only to freeze as a familiar feeling welled inside of her chest and a voice in her mind said, Stop. 

	She stopped instantly, coming to stand in place, glaring at the ruby beast. 

	Sir Moreau and Conde Rodriquez approached, followed by a pair of beasts leading the horses from the barn. Two of them were clearly a matched set intended to accompany the motor carriage should the engine fail, while the third was a nag not worthy of the title. It was old and boney despite the plethora of grass about them. That one had to belong to Moreau.

	“She attacked me,” Loretta spat, pointing at the striped beast. 

	Sir Moreau and the conde looked at the striped beast, who shrugged. “She was trying to interfere with the trunks. Said we had to give her a pretty dress.”

	Conde Rodriquez chuckled. “None of that anymore. Good work, Tibby.”

	Tibby—this monster’s name was Tibby!?—beamed at her master, flashing her fangs in a grin. 

	“Those are mine,” Loretta seethed. “Those trunks have my personal seal upon them. My property!”

	“You are a beast. You don’t have the right to property anymore,” Sir Moreau said. “What you are wearing is sufficient for now. Once we reach Saunet we shall sell off the contents in exchange for proper provisions.”

	She stared at him, dumbstruck. “P-proper provisions? Those are my things!”

	“Once,” said Sir Moreau. “Now they are mine to do with as I please. And I shall.”

	Rodriquez snorted. “You always did, you little shit.”

	The harsh language was enough to shock Loretta into gaping silence. Gentlemen did not use such course language around a lady! Before she could reprimand either of them, they were stepping into the motor carriage, leaving the conde’s beasts to manage the horses. The nicer pair were quickly hooked up to the carriage while the nag was tied off behind it. She had no idea how far it was to Saunet, but she doubted the poor old animal would make it. 

	Come, Sir Moreau’s voice sounded in her head. 

	Just as she started to make her way toward the motor carriage though, both vehicle and horses began to pull away, leaving her standing there, dumbfounded, as the only means of transportation took off without her. It was then that she noticed the conde’s beasts, each taking up a position near the carriage and jogging to keep pace. Was she supposed to follow on foot? Like a common dog?

	Apparently so.

	She snarled at the indignation, wondering how they possibly thought she could keep up, but started after them at what turned out to be an easy pace. Several miles went by before she realized that she should be tired but was not. She was moving faster than she ever could have before, and yet the light sweat she had broken out in had more to do with the day’s rising heat than her own exertion. Undignified as the trip to town was, Loretta began to suspect that it would not be altogether difficult. 

	That was when the first of the conde’s beasts tripped her. 

	She sprawled into the dirt road they had turned onto half a mile back, banging her nose on a lifted root. The beasts made no move to help her up or sound an alert to the carriage that it should halt. For a moment she was tempted to simply lie there and let the carriage and the insufferable beasts and men pull away. Then she remembered her hunger for flesh and blood, being unable to speak or understand words, not even being able to remember who she was or had been. Loretta leapt to her feet and hurried to catch up.

	A few minutes later, she was tripped again. 

	The first she had thought was merely an accident, but the second trip had been deliberate. She caught two of the beasts, Tibby and Feathers—those had to be nicknames—smirking to each other as she rejoined the group. Now that she knew what to look for, she was able to dodge, spinning in a mercurial arc around her next attacker, allowing the beast to tumble past and crash into a bush. She smirked at the indignant creature as it rose up to glare at her, and continued jogging along. 

	That was how the trip to Saunet continued, under a flurry of attacks coming from any possible direction. Loretta quickly realized that if she could see the attacks coming then avoiding them was fairly easy. She moved far quicker and with much greater control of her body than she ever had before. She almost found herself enjoying the activity. It was like a game. She was reminded every time she caught sight of a snarling face or found herself face down in the dirt once again, that it was not. Even if she were to accept that she was now like these beasts, they would not accept her as one of them. 

	That was fine by her. She was too good for them anyway. Even if they were bound to a conde and she to the ragamuffin Moreau. Honestly, she wondered if her sister had not somehow arranged that as well, merely to spite her. That thought slowed her long enough for one of her traveling companions to shove her into a tree. 

	Pulling herself away and running to catch up once again, Loretta began to wonder if the conde had been in on her sister’s plot. It should have occurred to her earlier. It should have been the first thing she thought upon recognizing him. She cursed herself and put the thought away to consider later. There was little she could do with or about it at the moment and attempting to do so would find her laid out in a ditch with a broken neck. 

	Even paying attention, she could not dodge every attack. Especially when the group began teaming up. The rainbow haired Anmalen managed to distract her while Tibby slipped up behind her and sent her careening into a nearby gully to land in the mud with a splash. 

	Loretta snarled up at them, leaping to her feet, but none of them were near enough to attack. In fact, they had put a fair bit of distance between themselves and her. A sound behind her was Loretta’s only warning, and if she had not already been so primed to respond after so many sneak attacks, she would have lost her head. 

	Something shiny and metallic slashed right where her neck had been an instant before as she dodged aside. The muddy footing stole her momentum, and she tumbled, coating herself in more mud. An angry screech sounded behind her. She spun around to find a Rampant beast coming at her in a silvery blur of metallic feathers and claws. 

	Loretta tried to lash out with her anima out of instinct and found nothing there. Even if it had been, it would not have done her any good. This beast was Rampant, not harvested by a keeper. The seconds lost by her mistake cost her. The beast closed, wicked beak reared back to strike. 

	A gunshot sounded. The branches of a nearby shrubbery vanished. Another shot followed right on the heels of it, taking the Rampant beast in the shoulder in a shower of sparks. The metal gave way under the shot and blood sprayed. Another shot. This time the sparks and blood flew from the beast’s head as half of its skull vanished. 

	The corpse toppled over. 

	Loretta looked back at the motor carriage, which had come to a halt. Moreau had stepped out and was examining that awkward firearm of his. Apparently not so awkward, she thought dully. That stock must have some kind of spring mechanism inside of it to reduce the recoil. That was the only explanation for how he managed to get those shots off so quickly and keep the grouping so tight with a weapon that size. 

	She looked back to the dead beast and poked it with her toe. The metal was soft. Cerium, perhaps? The creature was definitely more animal than human. She’d never had much experience with Rampant beasts. As a diamond souled, they’d always been kept away from her. 

	Her hands were shaking. Why were her hands shaking?

	She clenched her fists, stood up, and strode from the gully as if she wasn’t covered in mud and blood. The other beasts watched her, keeping their distance. 

	Moreau did not so much as glance at her. 

	She gritted her teeth. The man had just saved her life, and now he would not do her the courtesy of looking at her? 

	He looked up, but not at her. At the conde’s menagerie. “That’s enough of that. Understood?”

	Her tail shot up, her ears went flat, and she found herself baring her teeth at him. How dare he interfere! 

	The conde’s menagerie gave her bitter glances but kept their distance as Moreau re-entered the carriage as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. 

	Perhaps nothing had, she realized. She might be the best educated person there, but she was far outside her many areas of experience. For the first time, it dawned on her what her relationship with this man was as she glanced over at the dead beast in the gully. If she made a break for it, she might be able to get away before he could mentally command her back, but then what? She would become a monster, Rampant like that thing that had attacked her. 

	Loretta had vague memories of her own time being Rampant. Mostly, she remembered being hungry and angry. She was plenty angry now. If she did get away and go Rampant, she wouldn’t have to remember who she had been or live with the knowledge of what she was now. She’d have no memories, just that blinding fury. 

	She crushed the notion under heel. That would be giving up. Surrendering to her circumstances and allowing these petty creatures to believe that they had bested her. A familiar determination lit within her as the motor carriage started up again. Loretta, Maradona or no, future duquesa or no, did not lose. 

	Beneath that determination, low in her chest where it had settled, pulsed the warm command of Sir Moreau. Come it urged her. So, she did.



Chapter Four
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	Their travels ended as abruptly as they had started. 

	The motor carriage came around a bend, and ahead they could see the town of Saunet, and off to the east, Kerkenhal. It was a castle from a time when the region was less peaceful and built to withstand a siege—ugly and practical, with towering stone walls that made the whole thing look like a big grey box. Difficult to breach, more difficult to admire. 

	Saunet was at least a week’s travel from the Maradona chateau, which made Loretta stop to think about how long she must have been out of her mind. Seven days? Eight? Rodriquez must have been especially keen on the notion of scruffy Sir Moreau harvesting her. Not that she herself was looking any better after a day of running along a dirty road and a dip in a muddy gully. Her limbs felt as if they’d been hollowed out and filled with lead. She was covered in sweat and road grime, and her hair was an absolute fiasco. Not to mention the blood. 

	Rodriquez’s beasts had respected Moreau’s command for a few hours, then started up again. The longer the trek had gone, the better they had gotten at ganging up on her and the more fatigued she’d become. By the end she was having more “accidents” than not, though none of them drove her from the road again. Every part of Loretta ached so badly that she was hardly able to dwell on her appearance, let alone Rodriquez’s motives.  

	As they drew near the city, the antagonizing antics of her traveling companions ceased, and the stench of hundreds, perhaps even thousands, of people all living in close proximity assaulted Loretta’s newly enhanced nose. She had discovered on her journey a newfound awareness of her feet, where they were and what was beneath them. This ability had saved her several times from eating dirt, but, from her first step on the slimy cobblestone streets she found she would have preferred the extra falls to this experience. And that was the least of her worries. 

	Loretta had been to Saunet several times before, but always from a position of authority. If she had walked the streets, it was as a lady of high breeding and stature, not a beast exhausted from a full day chasing after a motor carriage. The conde’s beasts pulled together in a tight formation around the carriage that kept the vagabonds and riffraff apart from the vehicle, but also made it so that Loretta was forced to wade through the people brushed aside in their wake. Peasants and beasts crowded her, pushing against her. Twice, she felt a hand trying to slip into a pocket her trousers did not have. Each time this happened, she swatted it away, which earned scowls and looks of shock. She was too tired to care. 

	They pulled to a stop in front of an inn, where Loretta expected she’d finally be allowed to rest. It was not to be. Moreau exited the motor carriage, saddled his nag, and, after grasping wrists with Rodriquez, pushed onward. Their destination, it seemed, was to be Kerkenhal itself. 

	The last stretch made Loretta even more aware of her pain and fatigue. She fell into a fugue, coming to only as they approached Kerkenhal’s gate. The sun was setting, turning the sky a blazing orange. The light glinted off the gilded ornamentation upon the guards’ uniforms and weaponry. 

	Slow, her tired mind supplied. That gilding would make them slow and throw off the weight of their weapons. What was the point of the guards, then? There was nothing ornamental about their beasts. Each had at least two with him, and there was something inorganically rough about them and their animalistic features. Their stances, light and ready despite their apparent solidity, suggested that they were the real threat. Loretta could believe it. Guard and beast alike eyed the two of them with unabashed skepticism that made her tail stand on end. 

	Without intending to, Loretta threw her shoulders back, adjusting her posture even as Sir Moreau drew himself up and produced an envelope from his tattered coat. “I am Sir Sigmund Moreau. I am here to see the vizcondesa.”

	 One of the guards reached into his coat pocket and produced a pocket watch, which he ostensibly checked. Then he rapped on the gate with his knuckles. “You, Sir Moreau, are late.”

	The gates began to slowly open with a groan of straining mechanisms. They must draw their power from the castle’s spring, Loretta thought. From the sound of the machines at work, she could think of nothing else that could provide the necessary amount of energy short of an entire team of coordinated beasts. Kerkenhal really was built to withstand a siege. 

	“Am I?” Sir Moreau asked, sounding intrigued, if anything.

	Loretta gave him a sidelong look. His expression was one of bemusement. Where on earth did the ragamuffin knight get off sounding bemused? One of his station should be grateful to be allowed within the same building as a vizcondesa, let alone be expected by one.

	Loretta’s heart leaped. The vizcondesa!

	Loretta had never met Vizcondesa Augustina Velasquez before, but she knew the woman was diamond souled, if not so pure blooded as to move in the same circles as the Maradona family. If anyone would be willing to help her…shame suddenly filled her, and all thought of pleading for assistance fled. What would happen to her family if she was discovered? The purity of her mother and father’s lineage would be called into question. For a fleeting moment, her father’s face rose to the fore of her mind, twisted with disgust as he glared down at her. The remembered look stabbed into her heart like a frozen knife. 

	She would find a way to restore her humanity, and, when she did, she would return and claim her rightful place. If she was discovered as a beast before then…her return would be awkward, to say the least. Assuming it did not destroy her family outright. No, she needed to go about this very carefully. 

	“Yes,” said a stern voice once the noise of the opening gates had died. “You are.”

	The voice belonged to a dark skinned, matronly figure. She looked like the kindly old grandmother from a children’s story. Her face and figure were round, and her dress several seasons out of fashion, though she was no less regal for it. The woman wore it with the confident indifference of the elderly, and it worked for her, giving her a casual elegance. She did not carry herself like most women of her weight, instead gliding with light elegance across the ground to them, holding herself so proudly erect that it seemed to Loretta that the woman was several inches taller than she actually was until she stood before them. 

	Sir Moreau dismounted with a bow and handed over his letter of introduction. 

	She took it, glanced at it, and then tucked it away up her sleeve. “The Conde Rodriquez sent a courier to inform me of your coming. I am Vizcondesa Augustina Velasquez,” she said, glancing at Loretta.

	There was much in that glance. Dismissal, authority, and the power to back up both. Had Loretta actually thought to plead with this woman for help? Fresh shame washed over and through her. For her weakness at even considering coming to one of her peers from such a lowly position, for no doubt looking as disgusting as she felt, and for being seen as anything less than the Maradona heiress she was. The vizcondesa did not see a person before her when she glanced at Loretta. At most, she saw a tool in need of cleaning. 

	Hot fury filled Loretta’s belly and her tail went on end. How dare she! The vizcondesa glanced back at her. Loretta froze. She had not even realized she had begun fidgeting. Fidgeting! Like a child. Why could she not be still?

	“Your beast is ill mannered,” the vizcondesa said. 

	Loretta didn’t know which was the more insulting. To be considered a beast at all, or to be thought that she was anything less than the absolute best at whatever it was she did. Ill mannered? She had trained her entire life and was more capable than this diminutive vizcondesa could ever hope to be.

	Moreau did not react. “I’m sure she knows better than most how to behave around a diamond souled, my lady.”

	“Does she now?” The vizcondesa asked. Her full attention fell upon Loretta.

	Loretta’s connection with Moreau vanished. 

	It was like having the ground drop away from her. One moment there was something fixed in the world, unyielding and certain, the next, it was a gaping, hungry void. 

	The void did not remain empty for long. Something indefinable and just as hungry rushed to fill it. It had a sense of motion, of rhythm, and suddenly she knew that it was her own anima. It had been turned upon her, somehow inverted, and in so doing, had been set free to rampage through her very soul.

	The internal motion of it thrashing about, that hunger, that rage warred at the edge of her mind, and it was all she could do not to make a sound. It wanted to take her over. Wanted her to return to that state she’d been in before Moreau, but it couldn’t take her mind. Not yet and not completely. Aside from her connection with him, it felt as if an appendage were gone. That motion now filling the void had been inside her limbs and heart—now she was more still than she had been since Falling. 

	This was a true woman before her. Now, Loretta fully appreciated what that meant, diamond souled or no.

	She had never known, or cared, how horrible it was to be on the receiving end of the power she had wielded as a woman. This wasn’t just a severing of her connection with Sir Moreau. If it had only been that, it might not have been so terrible. This was an invasion that turned her own spirit into a traitor. Something deep within her that she did not fully understand was cut off and taken from her, locked away behind an invisible barrier while she mentally clawed at the inside of her own skull to remain capable of thought. 

	Madness, horrible, all-consuming madness, was slowly encroaching on her mind. Every second she could feel a little bit more of her sanity, her very self, bleeding away. If the vizcondesa kept this up, she would eventually be reduced to a helpless, insane wreck. 

	Fear took hold of Loretta to her very core such as she had never experienced. There had been some part of her that had taken a measure of reassurance from the thought that if she ever lost her connection with Moreau and descended into a Rampant state, she would remain dangerous. Capable of eliminating threats to her person and savaging any who opposed her. 

	This rotund little grandmother had taken even that illusion from her. She was left with nothing but the barest fingerhold on her sense of self.

	The vizcondesa was talking. Had been talking. Loretta tried to focus on what she was saying. It was so very hard. 

	“Conde Rodriquez indicated you were starting over from nothing,” the vizcondesa said. “I did not fully believe him until now.” She held up a hand, as though to stave off a protest, though Moreau gave no indication of being bothered by her words. “Apologies, sir, almost nothing. None would dare strip your title after the services you’ve performed for Freutsche.”

	Loretta’s splintering mind latched onto that and her head whipped around, the tail of hair flying behind her. Services to their queendom? Moreau? Sir Ragamuffin?

	The vizcondesa noticed her, causing Loretta to shy back. She never wanted to be noticed by this woman ever again. 

	“Your beast doesn’t know?” Vizcondesa Velasquez asked.  

	“I suspect her family knows, and that was why they allowed me to keep her.” There seemed to be more left unsaid than said. It was galling to know on some level that she would have possessed the insight necessary to piece together that unspoken meaning had her mind been her own in that moment. 

	Loretta had not wondered too much about Moreau as they’d traveled. There had been more immediately pressing things to keep her occupied, and she had not considered just how thoroughly stuck with him she may be. That had been a mistake. She let out a little snarl of effort. Thinking was so hard. The smell of the people around her…their blood would taste so sweet.

	The woman frowned at her. “You are very newly Fallen, pet, aren’t you?”

	Loretta managed a shaky nod. She could not even muster up the effort to be insulted at being spoken down to. “Y-yes.”

	The invasive presence of the vizcondesa’s anima within her vanished, and Loretta gasped. It was all she could do not to fall to her knees in the dirt. That had been the worst thing she had ever experienced. 

	The memory of her father’s face, looking down at her as she lay upon the ground, his face twisted with disgust as he kicked away her hand, floated to the fore of her mind, and with it, pain. Perhaps the second worst thing.

	“It is a strong-willed creature,” the vizcondesa said appraisingly. The way one might comment about a horse a friend had just purchased. “That will either be very good or very bad for you, sir. From what I’ve heard about you, however, you are no doubt up to the challenge.”

	If Moreau responded, Loretta did not hear it. She was struggling to relearn how to breathe. She staggered forward through the gates and into a courtyard, eyes darting about. She needed something, anything, to focus on, to take her mind from the shock of what had just happened. 

	The castle was a small town unto itself, bustling with activity. She spotted gardens within the wall that would sustain the people inside if ever they came under siege. There were men with teams of beasts and several practicing various oddities in a courtyard. A bird caught her eye as it swooped over the training beasts and then up, alighting upon something metallic that glinted in the brilliance of the sunset.

	A railway had been constructed that wound the length of the castle wall, sticking out over the courtyard. Her eyes traced along its length, scanning for whatever it might have been put up to support. Loretta fixed her attention upon it and put her mind to the task of puzzling out what it was used for. When she found it, she gasped. “Is that a Mark III?” 

	The Mark II Gatling Gun had only been in production in the last year and was ungodly expensive. But it couldn’t be a Mark II. The Mark II was not that big and had eight barrels, two more than the Mark I. This engine of death had ten. 

	“It is,” said the vizcondesa from beside her, and Loretta jumped. The woman gave her a disapproving look before turning to address Moreau over her shoulder. “Your beast has an eye for weaponry.”

	Loretta sensed that was intended as a compliment. Steeling her courage, she asked, “How did you get it?”

	The weapon must have been modified to fit on those tracks. Traditionally, they were mounted on a device that looked like wagon wheels and were so cumbersome and unwieldy that they rarely saw use beyond the start of a battle. With this system, the vizcondesa’s men would be able to quickly reposition the weapon anywhere along the walls in a matter of minutes, if not seconds, and clear an entire field of enemies. This castle wasn’t just a fortress—it was a deathtrap. 

	The vizcondesa’s eyes twinkled. “The Company of Golden Swords’ service is prized first for our effectiveness and second for our discretion.”

	Which meant that the Gatellas, the family famed for their gunsmiths, had been in need of her Company’s services, whatever those might be. A sense of awe came over Loretta. The Gatellas were not highly ranked, but they were widely respected for their craft and lethality. If they had procured this Company of Golden Swords’ services, then this was a force that she would have learned of when she became duquesa. The purpose of the guards at the gate suddenly became clear. They were bait.

	“How many rounds per minute?” Loretta asked, as much from genuine curiosity as to keep her thoughts from her rightful title that the world seemed intent on denying her. 

	“Two hundred and fifty,” Vizcondesa Velasquez said, a proud, slightly manic gleam in her grandmotherly eye. “And that with .58 caliber rounds, mind you.”

	Loretta nodded. A dangerous weapon, and an even more dangerous woman. 

	The vizcondesa spun to address Moreau. “You’ll want to see our quartermaster, of course. And bring your team to see our wizard.”

	Wizard? Loretta spun to stare at the vizcondesa open mouthed. The Gatling gun was one thing. A wizard in this woman’s service was something else. 

	The vizcondesa gave Loretta a pleased smile before continuing. “You have not had your new beast properly inspected yet, I imagine.” 

	Loretta recoiled. Inspected? Like a horse or a dog? Repugnant as that thought was, another was quick to replace it. Would the wizard be able to tell that she had been cursed? Surely, one of them would be able to tell. She tried not to let her hopes rise, or for that hope to bleed over into eagerness. 

	“Not yet,” Moreau admitted. “She is only freshly harvested.”

	Something passed behind his dark eyes. Some thought Loretta could not guess. She needed more information about this man who would call himself her keeper. Who, it also seemed, kept her insanity at bay. 

	“I shall inform Master Jacquemin to expect you in the morning,” Vizcondesa Velasquez said. “Rest and see to your beast’s hygiene. I took the liberty of sending a servant to prepare him when you were seen approaching.” 

	Loretta wrinkled her nose. Moreau’s hygiene was in no less need of maintenance than her own. 

	“That is most gracious of you,” Moreau replied.  

	The vizcondesa gave a self-satisfied grin. “It is, isn’t it?”

	Loretta did not know what to make of the exchange. It almost seemed as if the vizcondesa were glad to have Sir Moreau joining her Company. A company even the Gatellas respected. Who was this man? Or was there something more at play? That had to be it. She would have to remain alert if she intended to piece together this puzzle. It would not do for her to be caught up in some scheme that would prevent her from restoring her humanity. 

	Soon she would see this wizard, Master Jacquemin, and, unless he was in league with Lorenz Gage, which she had a hard time believing, then he would reveal the truth of her condition. She only needed to endure until then. 

	A servant guided them through the halls of Kerkenhal and down into its depths, eventually pausing before an entryway and allowing them through, where Loretta discovered the castle’s hot spring. It was nothing like the Maradona hot spring, which was carved with artistic designs and lit with electric lights. No, this spring was primitive, more cave than chamber. 

	Mechanisms, pipes, and vents cascaded over the roughhewn walls and ceiling, like the vines of some parasitic species on a great tree. Rather than being affixed to anything or decoratively arranged, electrical lights hung naked from wires strung up between the cavern walls. There were even torches, actual flaming torches, positioned at various points. 

	Their flickering light played an eerie trick with the steam rising from the spring. Loretta had always found the steam from the Maradona spring seemingly possessed of a life of its own. So too did this steam seem alive. Rather than providing a welcoming presence, however, the effect here was not unlike looking into one’s riding boot and catching a glimpse of a slithering coil. 

	Chest and shelves had been worked into the cavern walls by the door, and, on glancing at them, she discovered Sir Sigmund Moreau, the ragamuffin hedge knight, disrobing. 

	Loretta nearly shrieked when he stripped off his cloak and shirt, revealing a muscular, if dirty, upper body, and a belt laden with two pistols, a sword she quickly realized was broken, and a silver flute that was far too fine an instrument for this man. She turned as he undid his belt and tossed his weaponry on a shelf. His trousers and boots quickly followed. Her face felt as if it were aflame. 

	It was common knowledge that men could not love beasts. It was also common knowledge that they were known to slake their lusts upon them. Sir Moreau had been out in the woods for a very long time. Knight or no, he was only a man. Whatever sense of propriety he held was more than likely warped from such a lengthy stay of isolation, if not altogether absent. 

	“W-what are you doing?” she stammered.

	“Bathing.” 

	An unwilling glance over her shoulder revealed that he had at least protected his modesty with a bathing towel wrapped around his waist. A part of her found that mildly disappointing. Moreau’s ill-fitting clothes had not done his lean, dare she say lethal, frame justice. He was riddled with scars and corded with tight muscles.

	She looked away. A moment later, she heard the sound of him entering the hot spring, followed by a relieved sigh. 

	Loretta bit her lower lip. She would kill for a hot bath. Her entire body ached with small injuries and fatigue. She felt positively disgusting. She would not, however, demean herself by bathing in Kerkenhal’s spring. Beasts loved the springs. Beasts bathed in them whenever they could. She was not a beast. This was not something she would do. 

	“This hardly seems appropriate,” she said without looking at him. With only the two of them, her words echoed around the cavern. 

	“Oh?” His voice was casual, as if they were discussing the weather and not his sudden nudity. 

	“Y-you are naked, sir, and I….” she trailed off, unsure what she was. She’d almost said, “am a lady,” but she wasn’t anymore. Not until she could break Gage’s spell. This Jacquemin must know some way to counter it. She simply had to endure and remain strong until the morning. Then she would be made human again and this nightmare would be over. 

	“You should get in the spring as well,” he said. “It will be good for you.”

	“No, thank you.” With an effort, she stilled herself. What would it take to make her finally be still?

	“Then you may join the other keepers’ menageries in the barn,” he said. 

	She flinched. 

	Menagerie—now there was a word she’d never thought could include her. She was a part of Sir Sigmund Moreau’s menagerie…and he was naked only a few feet away from her. She was keenly aware of how little she actually knew about the man she was now bound to obey. They had spent only a few scant moments in each other’s company—her awakening, and then just before he stepped into the motor carriage. That said, after her time with the conde’s menagerie, she knew exactly where she would rather be if she had to choose between him and other beasts. 

	“No. Here is adequate.”

	He chuckled. “Adequate.”

	Heat rose up her neck and face and she bit down angry words. No man had mocked her to her face since she was a child. Instead she settled for, “Your company and this lodging are far preferable to whatever menageries may be waiting for me. They are animals.”

	“You think yourself an animal now?” he asked from the water, tone mocking. 

	She stiffened, gritting her teeth as she silently fumed. Infuriating man. How dare he taunt her! Her stupid tail went rigid, standing straight up.

	“If you’re going off your experience Rodriquez’s menagerie,” he went on. “I think you’ll find that their dislike of you is far more human.”

	She ground her teeth together, feeling their razor sharpness. “What would you know of it?”

	“More than you. You seem pretty clueless, though. I thought it might be because you were coping with your Fall, but I’m beginning to suspect it’s a condition that affects your brain.” 

	She spun on him, forgetting that he was all but naked until she was facing him, at which point she nearly stumbled upon her words. He was looking back over his shoulder at her, a mocking grin on his face. The bastard. “This is not right. I am not meant to be here. My name is—”

	“You have no name,” Moreau interrupted, voice soft but stern. “Whatever name you once held was lost to you when you Fell. I haven’t given you a new one yet.”

	She straightened her back and bared her fangs. “I am Loretta Maradona, firstborn daughter of Duquesa Fiammetta Maradona.”

	Moreau shifted in the water to fully face her and stood up. “Loretta Maradona suffered a tragic accident at a ball a few days ago and passed on. Her obituary will be in every newspaper across Freutsche by tomorrow morning. So, you see, you cannot be Loretta Maradona. She is dead.”

	Loretta felt suddenly cold. “But, I’m not dead.”

	“And you can thank Conde Rodriquez for that. Your father wanted to kill you on the spot after you Fell.”

	The words hit her in the stomach like a physical blow. “No. No, he couldn’t. My father loves me.”

	Sir Moreau shrugged. “He loves his family, wealth, and station. Your Fall threatens all of that. Duquesa Maradona is known to have more pure blood than him, she’d have been within her rights to divorce him for your Fall and disown your sister. She probably would have, too, had she been made aware of your condition.” 

	Loretta did not want to hear this. Each word was another slap, a strike to her very soul. Yet they were so sharp because she knew them to be true. The scandal alone of a diamond soul Falling would have ripped her family apart. Even if her mother did decide not to abandon her father and start a new family than risking her descendants being tainted by bestial blood, the scandal would follow her. But to think that he would want to kill her? No, that was not possible. Besides…

	“I did not Fall.” She straightened, forcing herself to regain some semblance of composure. 

	“All evidence to the contrary.” Soapy water poured from the rag he dragged over his lean frame, running down muscles hardened by a lifetime of labor and combat, dragging free the grime to leave his skin clear and clean.

	She shook her head and refocused herself—she did not need to be admiring a hedge knight’s body in her current predicament. 

	Sir Moreau took a deep breath. 

	“I did not!” She stamped her foot, then stared at it. She had not stamped her foot since she was a child. Flushing, she returned her attention to Sir Moreau. “I did not Fall. I was cursed. My sister, she and Lorenz Gage cast some sort of spell upon me.” A thought occurred to her. “You were in my head this morning, when you…harvested me. You saw what happened.”

	Sir Moreau shook his head. “I saw from your eyes, your father’s face glaring down at you. I shared the moments following your Fall before your mind became Rampant. Nothing else of your life before.” 

	Something in her chest warmed. It was familiar and comforting and realizing that made her recoil because the sensation was, in truth, neither. Sir Moreau was doing something to the piece of her that now resided within him, sending feelings of comfort and stability back into her through their connection. 

	“You are no longer whoever you were. You are a beast. And you are mine.” He tilted his head as he looked her up and down. “You moved very well on the road. We were watching you through the carriage window. If your features weren’t so decidedly mammalian, I might think your bestia seed something avian.” 

	The sudden change in topic was disorienting. Almost as much as that continuing sensation behind her sternum. It was as if he were absently caressing her soul while his dark eyes appraised her. Eyes too dark to belong to a diamond souled descendant. His mother or grandmother had been a beast. She felt herself recoil at the thought, reminded once again of their intimate setting, and his belief that he now possessed her. If she truly had Fallen, then, of course she would belong to him. She had not Fallen. She had been bespelled. She could not belong to him or to anyone else. She had to make him realize this. 

	“Your orbis seed most definitely is not an energy type, or else you’d have drawn on it during your exchanges with Rodriquez’s menagerie,” he continued, tone musing.

	She blinked, realization dawning. “You were watching that! The whole way to Saunet?” He’d told them to stop after the Rampant beast had attacked them. If he had known they were disobeying him, then why hadn’t he stepped in again?

	“Of course,” he said. “If I hadn’t, they would have ripped you to pieces. You really pissed them off.”

	“How? They’re beasts! What on earth could I have done to them?”

	“For starters, you nearly killed the conde’s niece.” 

	“I did not!”

	He raised an eyebrow. “You don’t recall running over the rainbow haired girl with a horse?”

	Girl? Disgusting, the beast was an it, not a she. Loretta frowned, pushing past that thought to consider his question. Surely, he couldn’t be referring to the hunt. It seemed so long ago. “Perhaps.”

	“And you were a right little savage after you Fell. All Rampant beasts are dangerous, of course, without a keeper to harvest their animas and root their seeds in order to preserve their sanity, but you were especially aggressive. And considering how physical your seeds have made you, quite dangerous.” He grinned at her. “I’m sure that will be useful.”

	“I have already graduated from the Academy,” Loretta said, biting off each word. “I am more than simply useful. I am well versed in history, politics, economics, mathematics, and dance. More so than you could hope to be.”

	“I’m certain those too will be advantageous,” he said after a moment. “You may want to mind your tone though. I don’t really care, but plenty of others will. Especially the diamond souled. Are you going to get in the water?”

	Her face went crimson. Getting in the water was why she was here, wasn’t it? She had not forgotten his threat to send her out to the barn where the other beasts awaited her. “Don’t look at me.”

	He made a sound that might have been construed as a chuckle, but turned around. She divested herself of the disgusting borrowed clothes and wrapped a bathing towel about her torso. The water seemed to grow hotter as she approached, as if eager to cook her. Loretta grimaced. Beasts bathed in this spring. It was sacred, even if it was ugly, meant to power the whole of Kerkenhal.

	Bracing herself for the feeling of revulsion, she slipped one foot into the liquid heat. 

	Relief such as she had never known flooded through her. It started in her foot and ended at her ankle, soothing aches and pains she had not even realized she’d been feeling until they were gone. Loretta all but threw herself into the spring. 

	It was as if she were made anew. All of the rawness earned and accumulated throughout the day cleansed from her all the way down to her marrow. She glanced at herself and noted the blood washing free of several cuts, leaving behind unmarred flesh. The spring had healed her. 

	“Extraordinary,” she said, holding up her hand and watching a bruise on her forearm faded away. It was like witnessing a flower bloom in reverse. 

	This was among one of the best feelings that she had ever experienced. It even seemed to be cleansing her internally, freeing her of a taint she hadn’t recognized, left behind by the vizcondesa. She let out a long sigh and sank into the water. This was what it meant to be cleansed. 

	She glanced over to discover Sir Moreau watching her from where he leaned against the edge of the hot spring. 

	“You never learned about the effects the hot springs have upon beasts?” he asked.

	“I knew the springs healed them,” she said, too relaxed to be defensive. “But such vulgar topics were never a focus of study. I learned the necessities and focused upon the more practical application of the springs’ powers.” She sighed again. “The only way this might be better is if we had some music.”

	Sir Moreau pulled himself free of the water, and soaking wet, crossed back to where he had stored his clothing. 

	“You are finished, sir?” she asked. She hoped not. If he was then she would have to be as well, and she never wanted this feeling to end. 

	Moreau shook his head and drew out a silver flute from his belongings. He turned and brought it to his lips. Music echoed through the cavern. Music too sweet to have come from some dirty fishmonger who claimed to be a knight. 

	Sir Sigmund Moreau could play as well as any minstrel who had ever graced the halls of the Maradona Chateau. 

	The stillness that had finally settled upon Loretta evaporated. The music called to her. Compelled her. She flew from the water, heedless of her nudity as the towel fell away or the wetness of the floor. She had to move. The music set something within her free, something that refused to be smothered or shut away any longer. 

	Moreau played his flute and Loretta danced to the music with a grace no human woman could have ever hoped to match.

	The music ended. Loretta found herself breathing hard. “Keep playing,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. She would not plead for it. She would not. 

	Moreau tapped a finger thoughtfully upon the flute. “I think we may have discovered the nature of your second seed,” he mused aloud. 

	The release Loretta had just experienced shattered. Everything came crashing back upon her at once. Her sister had betrayed her. Her mother thought she was dead. Her father hated her. She had been cursed into this beast, her humanity stripped from her, and the most wondrous thing she had experienced had all been because of this theft. This absence of her humanity. Even her own anima betrayed her now. 

	“My name,” she said, voice quaking with so many broken emotions she could not have begun identifying them all. “Is Loretta Maradona. I am diamond souled. I am noble. I am the future Duquesa Maradona.”

	“No,” Sir Moreau said, voice soft but firm. “You are not. I will give you a new name.”

	Loretta’s newfound serenity shattered. She screamed. Screamed with every ounce of rage and impotency that had been thrust upon her. She launched herself across the hot spring, fangs bared, claws extended. She did not crave Moreau’s flesh—she simply wanted to hurt him and make him hurt half as much as she did. 

	She was almost to him when he raised an eyebrow and she froze in place. The piece of her that was inside of him, that allowed him to command her, would not allow her to keep going forward. Whether by their bond or by his will, she could not tell and in that moment it did not matter. She screamed again, lashed out with everything she had. 

	Her feet went out from under her and she found herself writhing on the floor, kicking, clawing, biting. Hoping that something might draw close enough for her to destroy it. Nothing did. She was like a child caught in a tantrum, held in place by nothing more than her keeper’s will and her own inability to defy it. 

	She screamed and thrashed until she could do neither and lay gasping up at him, face red, teeth bared. Her keeper looked upon her with equal parts disgust and pity. Something inside of her withered up and died as her rage was replaced with creeping shame. 

	Sir Moreau stood over her, the pity in his eyes making her scream and thrash all the more wildly. “Your new name is Sauvage.”

	

Chapter Five
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	Exercise

	 

	It was nice not to smell of fish. 

	Sigmund had not truly felt clean in over a year. A large part of that was thanks to his isolated and self-destructive lifestyle. Fishing and tinkering without guests or regular interaction had caused him to quit caring about his appearance or maintaining himself beyond the basest of necessities. A greater part, however, had come from the sense of loss and failure he had wallowed in, drifting without purpose through life as the days stretched and the weeks flew. It seemed he had not truly been alive since before arriving at his cabin and building the graves that rested there. 

	A change had come over him. A part of him was still raw and hollow, as it always would be, but the rest of him had seized upon the upheaval of his non-life with relish. Once again, he had purpose. A mission. Even though he was starting from the bottommost rung of the ladder, it was a first step from which he could once again begin his climb. 

	The raw wound within him snarled that he would slip and fall again, just like he had the time before and the time before that. He accepted this warning as a possibility and moved on. It was not gone—not by a long shot. It was, however, mitigated. Rodriquez, the manipulative bastard, and Sauvage gave him hope. 

	He wondered if, in her current, silently furious state, she could remember the feeling of unmitigated joy that had come over her when he had played his flute. The music had vibrated into her and through the roots of their connection, carrying the of bliss of serenity and purpose. That feeling had been even more beautiful than the sight of her dancing around the spring.  

	He suspected that Sauvage’s silence since last night’s tantrum was unusual for her. She did not seem like she had been the sort of woman used to not getting her way before her Fall. Nor the kind who would willingly keep silent when she believed herself in the right. Admirable qualities, both. Recovering after the Fall was never easy for a beast, but it was worse for those who had no notion that it had even been a possibility for them. Sauvage had probably expected a life of luxury and ease, where her most difficult decision would be how to redecorate her dining hall, or how best to screw over one of her rivals. 

	He wanted to be sympathetic, to ease her into her new life. In the end, that path would do more harm than good. The sooner he brought her to accepting her new place in the world and her role in it, the sooner she could accept what she had become and, by extension, herself. Purpose was the greatest gift man, woman, or beast could hope to receive. 

	Instead of giving her platitudes or false hopes, he’d allowed her to sleep in his new chambers rather than the beast’s barracks in the barn, and had permitted her to spend the night in a sulk. It was the best balm he could offer before thrusting her into her new role. One that would see her either broken or re-forged. 

	The morning had not found Sauvage sulking. He could feel her quiet fury seeping through their roots mixed with a burning determination.  

	Given that her orbis seed was that of dance, it made sense that she would struggle to be still. Whatever her bestia seed was, he suspected it was not a creature prone to stillness either. Which made the calm she was projecting and lack of fidgeting moderately disturbing as they sat in the pews of the church, listening to the deaconess in their borrowed finery. 

	Sir Sigmund Moreau knew enough about predators to sense when one was waiting in ambush. The question was, what kind of ambush did Sauvage expect she could deliver?

	“Today,” the deaconess said, spreading her arms wide, flaring the wide sleeves of her white robe like wings, “I wish to speak with you about the Great Fall.” 

	Beside Sigmund, Sauvage’s tail shot straight up. The spike of complicated feelings that rushed through her was so strong that it momentarily drowned out the other feelings she’d been projecting through their roots all morning. There were too many intertwining emotions to make proper sense of them all before they faded away like sand sifting through his fingers. It was hardly surprising that this would be a sensitive subject for her. It was a sensitive subject for any newly Fallen. 

	She glanced at him, glared really, and, with a visible effort of will, pulled her tail back down. It was kind of adorable really, though he suspected she would despise hearing that. He settled respectfully into his pew and listened as the deaconess continued. 

	“I know, I know,” she said, holding up her hands as if to ward off protest. “The Great Fall. Aren’t we all familiar enough with it by now? We have, after all, lived with its consequences for generations upon generations.”

	 Sigmund could appreciate the affectation, even if no one would ever be brave enough, or stupid enough, to protest a deaconess’s choice of sermon. A priestess perhaps, but never a deaconess. 

	“The daughters of the House of Gloria snuck past the guards in the Garden of Creation to the Tree of Origins with the help of a lovestruck guard. There they feasted upon the tree’s forbidden fruit, setting loose the seeds of creation that paired off in the chaos and settled into the spirits of every woman. Save for those of the Houses of Castitas, Integritas, and Virtus, whose descendants became the diamond souled, giving rise to our own Freutsche, as well as the queendoms of Nordhlig and Romalia while all other woman Fell into bestial violence and feasted upon the flesh of humankind.”

	The gravitas in her voice should have undermined the casual tone the deaconess was trying to affect. It did not. A quick glance around revealed to Sigmund that many of the congregation were nodding. Including Sauvage. Interesting. 

	The deaconess let out a long sigh. “We have gone over, at length, the fault of the sisters of Gloria and the nameless guard who was seduced into betraying his brethren and duties. Their flaws and failings are so well known that I fear if I am made to recite them again, I may put you to sleep.” 

	That earned an uncomfortable laugh from the congregation. This was far more frankness than anyone was used to of a clergywoman upon the dais. The church was a place of large words and ornamentation, meant to inspire and demand respect of the people. People who relied upon the clergy for their safety just as surely as the diamond souled and her majesty. Any town lacking skilled keepers would not survive the Rampant beasts for very long, and, without the diamond souled, many keepers would turn brigand and despot.

	Such thoughts made Sigmund reach instinctively for his shot-pistol. Naturally, it wasn’t at his side. One did not bring a firearm to church. Not even if one intended to stay in town after to run errands. His old cutlass would have to be sufficient comfort for now.  

	“Today, I wish to speak to the failings of the three founders of our great peoples,” the deaconess said. 

	A hush fell over the crowd. Sauvage’s tail shot up again, and this time she didn’t seem to have realized it. She was leaning forward in her seat, nostrils flared. She looked ready to leap up and rip the deaconess’s throat out. Sigmund readied himself to grab her anima with his own if she was idiotic enough to try such a thing. He hoped she would not. It would make them both look bad in front of The Company of Golden Swords and he’d be lucky if he could stay the executioner’s blade from taking Sauvage’s head. 

	Fortunately, it did not seem that anyone else had noticed that she had poised herself to attack. Mostly because everyone in the building seemed ready to leap from their pews and begin protesting. To criticize the diamond souled was an unpopular thing to do, at best. To criticize the ancestry of the great queens was borderline blasphemy. This deaconess must be very certain of her power and position to risk such a sermon. 

	“I see the protests on each of your lips,” the deaconess said, not unkindly. “It is a credit to your character, faith, and patriotism that you ready yourselves so to defend your queen.” She shook her head slowly. “But we must acknowledge our humanity, and to be human is to be flawed. Even the diamond souled.” 

	Sauvage positively quivered beside him. Her fury was such that he almost struggled to keep it from becoming his own. That was always a danger as a keeper. Keeping one’s own identity distinct from that of his beasts. The greater the size of one’s menagerie and the more passionate one’s beasts, the greater the effort.

	“Easy,” Sigmund murmured, sending calm back through the roots. 

	Sauvage’s tail dropped and she eased back into her seat, only to turn a glare on him. Fresh fury flared through their roots. She did not care for his direction. She would have to get over it. Eventually he’d be forced to give her proper commands. 

	He pretended not to notice her look, and his eye caught upon the familiar sight of a man regal in red and gold. His powerful build and mane of golden hair had always made Sigmund think of Sir Gunter Dupont as leonine, though the man’s boisterousness tended to undermine the regal effect of his appearance. In that respect, Sir Gunter Dupont was more akin to a hunting dog than a lion. Respectable but excitable, and loyal to a fault.  

	Upon spotting Sigmund, Dupont beamed, flashing a row of white teeth and actually waving. Despite himself, Sigmund felt a smile tugging at the corner of his lips. Improper as the behavior was, it was good to see his acquaintance. Better still to be greeted so warmly. He’d forgotten what it felt like to be wanted. 

	“We must not forget,” the deaconess continued, “that the Fallen are deserving of our pity. Beasts were once human. Who among the diamond souled can fault another for her ambition? Pity the beasts who are the servants of man, who are the servants of woman.”

	Sauvage’s fuming rage had been redirected at the deaconess, and it drew his attention once more. He sighed. He’d missed the heart of the sermon. A shame, that. A greater shame still that Sauvage seemed incapable of feeling anything other than anger. That was going to get old fast. 

	The sermon ended. The congregation rose and began departing or clustering in small groups to socialize. Sigmund intended to be among the former group so that he might catch Rodriquez at the inn before the old codger departed, but he was intercepted just past the door as something large fell upon him from the side. 

	Something akin to panic shot through the roots, and Sigmund very nearly threw a punch before the booming laughter of Dupont reached his ears and relaxed him. 

	“You weren’t thinking of just sneaking off now, were you?” the larger man demanded, breaking his embrace.

	A scuffle and snarls behind them drew both men’s attention. 

	Sauvage had been restrained by a trio of beasts. Fury and embarrassment pulsed through their roots, the former more than the latter now, and not because she was being restrained. With an effort, Sigmund schooled his face to mask his surprise. Had she actually tried to come to his aid? 

	“This one’s fierce,” said the largest of the beasts. Ballista had been with Dupont for as long as Sigmund had known the man, though the other two were new. Ballista was a marble boar, her flesh pale white shot through with veins of gold and powerful tusks jutted out from her mouth. Her frame was large and dense, easy to mistake for plump. 

	The other two were more subdued. One was a thorn covered feline, while the other was more difficult to place, with brightly colored, plant-like growths coming from her scalp and forearms. Sigmund could not even begin identifying her seeds, though one had to be a flora type. 

	“You may release her, Ballista,” Sigmund said, grinning. “She’ll not hurt you.”

	That earned a raucous laugh from the marble boar. Admittedly, the idea of Sauvage hurting her at present was laughable. Rare was the beast who could inflict real damage upon a mineral type unarmed. 

	Sauvage was released and fell back into glaring at everyone. Anger and embarrassment continued to thrum down the roots. Passionate, indeed.

	“What on earth are you doing here, man?” Dupont asked. His trio of beasts fell into position behind him, one keeping an eye on the door, another on Sauvage. Ballista herself pretended obliviousness, but Sigmund knew what to look for. She was as alert as any of them, perhaps more so.

	Sauvage by contrast took up position beside him, and, instead of minding their surroundings, focused on their conversation, earning several scandalized looks from passersby. Among them was a dirty young man with a glint of gold on his hand who cast them an appraising once over. He wondered if Sauvage had noticed the looks and did not care, or simply attributed their reactions to something else. 

	“Attending church,” Sigmund replied. “What else would I be doing here?”

	“Don’t make me smack you, Sigmund,” Dupont said with a chuckle. 

	That earned a flinch from Sauvage. She appreciated the niceties of station. Good to know. Getting Sir Dupont to uphold them was a losing battle, which was probably why he’d never advanced very far up the chain of any command he was put into. Capable yes. Politically minded, not so much. Admittedly, if Gunter Dupont’s lack of station ever bothered him, Sigmund had seen no sign of it. 

	“I’ve newly joined The Company of Golden Swords,” Sigmund said. “I arrived in town last night.”

	“Welcome to The Company!” Gunter boomed. “Let me buy you an ale.” 

	A pang rang through Sigmund’s core. Dupont had joined The Company of Golden Swords. A company of mercenaries he was spying on because they were growing too fast. He couldn’t see his old friend being a part of anything dishonest, but he could easily see Dupont being duped into participating. Loyal to a fault. And Sigmund’s investigation might just upend his friend’s world. 

	He’d have to move carefully. 

	“Not this morning,” Sigmund said with a smile, noting out of the corner of his eye that Sauvage had given him an odd look. She must have felt him through the roots. He’d have to guard himself more carefully. “There’s work to be done. I’m hoping to catch Conde Rodriquez before he departs, and then we are to properly equip ourselves.”

	Their current attire, proper for church, was on loan. They needed to procure new garments and equipment. 

	“Gide’s,” Gunter said, holding up a finger, as if scolding Sigmund. “Best outfitters for beasts in town. Does all kinds of custom jobs The Company’s quartermaster won’t.”

	Sigmund gave his friend an inquiring look. 

	Gunter shrugged. “Gaumont does solid, quality work. Especially for arms and armor, but those are his passions and he doesn’t get creative. Get the basic arms from him. A light, quick beast like yours though? You’ll want Gide. Tell him I sent you.”

	“I’ll do that,” Sigmund said with a nod of thanks. “I’d best be on my way if I want to catch the conde. You know how he is.”

	Dupont rolled his eyes. “I do. Best of luck. If we’re lucky maybe the old bastard died in his sleep.”

	Sigmund laughed. “We’ll sit down to ale soon. We can talk about Hawkhill if you’re up for it.”

	Dupont’s entire face lit up. “I’d be honored.”

	A few moments later, he and Sauvage were out the door. The inn was not far. 

	They’d hardly made it a block before she asked, “Does he hate the conde so much?”

	He’d been right. Silence was not her natural state. Interesting that such was her takeaway from their conversation.

	“Sir Dupont hates nothing and no one, save perhaps boredom and pretense,” Sigmund replied. 

	“But his comments about the Conde….” She trailed off.

	“Were harmless, if off color. Hatred takes too much energy, and while Sir Dupont has an over-abundance of that, he directs his attentions elsewhere,” Sigmund replied. “Did you find Conde Rodriquez a particularly likeable individual?”

	“Not in the slightest,” Sauvage said, without hesitation. She was decisive, then. That was also good. “But that doesn’t mean he’s not to be respected.”

	Sigmund gave her a look. 

	Though her face was schooled into a dispassionate mask, her tail jerked upright. “What?”

	“You really were quite sheltered,” Sigmund said.

	Embarrassment flooded their connection. A moment later, they arrived at the inn where they found the conde had already departed, leaving behind a note. 

	 

	Moreau,

	You don’t need me here to hold your hand. I sent the pain’s stuff to Chaney’s last night to be appraised. Keep your mouth shut and your eyes open. Don’t leave me any regrets.


	— Conde R. 

	
 

	He read it aloud for Sauvage’s benefit. 

	“That can’t possibly be what it says,” Sauvage said, snatching the note from his hand.

	She glared at. Squinted at it. Then despair flooded the roots. Despair so deep that it consumed itself, leaving nothing but hollowness behind. 

	“You didn’t know beasts can’t read?” Sigmund asked. 

	“I knew,” she said. “I just….”

	It had been an abstract concept. Not something applicable to herself. Now, it was real. 

	“Come,” Sigmund said, not unkindly. 

	They found Chaney’s, then carted the trunks to another store owned by a man named Michaux, where Sigmund was able to sell everything for 10% more than what Chaney had offered. The conde had already paid the man for his appraisal and he’d still tried to weasel more out of Sigmund. Not the mark of an honest merchant, though those were a rare breed in his experience. 

	It wasn’t until the items were actually being sold, however, that Sauvage’s despair shattered, replaced once again with rage. “Those are my things,” she said, through clenched teeth. 

	“Those were the possessions of the woman you were before you Fell,” Sigmund said. “Now they are mine, and they serve us better this way.”

	“Serve us?” Sauvage demanded.

	“Yes,” Sigmund said. “Their sale puts money in my pocket for our provisions and removes a reminder of your past. Better to move on and embrace your new life.”

	She had some protesting at that, but Sigmund ignored her. Then continued to ignore her. No beast had ever made such an issue of themselves before. They were beginning to attract attention.

	A lowborn woman with pink locks in her hair selling meat pies from a stall gaped at them. A young man with unwashed hair and a golden ring sneered at him from behind her. A town guard, flanked by his two beasts, gave a derisive glance as he passed by, and pointedly ignored them. The only one on the street not paying them attention was a small, darkly furred beast with a long tail, stumbling in their direction. There seemed to be a faint glow about her fur, or had that just been a trick of the light? Interesting.

	Sigmund came to a halt, putting his hands behind his back as he glared down at Sauvage. “Enough.” 

	She came to a stop as his command sank home. Her eyes widened. Fury consumed despair, all of it directed at him.  

	“Enough,” Sigmund repeated. “I am patient with you. I understand your pain. I am probably the only human who ever will. More, I’m the only one who will give a damn. I give you much leeway, but you will cease this childish protesting now.”

	Sauvage rocked back. For the first time, she seemed to become aware of their surroundings and was once again filled with embarrassment. Prideful. That could be both useful and detrimental. For now, it seemed the best tool offered him. It was certainly better than giving her command after command until she was a stumbling idiot. Her mind was too valuable for that. 

	“If you have concerns or wish to question my actions, you may do so in private. You will not make a public spectacle of yourself. Is that understood?” He said this more quietly, stepping closer to her. He could feel the eyes of everyone on the street, watching them. Specifically, watching her. She could feel it too. He knew she could. 

	Someone stumbled past him, muttered something that sounded vaguely like an apology, and hurried on. 

	“Is that understood?” he asked. 

	“Yes,” she said, though she clenched her teeth. 

	“You will comport yourself in a proper, respectful, and obedient manner?”

	Something was going on in her mind. Some thought. That sense of a patient predator awaiting the moment to strike came upon him again. What was she waiting for?

	“Yes, Sir Moreau,” she said, unlocking her jaw and speaking more normally. 

	“Good,” he said with a nod, then jerked his thumb over his shoulder. “Then go fetch my coin purse. That beast with the dark fur lifted it while I was busy disciplining you.”

	Sauvage blinked, then looked past him to where the beast in question was hurrying along the street. Her eyes narrowed and she bared her fangs. Impressive, sharp little things. 

	“Thief,” she snarled and took off. 

	The beast noticed and ran. 

	Sigmund raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t even have to tell her to be quick about it.” He turned and found the young man who’d been loitering by the meat pie stand slinking off. There was the real thief. The youth couldn’t afford to keep himself clean but wore a gold ring? Some thieves were intelligent. Most were simply opportunists. 

	Without warning, Sigmund charged the young man. The youth very nearly didn’t realize Sigmund was on to him until it was too late. With a yelp, he fled down an alleyway. 

	With a silent mental command, Sigmund sent instruction to Sauvage: Come. She’d know where he was. A harvested beast always knew where her keeper was. She’d not be happy about being called like this, though seeing as he expected she’d take it out on the thief, he didn’t feel too worried. It wasn’t his fault she’d gone after the thief’s beast instead of the thief himself. 

	The thief ducked down another alley. Sigmund reached for his shot-pistol but once again found the space empty. Whose foolish idea had it been to instill the idea that firearms were improper in church? Some foolish diamond souled with more power than sense, he imagined. 

	He followed the thief around another corner and found himself facing off against not one, but three youths. The thief had been joined by another a young man and a woman. All of them had knives pulled. 

	“Stick him, Teddy!” one of them called, and Sigmund barely drew his cutlass in time to stave off an attack from one of the newcomers. 

	In three swift moves he had the youth bleeding on the ground, clutching a broken arm instead of stanching the wound on his thigh. That would cost him. Blood loss was the greater threat. 

	He kicked up the young man’s knife and caught it out of the air. Knives were great tools but terrible weapons. They tended to slip one’s grip in the chaos of a fight, more often than not slicing open their own wielder’s hand, and they required one to get in close. Holding one alongside his bloody cutlass after taking down one of their number so swiftly, however, had to be intimidating. It probably would have been more so had his hands not been shaking so hard.

	Which was probably why the woman pulled out a pistol and opened fire. 

	Sigmund barely managed to duck back around the corner he’d only just come around. Pieces of masonry flew from where the bullet hit the wall inches from his head. 

	“You cut, Teddy, you bastard,” the gunwoman said. “Bullet’s too quick for you.” 

	Gunfire in the city after church would draw the town guard. Not that it would do him any good if the gunman blew his brains out before the guard arrived. 

	Sigmund readied himself to attack. His best bet would be to catch the gunwoman as she rounded the corner and get in close before she could bring the weapon to bear. If he was lucky, his opponent would come in close to the corner. 

	He was not lucky. 

	The gunwoman had sense enough to know that distance was her ally and came around on the far side. No chance to get in close without getting shot. Sigmund met the gunwoman’s eyes. They were set in a face prematurely aged from a hard life and reflected that same steel. This woman had killed before. Taking Sigmund’s life didn’t mean a thing to her. 

	Sigmund intended to make sure it cost her. He launched himself forward. 

	Something struck the woman from above. 

	The gun went off, and then skittered across the ground. 

	Blood flew as Sauvage, who had pounced off of the roof of all places, rode the woman so hard to the ground she bounced, and then tore her throat out with her fangs. 

	The woman tried to scream. The sound came out a burble. Sauvage continued to tear into her, ripping out the muscles connecting her neck to her shoulders. More blood sprayed. 

	The remaining thief screamed and pointed a finger at Sauvage. A directing finger. It was a move used by a keeper unused to working with his beasts against other keepers. 

	“Look out!” Sigmund called out, sending the warning through the roots simultaneously. 

	The warning came just in time. Sauvage looked up from her kill and ducked to the side just as the beast she’d been initially chasing leapt at her from above with a knife. The blade sank into the chest of the woman Sauvage had been attacking. If she hadn’t been dead before, she was now. 

	The furred beast had a monkey seed, Sigmund could tell now, though not what her orbis seed was. She’d be fast and a quick thinker. Not that it would do her much good, if all that fur and her keeper’s amateurish pointing was anything to go by. The thing was barely a step removed from being Rampant. 

	Sauvage was fast and cunning too, but armed only with her teeth and claws. If a knife was a poor weapon, those were even worse. 

	The monkey beast gave no quarter, leaping from the dead man and coming in low with the blade. The attack was practiced. This wasn’t the first time she’d been directed to kill. 

	It was probably, however, her first time actually being in a fight with another beast, because when Sauvage nimbly dodged aside, she didn’t seem to know what to do. If the monkey beast had been a second slower to get her knife up, Sauvage could have taken her throat. 

	The monkey recovered quickly and, spurred on by her frantic keeper’s direction, met Sauvage’s ferocity with her own. Knife, claws, and teeth became a blur as the two beasts fought, dodging back and forth across the alley, bouncing off the walls and tumbling about each other, exchanging a dozen attacks a second. 

	Sauvage was the faster, the fiercer. The monkey the better armed, and she was near Rampant, trapped between harvest and madness so that she did not care whether or not she was wounded. Her attacks came unpredictably, forcing Sauvage to adapt more often. Sauvage scored more strikes, each drawing blood, but none were vital. The advantage of the blade’s reach kept her from committing fully to a lethal blow. 

	The knife caught Sauvage across the arm. Across the leg. Blood flowed. She slowed. 

	Sigmund glanced at the fallen gun. The beasts danced over it in a flurry of claws and steel. Trying to get it would get him stuck, and then Sauvage would be left vulnerable. 
	
Something about those thoughts sparked an idea within him and Sigmund reached into his coat pocket and drew out his flute. Bringing it to his lips, he began to play, music filling the alley. 

	The fight changed. 

	What had once been a near contest abruptly became one sided. 

	Sauvage didn’t just move. She flowed. Wherever the monkey beast’s knife was, she wasn’t. Her claws scored a strike, and she melted away only to score another. In seconds, the monkey beast was bleeding from numerous wounds and visibly slowing down. Defeated by countless minor injuries. 

	Unmitigated primeval joy flowed through their roots. Bloodlust mingled with the love of motion and song. Sauvage had given herself over to the combination of music and killing, radiating such passionate love for the sensation that it nearly overwhelmed him. 

	A sound drew Sigmund’s attention. The beast’s keeper had decided to risk going for the gun. Dammit, he couldn’t let that happen!

	Sigmund stopped playing and dashed across the alley for the weapon. The thief had a head start on him. The joy vanished from the roots, replaced by a mixture of panic and anger. The loss had caught Sauvage off guard. Better to lose her music than to take a bullet, he thought, praying he could get there on time, that she’d be quick enough to recover to not be stabbed. 

	The thief leapt for the gun. Sigmund leapt for the gun. 

	They reached it at the same time. They struggled. Sigmund’s hands trembled and the gun barrel slowly rotated toward his face. With a roar and a shove, he threw his weight into the contest. The gun pivoted and roared. The thief’s brains were blown out all over the wall behind them. 

	A scream tore through the alley. 

	“Stop!” Sigmund called out before Sauvage could kill her opponent, and threw himself open. As he’d suspected, the monkey beast was lashing out with her anima like she was newly Fallen. Her anima struck him and sank fast, burying itself in him. He clutched it tight, accepting it into himself.

	The beast fell to her knees and some of the fur began receding from her, revealing pale, dirty skin. More human features began to become apparent as the beast curled into a ball on the ground. 

	“What on earth…?” Sauvage demanded, stepping back. 

	“This idiot,” Sigmund said, standing up and brushing the dirt from his coat and trousers. There’d be no helping the blood stains. “Had no idea what he was doing when he took her anima. He didn’t properly accept her, then, if I were to guess, wielded his anima like a riding crop and just about fried the poor thing’s brain. Who knows how long she’s been in that near Rampant state.”

	He examined the gun and tucked it away in a coat pocket, then went to retrieve the flute. He held it up for Sauvage to see. “I think this worked rather well.”

	She blushed and stepped back, like he’d shown her something lewd. He tucked the flute away and her gaze fell back to the beast on the ground. 

	“I thought that having a keeper meant you stayed sane,” she said. Her voice was schooled again to calm, but even without the roots betraying her emotions to him, he caught the slight tremor beneath it. 

	“Only if the man knows what he is doing,” Sigmund said. “Just as any idiot can pick up a sword, any man can harvest a beast’s anima. It doesn’t mean he knows what the hell he’s doing.” 

	Sigmund gave the thief he’d killed a disgusted look. The remaining man, the first one who had come at him with a knife, let out a whimper. 

	Sauvage shook her head and made herself appear bored, though her unease flowed through the roots. Was she wondering how close she’d come to ending up like her opponent-turned-teammate? The monkey beast would need a more thorough examination and a long soak in the Kerkenhall’s hot spring before she was ready for anything. 

	Sauvage rolled the collapsed beast over and plucked Sigmund’s coin pouch from her pocket, then presented it to him. “Your money, Sir Moreau,” she said, with exaggerated fanfare. 

	Sigmund reached into another pocket and produced another pouch. “My money’s right here.”

	Sauvage blinked, tail shooting straight up. Then she tore open the pouch and looked inside. “Buckshot shells?” she asked, looking up at him with confusion.

	 “I spotted the thief marking us outside the church, then when I saw he and his beast were ready to move on us, I switched the pouches around. Didn’t you notice me tuck my hands behind my back?”

	“You knew the only thing that was taken were some worthless shells,” she asked, calmly. Too calmly. “And you still had me chase them down? What on earth was the point of all this?” She cast a hand about, indicating the blood strewn alley. 

	“For one, there’s usually a bounty on thieves.” 

	At that moment, Dupont and all his beasts rounded the corner, weapons at the ready. They came to a stop and examined the carnage. 

	Dupont swore. “We missed it!” 

	Sigmund rolled his eyes. “What kept you?”

	“Had to go get my pistol,” Dupont said, sheepishly. “Then Schwarz had to track you down by scent.”

	Sauvage blinked, taking them all in. “They knew?”

	“Course we knew,” Dupont said, holstering his pistol with visible disappointment. “The Battle of Hawkhill…a false caravan was used to draw out the Romalian forces who were then ambushed from behind. Sorry I didn’t get here sooner, Sigmund.”

	Sigmund waved his apology away. “It was a good training exercise for Sauvage.”

	“A training exercise?” Sauvage said, slowly, as if not comprehending the words. 

	“Exactly,” Sigmund said. “You comported yourself well. Better to find that out now than on the battlefield.”

	Sauvage’s tail went rigid. The cursing that followed could be heard all the way back at the church. 

	


Chapter Six
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	The Wizard

	 

	Loretta perched upon the window ledge three stories above the courtyard, watching but not seeing the sunrise in the distance. Yesterday had passed in a blur after Sir Asshole Moreau’s “training exercise” had nearly gotten them killed. Her mind had been awhirl and her emotions a tempest. No, not a tempest. A maelstrom. 

	So much chaos and power had warred within her that she could hardly distinguish one feeling from another. She chose to focus on the one she most clearly understood. Her anger at Sir bloody Sigmund Moreau, the overly smug, overly reckless, ragamuffin knight. Had she ever spent so much time being angry before? It seemed like anger was her constant companion these days. If only because it was the only thing that made sense. 

	The chase. The fight. The kill. The dance. Something inside of her had clicked into place with unwavering clarity and power when she’d been directed toward the beast that had stolen Sir Moreau’s coin purse. An instinct that had quickly become all consuming.  

	The closest thing she had for comparison were the foxhunts back at the Maradona estates. The purpose and chase and thrill had all mingled together. The comparison was lacking. Less personal. Less intimate. She’d wanted to reclaim the purse, but that had seemed more an excuse. Her thoughts had been on catching her prey and ending it. She’d wanted to kill the thieving beast. Had craved the feel of parting flesh and coppery smell of blood. 

	She’d been exhilarated by the chase and infuriated when Moreau had summoned her to him with his anima. She’d never killed someone before. The battle had happened so fast. Had it even qualified as a battle? Either way, she’d certainly intended to kill the woman. The thought made her mouth water before more rational thinking returned, accompanied by a shiver that had nothing to do with the chill breeze that rushed over her, reminding her again that she was many stories above the ground. 

	Loretta had had a surprisingly, or perhaps not so surprisingly, easy time of climbing in the dark. She found she needed less light to see by and her new physique lent itself well to such exertions, uncouth as they may be. That thought in turn reminded her of why she had climbed the wall and spent the better part of an hour sitting outside a window instead of warm inside her room in the beast’s barracks, undignified as the room might have been. 

	Not so undignified as this, she thought angrily at herself. They had cleaned themselves of blood after the fight, gathered up the near comatose beast Moreau had harvested, and then proceeded to go about their day almost exactly as planned. Loretta vaguely recalled having her measurements taken at a place that seemed like a tailor’s shop. More memorable was their delaying their appointment to see the wizard. That had nearly made Loretta break down into a second rant of undignified swearing. 

	They were seeing him that morning. She hadn’t been able to bring herself to sleep from the anticipation. Even had she not been so excited about her upcoming restoration to humanity, she would not have been able to sleep. She was sharing her room with a beast. A beast that had tried to kill her only hours before. 

	Loretta was disgusted and afraid and found herself hoping that the beast would try something and give her an excuse to kill it. The memory of the fight had been a blur. The memory of the feelings it had invoked were anything but.

	Before yesterday, Loretta had considered fox hunting exciting. Then she had hunted that beast and the thrill of the chase had surpassed anything from before. Once she had engaged the beast, the exhilaration had only increased. So much so that she couldn’t have imagined a better feeling. Not until Sir Moreau began playing that magical flute of his and the music had coursed through her. That same, unmitigated joy she had experienced the first time he had played for her down in the hot spring had erupted through her and seamlessly mingled with everything else. 

	Trying to slay her enemy to the sound of music had been the most blissful experience she could remember. As the firstborn heir to the Duquesa Maradona, she had had her choice of blissful experiences. Nothing—nothing—had compared. When the music had died and the killing had stopped, she’d wanted to weep and rage. Her limbs had shaken with its absence. Only later did she consider the death she had inflicted. It disturbed her how little the murder disturbed her compared to the possibility of never getting to kill again while Sir Moreau played his flute. 

	 When the new beast had stirred in the middle of the night, Loretta had readied herself for a fight. It would not be the same without the music, but at least there would be blood. Only there hadn’t been. The new beast had barely spared her a glance before slipping out of the barn’s barracks. 

	Despite her newly heightened senses and ability to see in the dark, Loretta had lost her. The beast had simply vanished. She knew she’d not be allowed to roam the halls of the castle freely, so she’d scaled the wall to Sir Moreau’s room, freezing when she’d reached the window. The beast had beaten her there. As a thief, even one who’d been in a near Rampant mindset for however long, her ability to slip through the door had not been surprising.  

	She could smell the beast inside, but it took her several heart-pounding minutes to spot her hanging from the tall bedpost over Moreau’s head. One moment nothing was there, the next she simply slipped into existence. Loretta readied herself to smash through the window and attack the creature before it could kill Moreau. She understood now just how much his continued existence mattered to her sanity until her humanity was restored.

	Only the beast never moved. Loretta peered at it more closely and felt her ears lift in surprise. The beast had climbed up over Moreau and watched him until it had fallen asleep, still clinging to the bedpost. Loretta could not make out the details of the beast’s face, but it positively radiated contentment. Unsure of what she was bearing witness to, she turned, and waited. 

	In case the beast needed killing. 

	In case Moreau awoke and found the beast awaiting him alone in his bedchamber. 

	The thought filled her with nauseous, jealous heat. That brought her up short. The idea of Moreau laying with a beast was disgusting. Any man laying with a beast was simply perverse. That it might happen anyway was not a surprise. The spike of jealousy that had accompanied it was. 

	Sure, the knight, however ragamuffin and smug he might be, was well-shaped and reasonably attractive now that he was properly groomed. That did not amount to anything. She’d sampled attractive lovers before. Why should she feel jealous of a beast? If Moreau was stupid enough to touch the creature, she hoped it bit him somewhere sensitive. 

	When she was human again, she’d…what would she do with Moreau when she was restored? He wasn’t a bad man. Loretta could not believe that she’d ever hold sympathy for a beast, but seeing how the one now curled and hanging over his bed had been treated, trapped in a partially Rampant state by an unskilled and uncaring creature, she’d realized the kindness Conde Rodriquez had shown her by bringing her to Moreau, odd as that thought was. She could have been killed, allowed to run Rampant through the woods, or sold to any menagerie that could make use of her. She’d heard rumors of some places where keepers actually whored out beautiful and exotic beasts.

	The thought made her ill. She could not hold it against Moreau for treating her as a beast. He had no way of knowing that she hadn’t actually Fallen. She would lord it over him, though. The man had to be made to understand that treating her as anything less than the diamond souled high lady she was, was absolutely unacceptable. The mental image of making him squirm brought a grin to her lips. Soon, she’d be human again, and she could make that vision a reality. And avenge herself upon Lorenz Gage. 

	He was the one behind everything. He’d manipulated her sister. Corrupted her. Sirena had not known what she was about. Could not have. She’d make her little sister see reason. She simply had to take care of Gage first without falling victim to his magic, or that glowing device he’d wielded, again. A gunshot from far away should suffice. As a wizard, he might be powerful, but he was still a man. A man could not defend himself from an unexpected bullet to the head from fifty yards away. 

	“Good morning, Sauvage.” 

	She was so engrossed with the thought of Gage’s brain matter exploding from his skull that she had not heard the window open or sensed Moreau leaning out of it. 

	Loretta leapt. And fell. 

	In midair she twisted about and caught herself on the lip of the window ledge. Her ears stood straight up and her cheeks were flushed with heat. “Don’t sneak up on me!” 

	How dare the knight look so damn smug. He was leaning out the window, shirtless and smirking with amusement. “Who snuck? Should I ask what you are doing spying on me while I sleep?”

	“I was doing no such thing,” she snapped. 

	He raised a disbelieving eyebrow. 

	“I was not!” 

	He pulled himself back in through the window. 

	She hauled herself up with unfamiliar ease and slid through the window like liquid, gracefully righting herself to stand before it. Moreau was moving about inside, ignoring her as he refreshed himself at the vanity, splashing cold water over his face. He’d had the good grace to at least put on pants, though his shirt hung carelessly over the back of a nearby chair. One of yesterday’s purchases. They’d not be wearing borrowed clothing anymore. Or at least, he wouldn’t. 

	She’d require something more proper after their meeting with the wizard. 

	“I wasn’t,” she said again, more angrily. She’d make him squirm. Squirm like no man ever had for this. 

	He glanced at her over his shoulder, still saying nothing. 

	She made a frustrated sound and threw her hands up. The new beast dropped from over his bed, stretched, and stood upright. 

	Loretta pointed at it. “I was here because that snuck out last night. I don’t want—” she cut off. Her schooling had abandoned her in her irritation, and she’d nearly said far more than she’d meant. Already she’d said too much. Admitted too much. She had given him power over her by admitting his value. He would squirm for this and that smug, penetrating look. How did he manage to look right through her like that?

	“She,” he said, emphasizing the pronoun, “needs a name. And your patience.”

	The beast seemed to shrink in on itself as they spoke. For the first time Loretta got a proper look at it. The creature was slight, with a coltish build. She might have thought it lanky were it not so short. Its feet resembled hands, and it had a dark furry tail and small, round ears that stuck out from its admittedly cute face. A very young face. The creature could not be any older than her sister, at most. 

	Its hair was a short, choppy mess. Yesterday, it had begun as an unseemly matt of shorn locks of varying length. Close cut to prevent being grabbed but cut irregularly and by someone with no care for the beast or its appearance. Moreau had dropped a few pennies to have it given some proper shape, and the hair was now shorter still, though it seemed alive with spikiness. 

	Once again, Loretta was reminded of Sirena. Had the bet for their hair been the turning point in their relationship, or had it soured before that? When had Gage gotten his claws into her? She had been so blind not to see that the admiration and aspiration had turned to envy and rage. 

	Loretta swallowed, looking past the beast’s physical qualities for the first time. What had that irreverent deaconess said? Something about pitying the Fallen. This creature was certainly pitiable. She had a collection of small scars visible on her bare arms and shoulders where her night gown did not cover and a posture that spoke of someone expecting to be beaten at any moment. 

	Loretta found that she no longer cared that she was not troubled by the deaths of the men in the alley. Strange that she might care more about the way a beast had been treated than a human being. 

	“D-did I do wrong?” the beast asked. Was that a faint glow about her? No, it had to be a trick of the light. 

	“No,” Loretta and Sir Moreau said simultaneously, making the beast stand taller in surprise even as they exchanged looks. 

	Moreau raised that damnable eyebrow of his. “No?”

	“No,” Loretta repeated. Firmly. 

	Moreau grinned. She’d pleased him. The bastard. And damn that part of her that was proud for having accomplished it. Squirm, she reminded herself. He would squirm. 

	“I-I just,” the beast said, speaking quickly, tripping over its words. “J-just didn’t want to go b-back. Be back. Not back but back. To not thinking. To—it was a fog in my head. And hunger. Lots of huger. And then there wasn’t and you were there and you took away the fog and the hunger and I-I-I….”

	“Oh, stop babbling,” Loretta said, waving a hand. “You’ll give him a bigger head than he already has.”

	Sir Moreau cleared his throat. Loretta’s stupid tail shot up and her spine straightened. She glared at him when she realized that he’d called her to attention. He hadn’t even used his anima. How had he managed to make her leap so quickly to his call? 

	“You’ll not return to that state again,” Moreau said to the beast. “Be obedient, be good, better yourself, and we’ll get along great.”

	The beast gave Loretta a nervous glance, but her attention remained on Moreau. “Yes, sir.” She bit her lip. “Do I have a name, Sir? I think I used to have one, but I don’t…don’t remember.”

	“Not yet,” Moreau replied. “We have an appointment with a wizard shortly. You’ll both be examined and evaluated. After that we’ll see about naming you.”

	The beast blinked very quickly a couple of times, as if surprised that her new keeper had access to a wizard, but accepted it all quickly with a nod of her head. Loretta just about snorted. Pitiable, indeed. This creature had been so badly broken that she was utterly malleable to just about anyone’s will. 

	She caught herself. Had she really just thought of the beast as “she?” Loretta could not allow herself to do that. She steeled herself and moved to wait by the door. 

	“And what are you about?” Moreau asked, pulling his shirt from the chair. 

	“I am going to wait right here until you are ready to see the wizard. The sooner we get to him, the sooner we are evaluated.” And the sooner my humanity is restored me, she silently added. 

	Moreau slid his shirt on. “You intend to see Master Jacquemin dressed like that, do you?”

	Loretta cocked her head, then looked down. She was still dressed in her sleepwear. A simple nightgown that did not even reach the knees. And she’d been perched outside Moreau’s window dressed like this. 

	She bolted from the room, followed by the sound of Moreau’s laughter. 

	He. Would. Squirm.

	 

	~ ~ ~

	 

	At first Loretta thought that Moreau was taking them back to the hot spring, and she found herself struggling to reconcile her desire to slip back into those purifying waters and her desire to see the wizard. Moreau did not lead them down, instead taking them to the engine room above the hot spring—the heart of Kerkenhal itself that powered its lights and defenses. The entire room was the engine, the walls comprised of countless pipes and wires. Enormous gears rose up from parts of the floor to slowly turn in place with a groan. Steam filled the air, slipping up from below and from places where the pipes were loose. 

	A pair of human guards kept nominal watch, their coats open in an effort to combat the room’s heat. Neither of them bore a firearm, which Loretta supposed was just as well. If any of this machinery were damaged, it could severely hinder Kerkenhal’s defenses. 

	Over it all was a massive circular window, positioned high above a narrow doorway. It was to this door that Moreau led them. Inside was a hall so narrow that the three of them were required to travel single file. Moreau took the lead, followed by Loretta on his heels, and the as yet unnamed beast trailing eagerly behind her as if afraid it might be left behind. 

	The pair of them were in such a rush that when Moreau came to a sudden halt, Loretta nearly bumped into him, and the other beast did bump into her. Moreau gave them both a look that made Loretta’s tail stand up. 

	The embarrassment lasted but a moment. They were going to see a wizard. He was going to fix her. Very shortly she’d be human again. 

	Moreau turned his eyes from them and to a pale beast standing before a flight of stairs. She was lithe and powerfully built. Feline, like the thorny beast that Sir Gunter had kept with him. Only, referring to this beast and that one as feline was akin to referring to both a sword and a dagger as blades. Technically true, but it did not accurately describe the distinction of power this beast carried within her frame. Lethal and beautiful. 

	A long, white tail with a tuft of glittering white fur swished lazily behind her and her eyes, solid gold orbs with piercing pupils took them all in with such casualness that Loretta could hardly believe she was looking at a beast and not a lady. Everything about this beast was disconcerting, from her authoritative posture to her inhumanly white flesh. Her attire was simple yet elegant, consisting of silk tunic and trousers cut for ease of movement and to emphasize her feminine attributes. Black with thread of gold embroidery. 

	Loretta realized that she had been staring at the beast, and that the beast had begun staring back, like a bored predator waiting to see just how stupid its prey was. Loretta bared her fangs. She was not prey. This beast was bigger than her, but it could still bleed. 

	The beast raised a white eyebrow, then looked away from her to Sir Moreaue. Loretta sensed a feline insult in the gesture, as if dismissing her as too unimportant to register as a threat. Human, she reminded herself, she was going to be human again. She simply had to hold herself together long enough for the wizard to examine her and prove that her condition was artificial. 

	“I am Gegenteil,” the beast said to Moreau. “I am the head of Master Jacquemin’s menagerie.” 

	She spoke as one soldier might to another, Loretta thought. Not disrespectful exactly, but…there was something there. Not dismissive. Not denigrating, Loretta thought. This beast spoke as if to an equal. 

	And Sir Moreau allowed it! She found herself glaring at him as he nodded. 

	“I am Sir Sigmund Moreau. We have an appointment with your keeper.” 

	The beast’s ear twitched. Loretta thought she sensed the faintest hint of a feline smirk at the creature’s black lips. “You had one yesterday as well, and for only one beast.”

	Moreau nodded. “Circumstances changed.”

	The beast made a sound in her chest that might have been a chuckle. Or it might have been a purr. “They do that. Come. I’ll announce you.”

	She turned without permission and guided them up the stairs, glittering white hair and tail trailing her like a raiment. Loretta decided that she hated this beast, Gegenteil. 

	The stairs, like the hallways, were narrow, and spiraled around in a circle upward into what Loretta thought might be an indoor tower, stopping before a metal door. That made Loretta raise her eyebrows. “Is that door made of iron?”

	“You’re an observant one,” Gegenteil remarked.

	“Your keeper is one of those wizards prone to making things explode, isn’t he?” Moreau asked, face and tone perfectly serious. 

	Gegenteil performed that purring chuckle of hers again, but did not answer as she knocked on the door. It rang as only metal could, only it sounded heavier. Was the iron reinforced with wood? What exactly was the wizard trying to keep out? Or in?

	“I’m working!” called a voice from the other side. A young, irritated voice. It almost sounded like a child demanding a few more moments with his toys.

	“Sir Moreau is here to have his menagerie examined,” Gegenteil called. 

	“I’m working,” the voice called back. “I am not to be disturbed while I’m working!” 

	“They have an appointment,” Gegenteil called back. 

	They, Loretta noted. Not him. Gegenteil had included all of them. Interesting. 

	“Who the hell set their appointment?” the voice on the other side demanded. 

	“Grandmother,” Gegenteil called back. “Now open the door!” 

	Loretta did a doubletake. Not from the tone the beast had just taken with her own keeper, though that certainly warranted one. This Gegenteil was the granddaughter of Vizcondesa Velasquez? Now that she was looking, Loretta could certainly see some of the resemblance, especially in the beast’s posture. There had been something predatory about the Vizcondesa’s movements as well. 

	One of the Vizcondesa’s children had married unwisely. Loretta filed that away, along with the fact that this beast thought her relationship with the Vizcondesa entitled it to greater standing than it should possess. 

	A series of clicks followed by a long, low hiss sounded from behind the door. It slowly swung open and a small cloud of steam washed out over their feet. A steam powered piston door, Loretta thought, circling around it for a better look as they entered. 

	“It’s like the gate outside,” Loretta mused. “What on earth does anyone need with a….” she trailed off as she turned and caught sight of the rest of the room. 

	Electric lights hung from the ceiling in great strands illumining a chamber full of tables covered in books, parchment, and machinery. More books, diagrams, and machinery lined the walls. It might be more accurate to say they replaced the walls, Loretta mused. There was not a single unused space climbing from floor to ceiling. She could not tell what half of the gizmos did. There was only one empty patch of wall where she found the circular window she had seen from the engine room. From his workshop, the wizard would be able to look out and see the larger machines of Kerkenhal at work. 

	A pang of frustration stabbed Loretta in the sternum as she tried to read the titles of some of the books overflowing from the nearest bookshelf and couldn’t. She clenched her teeth. That particular horror was just one among the many about to be corrected. 

	A ladder in the middle lead up to a loft that covered half of the workshop. Loretta could make out the edge of a well-made bed and several more bookshelves but little else beyond the railing. 

	A young man stepped away from one of the gadgets on the wall. As he did, the door closed behind them with a mechanical groan. 

	“I need five minutes,” he said, hurrying over to one of his tables where a series of beakers bubbled with green liquid over a small, tightly controlled flame issuing up from a nozzle that looked as if it were a part of the table itself. “Unless you want the castle to go up in flames?”

	“Take your time, Master Wizard,” Sir Moreau said. 

	Loretta gaped. This was supposed to be The Company of Golden Sword’s wizard?

	Master Jacquemin was blonde and young. Very young. If he was in his twenties yet Loretta would jump out the window. He wore a blue robe with heavy sleeves, unbelted and rumpled, with simple tunic and trousers beneath. Without the robe, she would never have given him a second glance had they passed one another on the street. The sleeves, she noted, were riddled with what looked like burn holes.

	Moreau eyed the bubbling beakers. “How likely is he to actually blow us up?”

	Gegenteil shrugged. “Hard to tell. That’s his favorite thing to say when he’s interrupted.”

	“They do not need to know that,” Master Jacquemin snapped without looking away from his work. 

	“You’re a wizard?” Loretta asked before she could stop herself, disbelief saturating her words. 

	Gegenteil cuffed her upside the head hard enough that Loretta stumbled and likely would have fallen had she not been so practiced at recovering by now. “Mind yourself.”

	Loretta glared at her, but again, bit back the words she wanted to say and simply gave a nod. A few more minutes. That was all she needed to mind herself for. She eyed the youth at the beakers and uncertainty coursed through her. 

	The wizard all but leapt up from his beakers, extinguishing the flames below with a quick turn of a dial, and came around the table in a billow of robe, revealing several ink stains on his hands, and even a smudge on his face. 

	Gegenteil made a motion with her finger, trying to give him a subtle hint to wipe the spot next to his nose, but the wizard completely missed it. 

	“Caspar Jacquemin,” he said, extending a hand to Moreau. “Wizard.”

	“Sigmund Moreau,” Moreau replied, shaking the offered hand. He seemed to tower over the youth like a villain in his dark clothes and severe expression. “Knight keeper.”

	The wizard laughed. “Yeah, I figured. So, you need your girls looked over?”

	Girls? Loretta wasn’t sure what set her teeth on edge more. Being referred to as a “girl” by a man who was more likely her junior than not, or the fact that he referred to beasts with a feminine pronoun. The church would not care for this one. Of course, if he restored her humanity, she wouldn’t care how peculiar or young he was. 

	“I do,” Moreau replied. “I have some notion as to the seeds they carry, but they’re both new to me. I need more information.” 

	The boyish mage nodded his head and clapped his hands together. “Alright, who’s first then?”

	Before Loretta could reply, Moreau’s hand fell upon the new beast’s shoulder. “Her. Her previous keeper was...unskilled. I don’t know how long he kept her trapped in a partially Rampant state.” 

	Gegenteil flinched, and Master Jacquemin sucked air in through his teeth. “She’s been to the hot spring?”

	“Last night,” Moreau replied. “It was, in large part, what caused our delay.”

	Jacquemin nodded. “I’d planned to hold your rescheduling against you. It appears I’ve misjudged you, sir.”

	Moreau inclined his head. 

	Loretta sensed that an entire conversation had just taken place between the two men that she hadn’t been privy to in that single brief exchange. She glanced back and forth between them, all but bouncing on the balls of her feet. When she realized this, she made herself stop. It was hard. Like resisting the urge to scratch at a poison ivy rash. She would not behave like a child, especially not here, amidst all this delicate machinery and before the wizard who could set things right. She had to be still, if only for a few more moments. 

	“Very well.” Master Jacquemin then addressed the nameless beast. “Please disrobe.”

	The beast blushed. 

	Loretta was between her and the wizard in an instant, tail upright and fangs bared. Out of the corner of her eye, she noted Gegenteil lower into a crouch. The beast would come at her from the side if she struck. It dawned on her only then what she’d done. If she struck? Why on earth would she even consider harming a man over the mere suggestion of impropriety toward a beast?

	“She is newly Fallen,” she heard Moreau say from behind her. It was difficult to say, but she thought she might actually feel a sense of pleasure from him, despite the dry tone of his voice. She hoped to Goddess that their obnoxious bond severed when her humanity was restored. Assuming that she was restored. If she did not allow the wizard to do whatever it was that he intended to Moreau’s new beast, would he still restore her?

	She found she couldn’t bring herself to move away. Did the beast remind her so much of Sirena with her age and shorn hair?

	“Sauvage,” Moreau said. “Yield.”

	His command flowed along their connection—the roots—and she felt her body relaxing. She tried to fight it and could not. She fought harder, throwing her will against his. She could sense her strength. Sense his pressing back against hers. They were both strong, but strength had nothing to do with it. It was like they were locked on a hillside, each pushing against the other, with him on the upward side pushing down and the ground all turned to mud beneath her feet. No matter how hard she pushed, she could not gain traction, and so she slid back and back until, seemingly of her own volition, she took a real step back, allowing the wizard a clear path.

	She bared her teeth and glared at Moreau. 

	“Willful thing,” Gegenteil said dryly. “Isn’t she?”

	Master Jacquemin laughed and waved a hand. “You’re one to speak of being willful.”

	That earned him a glare. He ignored it. “I mean your menagerie sister no ill will…Sauvage, was it? This is to be as much a medical examination as a spiritual one.” He gave her a sad look. “You are newly Fallen, so I imagine you might not know this, but the leading cause of death for beasts, outside of accidents and active duty, is breast cancer.”

	Loretta blinked. Cancer? Beasts could get that? “But the hot springs heal beasts,” she found herself protesting.

	The wizard nodded. “Some things. Not all. Not that.”

	Loretta slowly nodded. Of course, there would be a valid reason for his request. She felt foolish. She had just risked her chance as restoration to protect the modesty of this nameless creature. 

	She glanced at the monkey beast. The thing offered her a shy smile. Loretta glared and the smile faltered. There. That was better. 

	“No more dawdling, if you please,” Master Jacquemin said, clapping his hands. 

	The beast stepped forward, and, with barely a glance back at Sir Moreau, disrobed. The wizard stopped her before she could remove her undergarments, so at least she was spared that indignity. Aside from that, the beast was bare to them all. Loretta had been nude with the creature last night in the spring, but she’d made it a point not to look at it. She couldn’t not look now, and what she saw filled her with quiet fury. 

	The girl was skin and bone. Malnourished, and scarred. She had so many scars. Loretta remembered their fight in the alley. The girl had not tried to defend herself against Loretta’s attacks. She had been as wild and aggressive as Loretta would have liked to have been, with no regards to her own well-being. How many times had she come close to dying by another’s knife? Then Loretta’s eyes found the burns. Most of them were centered upon the girl’s back, just above her tail. Small and round. Someone had used her, multiple times, to put out their cigars.

	The wizard had the beast hold her arms up and to her sides and ran his hands along her body. He produced a stethoscope and listened to her breathe from both the front and the back. Her had her bend over and ran a hand along her spine, then down her tail. Finally, he felt her breasts for the tell-tale lumps, though apparently found none. 

	“You may dress,” the wizard said, ducking into a cabinet.

	The monkey beast hurried to obey, redressing with startling alacrity. How many times had she cause to dress herself so quickly, Loretta wondered? She ceased wondering as she noticed what the wizard had come out of the cabinet carrying. It was an empty syringe with a long, wicked needle. 

	The beast’s eyes fell upon it and widened. She stepped back. 

	“Easy,” Moreau said. 

	The beast glanced at Loretta. She stepped forward, finding herself no longer compelled by Moreau’s anima, and grasped the girl’s hand. 

	“I just need to draw some blood,” the wizard said, offering an almost embarrassed smile. “If I might just see your arm for a moment?”

	Slowly, the beast extended her arm. Her grip on Loretta’s hand went tight as the needle found her flesh. The syringe filled quickly with blood. 

	“There,” said the wizard. “All done.”

	He tossed the needle into a waste chute in the wall and took the vial to a contraption at another work station. This one was made of many gears and tubes. He inserted the vial into a slot and cranked a lever on the side of the machine. There was a ratcheting sound as he worked, clicking as if it were angry. When he let it go and pressed a button on the other side, steam erupted from one of the tubes on the side, and the part of the contraption which held the vial of blood began to spin. 

	“We’re lucky to have one of these,” the wizard said, rolling up the sleeves of his robes, revealing more ink stains along his forearms. “Otherwise you’d have to wait several days for me to study it beneath a microscope and correlate my findings with the correct text.” 

	A circle rose up from the base, rising to just below the spinning vial. From the length holding it came another protrusion that began spinning. It was not unlike looking at the hands of a clock, Loretta realized. There were four primary sections along the circle, but a smaller variety of degrees within each. 

	The smaller needle came to a halt first and a small diagram flipped out from the side of the machine. Master Jacqemin looked at it and grunted. 

	“Obviously her bestia seed is mammalian based,” he said with a scoff. “Tell us something we don’t know, you useless contraption.”

	Loretta raised an eyebrow. Hadn’t he just said they were lucky to have this thing? 

	The wizard’s fingers continued to peruse the diagram. “Primate. Of course. Monkey…Hmmm.” He held out a hand and a heavy book flew from the shelf, unaided, into it.

	Loretta jumped. The last time she had seen a wizard perform such a feat…then again, at least she now had proof that Master Jacquemin was, in fact, a wizard. She had begun to have her doubts. After all, anyone could use a machine if properly trained. 

	Jacquemin opened the book and flipped through it, before settling on a page. “Hah. I’d bet my microscope that she’s a mantled howler monkey.” He dropped the book atop a pile of notes, letting it fall closed. “She had some golden fur on her lower back whilst she was Rampant, no?”

	“We didn’t get a good look,” Moreau replied dryly. 

	Jacquemin seemed not to notice. His eyes had fallen upon the original piece of the contraption holding the vial. This had finally come to a stop. “Phenomenon type. Hmmm, this may take a few moments. That type of orbis seed is always more complicated to identify.”

	It did take him a few moments. Tome after tome flew to his hands and a pile quickly accumulated beside the original book of fauna he’d summoned to him. “Stars…” the wizard muttered. “No…the moon. Definitely the moon…that’s it!” 

	He held up an open book, a look of triumph on his face. Loretta dearly wished she retained the capacity to read. The wizard’s enthusiasm was contagious, and she found herself bouncing again on the balls of her feet, this time in anticipation. 

	“Her orbis seed is a lunar eclipse,” Jacquemin said to Moreau. “I’ll bet you’ve noticed a faint glow about her on occasion.”

	Moreau nodded and so did Loretta. So, that hadn’t been a trick of the light, then. 

	“What sort of abilities might that grant?” Moreau asked. 

	Jacquemin shrugged. “I’d imagine something along the lines of removing light or vanishing.”

	“If she could do that, she would have done so when…we first encountered her,” Moreau said. 

	“Not if it was daylight,” Jacquemin said. “Likely her abilities only work at night.”

	Loretta nodded. “She vanished last night.”

	“Invisibility,” Moreau said slowly. “But only at night.”

	“Yes,” the wizard said, nodding with the same enthusiasm, just as oblivious to the disappointment in Moreau’s tone as everything else. “I should think that might make her an excellent scout or night watch.”

	“It would at that,” Moreau said, nodding. “We can certainly make use of it.”

	What had he been hoping for, Loretta wondered? 

	“Sauvage next, if you please, Master Wizard,” Moreau said. 

	Loretta jumped. She was next. This was it. 

	Gritting her teeth, she stepped forward and disrobed. A little indignity was worth the price of her restored humanity. The wizard examined her in the same manner he had the other beast, and when it came time to have her blood drawn, Loretta nearly knocked the syringe from his hand in her hurry to get her arm outstretched. 

	Jacquemin laughed, took her blood, and then inserted the vial into his contraption. Loretta found herself bouncing again, watching the needles spin. How would it tell the wizard what she was? Would the arms never cease their spinning, or would it lead him to examine book after book, questing for answers and finding none? Would it blow up?

	The smaller needle halted, and the book Jacquemin had used to identify the mantled howler monkey seed flew up to the wizard’s hand. He flipped through his pages, eyes darting back and forth between them and the diagram that had flipped out. “Mammal. Obviously, look at the fur. Carnivorous, of course. Ah…ahah!”

	He spun about, and pointed at Moreau with the book. “Her bestia seed is a weasel!” 

	Loretta blinked at him. A weasel? One of the seeds inside of her was the spirit of a tiny little vermin! A chittering sound escaped her as every follicle of fur on her body stood on end, and she clamped a hand over her mouth.

	“That makes sense,” Moreau said, nodding, amusement flowing through their roots. She glared at him. For once, he seemed as oblivious as Jacquemin. “She can hardly sit still, though that may in part be due to her orbis seed. Highly aggressive. Quick. Doesn’t seem to care what or who she fights. Inquisitive.”

	Loretta felt her ear and eye twitching in tandem as they verbally dissected her behavior and attributed it to a creature barely more than a furry snake. A weasel? It was positively undignified! If she ever got hold of Lorenz Gage, she would rip his throat out with her bare hands. Had he known what type of seed his was instilling within her when he’d used that device of his? If he had, she would make him suffer. A weasel!

	“Hmmm, the other one is still going,” Jacquemin noted. Loretta’s eyes shot back to the device. How could she have let herself become distracted? This was it. The moment her humanity was proven beyond a shadow of a doubt. 

	The vial slowed to a stop above the same area of the circle as Moreau’s new beast and a diagram popped out the side. 

	“Another phenomenon type,” Jacquemin said, sounding excited. Books flew to him and he began perusing them. “Interesting. I’d almost think her orbis seed was wind based from these readings.” He switched to a different book. “Something motion-based.”

	“Dance,” Moreau said.

	Jacquemin’s head jerked up. “Truly?”

	Moreau nodded. “She has a very powerful response to music, and it explains her physique. Coupled with the weasel bestia, it’s a wonder she ever manages to sit still at all.”

	“Fascinating,” Jacquemin said, and this time a notebook and pen flew to his hands. The tip of the pen struck his thumb, leaving a fresh ink stain, which he ignored as he began scribbling notes. “You know, I’ve never heard of a dance orbis before. It’s wondrous what we are learning about the world thanks to our beasts.” He looked up from his note taking. “Did you know, we’ve only just discovered that coral is not flora at all, but in fact, a kind of fauna? Sir Dupont’s newest beast has a fire coral bestia and a phenomenon orbis.”

	“Phenomenon?” Moreau asked. 

	“Yes,” Jacquemin said, nodding. “Oxidation. Quite powerful and quite useful. She can rust just about anything metal, though don’t mention to Sir Dupont that I told you. He likes to keep it a surprise”

	Moreau nodded with a conspiratorial smirk, a finger held to his lip. 

	Loretta looked back and forth between the men, waiting for the reveal. She looked back to the machine. It wasn’t moving. 

	“There you have it, Sir Moreau,” Master Jacquemin said. “Your menagerie consists of a lunar eclipse monkey and a dance weasel, both in excellent health, though in need of proper training, if you don’t mind my saying.”

	“No,” Loretta said, voice a whisper. The examination wasn’t done. It couldn’t be done. The wizard hadn’t said anything about her not being a beast. Nothing had even registered with him. Just another casual examination. Another beast for him to process and catalogue. 

	“No,” she said again. Louder. “You need to examine me again. This isn’t right.”

	“I can assure you my readings are accurate,” Jacuemin said, drawing himself up. “Don’t think I didn’t spot you getting all indignant over there when I identified your bestia seed. You don’t get to choose what seeds find you when you Fall.”

	“I did not Fall!” Loretta screamed. “I’m not a beast! I’m a human!” 

	Jacquemin gave her a flat look. “And I’m a duquesa.” 

	The mention of her mother’s title made something inside of her snap. Next thing Loretta knew, she was airborne, having launched herself, fangs first, at the wizard. She felt Moreau’s anima pull upon her own, but she was already in action. Her vision was red. The wizard was wrong. Wrong! She would rip out his throat and—

	Something hit her from the side, a white blur that struck with the force of a battering ram and let out a ROAR that drowned out Loretta’s own cry. Gegentiel had pounced, crashing into Loretta with more power than Loretta thought a single body could hold. They flew through the air and smashed through the window.

	Pain flared all over Loretta’s body as shards of razor-sharp glass and hook-like claws tore into her. She lashed out, delivering a kick that drove Gegenteil from her. 

	Only then did it register with her conscious mind that they were both falling. 

	

Chapter Seven
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	Loretta wasn’t sure how she knew to angle herself so that she spiraled toward the wall of pipes and machinery rushing by them. Everything seemed to be happening in a state of paradox. Blurred with speed and processed slowly. She nearly crashed into the wall, but twisted at the last instant, getting her feet under her and sprinting several yards down a thick pipe, and then using the momentum to propel her over onto one of the enormous rising gear mechanisms. She landed with something akin to grace, only for the gear to rumble beneath her so that her footing was compromised and her momentum carried her forward over the edge.

	She caught herself on the side of the gear. The shock of the impact made her feel as if her arm was about to be ripped off. She shouted in pain and let go, dropping the rest of the way to the ground and landing in a crouch, the impact jarring every bone in her body. 

	Her limbs shook. Her shoulder ached. Her breathing was hard and coming too fast. What the hell had just happened? 

	Loretta remembered. She’d tried to kill the wizard. Gegenteil had intercepted her and sent them both crashing through the window. A window overlooking Kerkenhal’s engine room. Was the beast insane?

	At least she couldn’t have fared any better from the fall. Some instinct made Loretta jerk her head up, and her eyes found the form of Gegenteil, standing tall and proud directly below the broken window they’d come out of. Her silk tunic had several tears from the shattered glass, which now littered the ground around her like the world’s sharpest garden, but otherwise she was unharmed. She didn’t even seem particularly disturbed to have dropped… however far that had been. Loretta could not have said. 

	Those golden eyes set in her pale face bore into Loretta with an intensity that made the fur of her tail and the hair on the back of her neck rise.

	“Are you insane?” Loretta demanded. “You could have killed us both!” 

	One of Gegenteil’s rounded ears twitched. “You assault my keeper, the wizard of The Company of Golden Swords, the same company your keeper is newly accepted to, and you ask me if I am insane for stopping you?”

	“He’s not a wizard,” Loretta spat. “He’s a fraud. That examination was a sham—” She cut off as Gegenteil leapt the distance between them in a single bound. There was no warning that she would attack. One instant she was stationary, the next she was all but upon her. 

	A combination of instinct and reflex was all that saved Loretta. She threw herself to the side as black claws extended from the beast’s fingers like obsidian hooks, swiping right through where her head had been a fraction of a second before. Loretta never saw the follow up spin kick that caught her across the temple hard enough to make the world flash and sent her tumbling across the engine room, bursting through the clouds of steam. 

	She was up in an instant, teeth bared. She tasted blood. Heard voices. They were not alone in the engine room. The guards were coming over to investigate. 

	Loretta darted forward, knocking one young man’s feet out from under him and stealing his blade from the sheath at his side with a hiss of metal. She kicked him in the mouth to stifle his protest, kicked the other one across the head for good measure, and whirled upon Gegenteil, weapon at the ready.

	It was a well-balanced blade. Not quite of the make she’d trained with at the Academy, but close enough. This was far better than trying to bite out Gegenteil’s throat and the weapon felt good in her hand. It would be a controlled kill. Civilized. Even as she had the thought, a primitive part of her cackled with glee at the thought of the damage her new weapon could inflict. In short order, Gegenteil would be bleeding out at her feet.

	“Child,” Gegenteil said, not leaping, but walking slowly toward her, expression nonplussed. Loretta bared her fangs. She should be terrified. Few at the Academy had ever bested her with a blade, and had this creature really just called her “child” in that patronizing tone?

	“Think very carefully before you do whatever next bit of idiocy seizes you,” Gegenteil said. “You are newly Fallen, untrained, unstable, and so far out of your depth you cannot even comprehend it.”

	“I. Did. Not. Fall,” Loretta said, biting off each word. She saw red. Could smell the blood that was just beneath the flesh of the beast before her. She would open Gegenteil from groin to sternum, go back to that workshop, and if the wizard couldn’t be made to fix her, then he would be made to direct her to someone who could.

	Gegenteil let out a long-suffering sigh that only stoked the fury burning within Loretta. “Have it your own way.” She leapt again into the swift, lethal pounce that she had used twice before. 

	Loretta was ready for it now, especially coming head on. She predicted her enemy’s trajectory, stepped to her left to avoid the incoming claws, and struck nothing but air. Gegenteil twisted about, somehow sliding in low beneath the blade, letting it pass harmlessly over her a scant half inch from her flesh, and came in at Loretta low, aiming for her feet.

	Loretta leapt back. Then leapt again as Gegentiel continued to come at her, too close and fast for her to get the sword up between them. Loretta kicked out, aiming for the beast’s face. Hard her opponent been human, it would have been a brilliant move. 

	Gegenteil was not human. She opened her mouth, no, her maw wide, revealing massive, predatory hunting teeth that would have ripped Loretta’s leg off had she not abandoned her counter attack and yanked it back. The edge of the fangs still caught her flesh and tore ribbons of it and cloth from her trousers free in a spray of blood.

	Loretta stumbled. Gegenteil closed and struck with her claws, grazing them across Loretta’s throat. Loretta staggered back, free hand going to her throat as she tried to find her balance. 

	She had to hold in the blood. She had to…there was no blood. There was not even broken skin. The only pain she felt were from the hurts she’d accumulated from her fall to the engine room, and the slight sting in her leg. Loretta’s throat was completely intact and her leg hadn’t been more than scratched by those killer fangs. 

	Her gaze snapped to Gegenteil. The bitch could have killed her. If not in that instant, then in a follow up attack while Loretta had been distracted. She hadn’t. She stood there, a few paces removed from sword reach, not looking bored, exactly, but the expression was close. 

	“You’re dead,” Gegenteil said, and Loretta realized it had been deliberate. The attack which could have killed her had been held, and instead all that had been delivered was a taunting, empty-clawed graze. 

	Loretta had only thought she was mad before. How dare this beast make sport of her? Rage gripped her, and, with a scream, she went on the offensive.

	She drew upon every fencing lesson from her time at the Academy and pushed it into an offensive maneuver, powered by the ferocity she had drawn upon back in Saunet. She bared her teeth in a grin as Gegenteil’s golden eyes widened in her pale face and the beast was forced back. Loretta’s blade missed and missed and missed. But each attack brought her a little closer to her target. The tip whispered across Gegenteil’s cheek, flinging free a brief splash of blood. 

	The pair of them were fast. So fast, Loretta could not have said which was the swifter. There was no doubt Gegenteil was the stronger, but that counted for less in a fight with blades than speed. Loretta had that, reach, and ferocity on her side. 

	And skill.

	She feinted, pretending to go for Gegenteil’s feet, then went high. The blade caressed Gegenteil’s forearm, drawing a thin line of blood that would have been much thicker had the beast not twisted away upon contact. 

	Straight into Loretta. 

	Loretta could not have said what made her lunge for the beast’s throat with her fangs. She missed, but the attack forced Gegenteil back. Instead of taking Gegenteil’s claws to the shoulder in a move that might have torn Loretta’s arm from the socket, her opponent’s strike took Loretta lower in the arm. 

	Pain exploded through her arm unlike anything she had ever felt.

	While Loretta had trained with the sword extensively, she had never actually been struck by a live blade. They had always wielded blunted training instruments at the Academy. The claws sinking into her arm were like nothing she had ever experienced. With her heightened awareness, she noticed the color leaving her arm and the flesh go numb. Where it didn’t, her arm burned with agonizing cold. 

	Through it all, she screamed, twisting the blade of her sword between them in a maneuver that would have sliced Gegenteil up the middle had she not spun free—ripping her claws free of Loretta’s arm in a spray of red snow. 

	Something cold and sharp grazed her lower back above her kidney. 

	She twisted and delivered a sloppy counter attack, distracted by the pain in her arm. It didn’t connect. She hadn’t expected it to. 

	Gegenteil had put some distance between them and casually held what appeared to be a red icicle with a wicked edge in one hand. Where had she gotten that? Loretta glanced down at her deadening arm. The flesh around the gaping claw wounds was discolored and emerging from the center of each of the punctures was a crumbling pile of red ice. 

	Gegenteil had somehow frozen Loretta’s blood as it exited the wounds and turned it into a weapon. She held it up for Loretta to see. “Dead again.” 

	Loretta took a long breath and let it out between her clenched fangs. She adjusted her grip on her sword and readied herself to go at Gegenteil again. 

	The pale beast cocked her head, one ear twitching as her tufted tail swished behind her. “Really?”

	Footsteps sounded. There were more men and beasts in the entryway to the engine room than there had been before. Had their fight really drawn so much attention? At any moment, they could be stopped. That couldn’t happen. The wizard had become a distant afterthought to Loretta. Her mind had locked upon a single idea and refused to let go or back down: she had to kill Gegenteil. 

	A familiar presence drawing near stayed her from launching another offensive. No! He couldn’t be here. Not now. He’d stop her! 

	Unconsciously, she turned her head, pulling her attention away from Gegenteil to where Sir Sigmund Moreau had just entered the engine room. He took Loretta in and she could feel him assessing her, Gegenteil, and the entire situation. Her shoulders shook with unreleased energy, with aggression, and with raw desperation. 

	“Please,” she whispered, so quietly she didn’t think anyone could hear it. 

	Whether or not he heard it, Moreau nodded, and Loretta’s eyes widened as he reached into his coat pocket and produced that wondrous silver flute of his. Her eyes flashed and she grinned, whirling back on Gegenteil. 

	“You’re dead now,” Loretta hissed.

	Gegenteil’s ear twitched again. 

	The music began. Loretta attacked. 

	She had been quick before. Now, she was something elemental. She was the wind itself given a cutting edge.

	A third red line was drawn across Gegenteil’s upper arm as she failed to account for Loretta’s suddenly greater speed. After that, the pale beast was forced to fight Loretta in silence, her entire focus dedicated to avoiding Loretta’s whirlwind of slashes. Loretta chased her, spinning, twisting, and slashing across the engine room. 

	The leonine beast dodged, ducked, and dove, never quite where she was supposed to be or barely managing to parry aside Loretta’s blade with her blood knife or claws. But she couldn’t avoid everything. Loretta was too swift, too agile, and her attacks simply too numerous. 

	Loretta felt none of the disappointment or frustration that had come before when her strikes had been thwarted, nor the disorientation of having to abruptly alter her trajectory. Every movement was simply absorbed into the next. One continuous, instinctually calculated flow that slowly, relentlessly, decorated Gegenteil with weeping red lines. 

	They reached the wall. Gegenteil launched herself straight upward, grabbing hold of a pipe at the zenith of her leap and hurling herself still further up, scaling the wall. 

	Loretta followed without hesitation. She bounced back and forth between where a pair of boxy pieces of machinery came together, gaining height before leaping up to grab hold of a pipe leaking steam from the rivets. She swung up from the pipe, transforming the motion into a pirouette that brought her down, spinning blade first, where Gegenteil had landed. 

	Gegenteil blocked the sword—barely—with her own blood blade, but was driven back, scaling the pipes. Loretta pressed the attack, spinning and twisting among the pipes—which were suddenly slick beneath her. She slipped, barely catching hold of a pipe before she could fall. A thin layer of ice coated the steel she had been standing on and was spreading up over her fingers.  

	Steam rose from Gegenteil’s body, and ice rushed over the pipes in an avalanche. Loretta grinned at her and let go. She kicked off the wall and flipped over onto one of the large gears in the center of the room, skittering across its broad tooth in a decidedly inhuman motion that left no doubt that her bestia seed was that of a weasel. The gear carried her back up as she transformed her recovery into a pounce that brought her crashing into Gegenteil. 

	They fell, striking at one another, neither one succeeding, before coming apart. Each hit the floor hard but recovered quickly, leaping upright with predatory grace, to come at each other again. 

	Steam continued to hiss from Gegentiel, giving her a spectral countenance as ice formed on the ground at her feet and spread out, slowly encompassing the entire engine room floor. 

	Distantly, Loretta thought she might have heard clapping. She dismissed it. The only sound that mattered was that wondrous music that fed her very blood. So long as that music played, she was invincible. The pipes carrying hot water began to scream as the cold pressed in on them. Loretta’s breath came out in a cloud and her sweat froze on her flesh. 

	She leapt, spun, and slid on the ice, losing her balance and barely recovering before Gegenteil’s blood blade found her. She twisted away and slipped again. This time she was not so lucky. The blade nearly took her in the stomach, and only a last-instant writhing motion kept it a glancing blow. 

	The blood froze as it left her body, becoming a crystalline series of spikes sticking out from the wound. She ignored the pain and struck. Gegenteil caught the sword in her claws. Steam rose from the contact. Ice formed along the blade. An instant later, the weapon shattered. 

	Loretta fell back, holding only half a sword. 

	Gegenteil flowed forward like water over the ice and caught Loretta in an uppercut that dug her claws up underneath Loretta’s ribcage. Loretta was lifted up, one handed, and brought crashing down into the hard, frozen ground. She saw stars, and a ringing sound drowned out the music. 

	Without it, she felt pain. So much pain. Where was the music? She had to give herself over to it again. Let it and that gleeful ferocity inside herself take her. Guide her. 

	She kicked her legs up and used the momentum to flip herself upright. Gegenteil caught her in the stomach with a kick before her feet hit the ground, and Loretta flew through the air. When she hit the ice, she continued to skid until she crashed into the wall. She could not have said which impact drove the wind from her lungs.  

	That may have been a blessing because Gegenteil pounced upon her, clearing the distance between them in another enormous bound and used the momentum to drive her knee into Loretta’s gut. Spittle, bile, and blood flew from Loretta’s mouth. 

	She couldn’t breathe. She opened and closed her mouth. Tried to force her lungs to expand. Nothing was working. 

	Gegenteil held up the blood blade and caressed her neck with the icy flat of it, leaving melted blood in its passing. “Dead.”

	Loretta coughed. The music was gone, replaced by raucous cheering. Men and beasts alike had gathered around the edges of the courtyard and were clapping. Whooping. She thought she saw a few exchange notes of currency. Had they’d been gambling on this? How crass. 

	The thought made her try to laugh, which was a mistake. Thinking was a mistake too, because it made her so much more aware of just how bad everything was. Tears welled up in Loretta’s eyes that had nothing to do with her defeat. 

	The wizard was supposed to know how to fix her. To prove that she wasn’t a beast. 

	The noise died. 

	Loretta was barely able to bring her attention to the small, matronly figure who had just entered the courtyard. Vizcondesa Velazquez eyed them all imperiously, then glided over to stand over Loretta. 

	She looked at Gegenteil with an expression that demanded explanation. 

	Gegenteil bowed. “A training exercise, my lady.” 

	The vizcondesa raised an eyebrow. She gave a pointed glance at the broken window to Jacquemin’s workshop and then around at the broken machinery. The ice holding one of the large gears in place crunched as the gear resumed its rotation, and a connection between two pipes gave a BANG, releasing a gout of steam. 

	“Things…got a little out of hand, my lady,” Gegentiel said. Her ears lay flat but her tail swished behind her. 

	Loretta wondered why she was bothering to lie. The vizcondesa obviously had some notion that this was not an accident. More importantly, Loretta had just been trying to kill her, and her keeper. That was supposed to mean something to a beast, wasn’t it? She understood now as she had not before, why the beasts were so loyal to their keepers. To kill a beast’s keeper was to sever her hold on her own sanity. Her very sense of self was reliant upon her connection to another. 

	That thought made Loretta laugh, only it came out as a spasm. Her chest hurt, and more bloody phlegm filled her mouth. She was forced to spit it out or risk choking. 

	Everything drifted in and out of focus. Where was Sir Moreau, she wondered. She could feel that he was nearby. Feel his concern for her flowing along their connection. Why had he played his flute for her? She had attacked his ally and embarrassed him in front of his new employers. 

	Her eyes found him, his blurry form crossing the courtyard toward her, Gegenteil and the vizcondesa, Master Jacquemin and Moreau’s new, nameless beast trailing behind him. She really needed a name, that one. 

	Vizcondesa Velazquez was saying something, but Loretta couldn’t make sense of it. Everything felt so heavy. 

	 

	~

	 

	It was the pain that woke her. It was a slow awakening. The kind that makes the world seem an intrusion upon something warm and pleasant. Were it not for the pain permeating her entire body, Loretta rather thought she would have enjoyed the sensation. 

	She groaned and tried to move. Her limbs were too heavy, and she was caught in the sheets. No, not the sheets, she realized. She had been bandaged. Goosebumps broke out over her flesh, and she shivered. The shiver sent fresh ripples of pain through her. All traces of sleep’s warmth vanished, and she was left cold, hurting, and all but immobile. 

	“Hey,” said a voice to her right. 

	She could at least turn her head, though the motion sent waves of pain through her shoulder and ribs. Moreau’s new beast crouched upon a stool in what had to be the world’s most uncomfortable position, her hands and hand-like feet gripping the edges. Her tail darted about behind her animatedly, the pitch fur giving off a faint glow. At last Loretta knew she wasn’t imagining that. 

	“Lunar eclipse monkey,” she said groggily. “Needs a name.” 

	The girl beamed. “Sir Moreau gave me a name. I haven’t had one for I don’t know how long!” She rocked back and forth on the stool so much that Loretta thought it might topple over.  “It’s so good having one again. I’m Malin.” She bounced from the stool and landed beside Loretta’s bed. 

	Loretta suppressed the urge to lash out. Something about the movement simply made her want to bite. Weasel indeed, she thought glumly. 

	“Sir Moreau says your name is Sauvage,” Malin said. “After that fight you gave, I can see why. That was awesome!” she shrank back, looking sheepish. “Also, a little terrifying. You’re kind of scary.”

	Loretta forced her mouth to move. “You’re a lot more talkative now.” 

	Malin blushed and looked down, biting her lip. 

	“An observation,” Loretta said. “I am not chastising you.”

	“Oh,” Malin said, letting out a relieved breath. “Good.” She reached over to the bedside table and picked up a pair of scissors. 

	With an effort, Loretta glanced up at the table and found that it held clean bandages, a washcloth, and a bowl of steaming water. Had they expected her to wake up now? Keeping water hot away from a machine wasn’t easy. 

	Malin began cutting away the bandages on her arm. The flesh beneath looked like rotted meat. Ripped where the claws had caught her and discolored around that. Loretta had never seen frostbite, but she had read about it at the Academy. It usually occurred at the tips of extremities, though, not at the entry point of a wound. 

	Her thoughts were interrupted by Malin pressing the hot washcloth to her injury. It stung, and from more than just the heat. Loretta clenched her teeth and refused to make a sound. She was better than that. She had behaved with enough indignity already. What on earth had she been thinking?

	A tear started welling up in her eye. She blinked it away. She was not so weak as that. 

	Malin wrapped fresh bandages around her arm and tilted her head, admiring her handiwork. The eclipse monkey had done a decent job, Loretta had to admit. “You have skilled hands.” 

	Malin’s eyes darted up to Loretta’s, a nervous smile tugging at her mouth. “Good enough that you might could teach me…I mean, you know. To fight like that?”

	Loretta raised an eyebrow, and felt one of her ears perk up. The unwanted gesture made her think of the way Gegenteil’s ear had twitched and it soured her mood. “Like what? You’ll note, I lost.” 

	“But nobody beats Gegenteil.” Malin threw her hands up in the air. “That’s what everybody says!”

	She was an expressive girl, wasn’t she?

	There it was. “Girl.” At some point, Malin had gone from an “it” to a “her.” It should have felt wrong. A beast was not a woman. It did not feel wrong.

	“She’s got an epitomized pair of seeds,” Malin said, gesticulating. 

	“I think you mean optimized,” Loretta said, voice flat to conceal her amusement. Her sister used to get words wrong too, when they were younger. She hadn’t done that in years. Thinking of her twisted a frozen blade deep in Loretta’s ribcage as if Gegenteil had stabbed her. Was Sirena well? Had Lorenz Gage betrayed her yet? A man such as him, it could only be a matter of time. 

	“That’s the word,” Malin said, snapping her fingers. “Yeah, optimized. She’s got a lion bestia and a fire globus. Only they said something about it being perverted.” 

	Loretta’s ear twitched. “Do you mean, ‘inverted?’”

	“Yeah, yeah,” Malin said, nodding quickly. “I don’t know what that means.”

	“It means made to be the reverse,” Loretta said, thinking to the classifications of seeds the wizard had shared. “Cold isn’t actually an energy, rather, it is the absence of energy. It seems that she can absorb heat in such a way that it freezes things.” 

	Loretta scowled. She had been so badly outmatched, and she hadn’t even realized it. Even there at the end. She wasn’t sure which bothered her more. That she had given everything she had to killing Gegenteil and had not even come close. Or that, despite being able to kill her in an instant, despite knowing that Loretta had been trying to kill her, Gegenteil had spared her. A blizzard in the form of a lioness, and she a dancing weasel. The matchup was laughable. 

	That brought her up short. Did she actually care about her seeds? Some part of her had expected, perhaps even hoped, for something extraordinary. Special. Was she, on some level, jealous of Gegenteil’s seeds? That was absurd. Yet, she feared it might be accurate. What was wrong with her?

	It was then that she realized Malin was gaping at her, mouth hanging open. 

	“What?”

	“You’re really smart,” Malin said. 

	“Yes, I am. Would you mind changing the rest of these bandages?” She nodded toward her chest. Her ribs hurt the worst. Gegenteil must have cracked at least a few of them, and that final attack had probably done something to her sternum. 

	“Oh right, I’m supposed to be nursing you,” Malin said, leaping to obey. 

	“Don’t worry about it,” Loretta said. “It will not take me long to recover to the point that I can walk. Then we can go down to the hot spring.” All of her pains would be washed away in a blissful soaking of heat. Loretta found herself craving more than the healing properties. There had been something about the process of bathing in the spring that had relaxed her spirit as well. She sorely needed that now. 

	Malin froze, hands on the scissors. “Uh….”

	“What?” Loretta demanded. 

	Malin ducked down, as if Loretta might suddenly leap upright and strike her round the head. “The vizcondesa. She has…um…banned you, from the hot springs. As punishment for…well, she had a lot of reasons, but it all comes down to you damaged her castle and she’s mad about that. Only, I think she’s mad about something else. Gegenteil said you and she were just training and both our keepers agreed, but I don’t think she believed them.” 

	Loretta blinked as she tried to sort through the torrent of Malin’s words to the information that was most immediately relevant. She sorted everything else away for later. “She has banned me from using the hot spring to recover?”

	Malin bobbed her head, tail bobbing in time behind her. “That’s right.”

	“Does she know the extent of my injuries? Why on earth would she elect to deny me access to nearly instant healing? It’s—”

	It was exactly what she had done to Conde Rodriquez’s beast. And for far less of an offense. His beast had not broken a window, assaulted the guards, or damaged the engine room of her family estate. She could only imagine what would have happened had the vizcondesa decided to punish her for assaulting her company’s wizard. 

	“Yeah, it sucks,” Malin said, settling down on the edge of the bed and adjusting the sheets so she could get to the bandages on Loretta’s chest. The sheets that were far too comfortable to be the same ones she had used the night before in the barracks. 

	For the first time, Loretta took a good look at their surroundings as Malin worked. “We are in Sir Moreau’s quarters.” 

	“Yes,” Malin said, nodding as she went about removing the bandages. “He was worried about you. It’s been a little cramped, but it’s worked.”

	Loretta furrowed her brow. “What do you mean ‘it’s been a little cramped?’ Just how long have I been here?”

	“Since yesterday afternoon,” Malin said, looking up. “It’s nearly lunch time now. Sir Moreau didn’t want you down in the barracks in your condition, and he’s real nice. He’s not making me go back down there either. I’ve been sleeping over the bed and he’s been on the floor.”

	Loretta glanced up and found a sheet strung up high between the bedposts in an improvised hammock. 

	“Can you believe that?” Malin asked. “A knight sleeping on the floor?”

	She rocked back and clapped her hands, bouncing up and down so much that it made the bed bounce. Loretta winced as pain shot through her damaged ribs. Malin didn’t notice, and Loretta schooled her face before she could. The girl seemed so excited that she did not want to dampen her spirit. 

	“Can you believe it?” Malin asked, finally calming enough to speak and locking her eyes with Loretta’s. “I’m in the menagerie of an actual knight! Me!” 

	She leapt from the bed, throwing her hands wide. “This is going to be epic!” 

	“Indeed,” Loretta said quietly. Despite her intention, her tone came out melancholy. 

	Malin turned back to Loretta slowly. “Why did you attack Master Jacquemin?”

	There was a knock on the door. Malin tossed the covers over Loretta’s exposed chest and bounced over to the door. “Who is it?”

	“Close your eyes, focus, and tell me,” came Moreau’s voice.

	Malin looked back to Loretta and rolled her eyes. “Well, now that I’ve heard your voice, I know who it is.”

	She made to unlock the door. 

	“Do not touch that lock,” Moreau snapped, freezing Malin in place.  

	Silently she mouthed, “How did he know?”

	“Some beasts can manipulate sound,” Moreau said. “Close your eyes and focus, Malin. Who is behind the door?”

	Malin closed her eyes and Loretta followed suit. She focused and felt him there, a warm presence that invited safety. Stability. 

	“It’s him,” she said, at the same time Malin said, “I think I got it.” 

	The young beast gave her a glance. “Of course, you figured it out. Why am I not surprised?” She sniffed the air. “Is that beef stew?”

	The lock flew from the door, and she hurled it open, revealing Moreau holding a tray with three steaming bowls. The scent of them washed into the room and set Loretta’s mouth to watering. She would not drool, she told herself. She would not heap one more single indignity upon herself. 

	Moreau entered and set two of the plates on a small table. Malin threw herself at one, picking it up and lifting it straight to her mouth. She guzzled the contents with all the grace of a…well, Loretta supposed it was only appropriate. If somewhat uncouth. 

	Moreau took up sitting on the stool Malin had abandoned. “Can you sit up?”

	With an effort, Loretta pushed herself into a sitting position, leaning against the wall for support. Holding the blanket up to protect her modesty was difficult but she managed. Why bother, a part of her asked. He’s seen you naked several times now. She held the blanket tighter to her. 

	“I overheard that last question,” Moreau said, spooning up some steaming stew and holding it out to her. If she took the spoon, she would have to relinquish her hold on the blanket. There was no way she could manage to hold it up with only one hand. Surely, he did not mean to—he did. 

	Moreau brought the spoon to her mouth and let her slurp down the delicious contents. Her stomach rumbled before the delicious broth had even touched her tongue. The broth went down easy, and she stifled a moan of appreciation. 

	“Why did you attack Master Jacquemin?” Moreau asked, getting another spoonful of soup ready. 

	“Why did you play your flute for me?” Loretta asked. Goddess, this was so embarrassing. She had shamed this man. Shamed herself. Now he was spoon feeding her so that she could protect her modesty. 

	Moreau gave her a look not unlike the one he had exchanged with Master Jacquemin. It was supposed to convey some kind of meaning. A whole silent conversation was intended to take place now. Only the translation was just as inscrutable to Loretta this time around as before. 

	“You’re my beast,” Moreau said. “I will always have your back.”

	Loretta nearly didn’t get the stew off the spoon when he put it again to her mouth. She swallowed hurriedly. “I don’t understand. I attacked your friend.”

	He took a deep breath. “Sauvage.” The name almost made her flinch. “I will always give you the benefit of the doubt. Your wellbeing is my responsibility, as mine is yours. We are a team.”

	A team? She had never been a part of a team before. Oh, she had led group projects at the Academy, but she had not trusted her lesser peers to do the job properly. It had always been her against the world, an armada of one. 

	She glanced past Moreau to where Malin was still happily absorbed in slurping down her stew. “She’s our responsibility now too,” Moreau said. “And we’re hers. We look out for one another before everything else.”

	Was he being truthful? She met his eyes and looked into them. With an effort, she focused on that connection she had just felt moments ago that had allowed her to feel him standing behind the door. It wasn’t just a single connection, she realized, but a network. It was like…like a series of intricate roots flowed between them. From these roots, she could sense his sincerity. He meant what he said. 

	Did that mean that she could trust him? Did she have any other choice?

	Her shoulders began to shake. The motion sent waves of pain through her ribs but she could not make it stop. All of her schooling abandoned her. 

	“He made a mistake,” she said, voice barely above a whisper. 

	“About your seeds?” He sounded skeptical. 

	“About me,” Loretta said, more loudly. 

	“What mistake?”

	“I…” her throat swelled shut. With an effort, she forced herself to take a deep breath. “I am not a beast.”

	“Sauvage, you Fell,” Moreau said gently. 

	Loretta tossed her head back and forth, casting her blue hair like a wild net about her shoulders. “I did not. I never Fell.”

	Malin put down her bowl and stared at her. 

	“Malin,” Moreau said without looking back over his shoulder. “The words spoken in this room are not to leave this room, understood?”

	Malin nodded, still staring at Loretta. 

	“Conde Rodriquez told me the circumstances of your Fall were unusual,” Moreau said slowly. “That the details must be kept secret, or else your life would be in danger.”

	Loretta let out a broken bark of laughter. It died quickly thanks to the pain it sent through her chest. “I am bound to a knight contracted to a company of mercenaries. I daresay my life will be put in danger in very short order.” She met his eyes. “Sir, I am Loretta Maradona, firstborn of the Duquesa Fiamenta Maradona, and I am telling you that upon my honor as a lady, I did not Fall.”

	Silence. Had she pushed too far? Had her behavior thus far been so unladylike that he could not bring himself to believe her word? 

	Malin fell out of her chair with a crash.

	“Sorry!” Malin said, leaping upright, empty bowl upon her head like some kind of helmet. “That’s on me. That’s my bad. Sorry.”

	Moreau returned his attention to Loretta.  “I would hear your story,” he said. “I do not promise to believe you. I do promise to believe that you believe what you tell me and do all within my power and best judgement to be of assistance.”

	“That’s…that is all I can ask,” Loretta said, and she told him everything. 

	

Chapter Eight
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	“It’s hardly uncommon for a beast who thought themselves diamond souled to concoct a story to explain away why they Fell,” Gegenteil said, arms crossed, tail swishing. She loomed over Master Jacquemin, glaring at Sigmund with those golden eyes. 

	She had very nearly not allowed him back into her keeper’s study, and Sigmund was hard pressed to blame her for that, even if he hadn’t brought either of his beasts with him. The window she and Sauvage had broken had been covered up by heavy cloth that did not block out the noise of the mechanisms beyond nearly as well as the glass had.

	From Jacquemin’s expression, he was of a mind with his beast. 

	Sigmund shrugged. “Perhaps. Perhaps not. It seemed irresponsible not to at least consider her story given the rather dire consequences her Fall could bring about.” He had not told them who Sauvage had been prior to her Fall. That simply wasn’t done, regardless of circumstance. Hers, especially, warranted caution. Jacquemin and Gegenteil, who Jacquemin had insisted remain present for their conversation, knew only that Sauvage’s Fall had come from allegedly artificial means, which alone spelled out potentially disastrous consequences, regardless of Sauvage’s original identity. 

	It was hardly an unusual story. Many of the nobility did not like to admit to even the slightest impurity in their lineage and their daughters never Fell. They had accidents. Or they mysteriously disappeared. They never Fell, and nobody ever suggested otherwise. 

	As such, a situation such as theirs was hardly unusual. Sigmund idly wondered if Jacquemin would be shocked to discover that Sauvage had once been the daughter of a duquesa, or if such a thing would fly over the young man’s head as unimportant. Wizards were a strange people who considered odd, seemingly arbitrary things important, while scorning things others considered paramount. Such as manners, as evidenced by Jacquemin’s absent robe, short sleeves and short pants. 

	It was, Sigmund admitted, a touch stifling in the wizard’s study, again courtesy of the broken window, so he could hardly blame the man. At least Gegenteil’s presence helped to offset the heat from the nearby machinery. 

	Jacquemin shrugged. “Under normal circumstances you may be right.”

	Sigmund raised an eyebrow, as if to say, “Normal circumstances?”

	Jacquemin grimaced. “Your beast not only tried to kill me, she broke my window. Do you have any idea how difficult it is to conduct my research in this heat?” The grimace turned into a scowl and he gesticulated at his window, droplets of sweat flinging from his bare arm. “Do you have any idea how long it will take to replace that window?”

	“A week,” Sigmund replied, earning a startled blink from Jacquemin. “It was originally supposed to be a month. I spoke to Saunet’s glazier and had your order prioritized.” 

	That had cost him his word. The glazier had a daughter in her late teenage years. The family had strong bestial heritage, and though she was nearly a woman, she was not out of danger of Falling yet. If she did Fall, Sigmund had promised to harvest her for his menagerie, regardless of what manner of seeds manifested in her Fall. 

	It was a dangerous deal for him. He could well be stuck with a beast who was worse than useless. Unfavorable combinations of seeds did occur. Sometimes the seeds simply did not provide any particularly useful abilities. It was worth the risk to restore himself to Jacquemin’s good graces. 

	More importantly, he needed to know whether Sauvage was delusional, lying, or most dangerous of all, telling the truth. Her tale was admittedly farfetched, but that was why he found himself…not wanting to believe her, exactly. She was earnest. He could feel that along their roots when she spoke to him. If she was a liar, then she was a damn compelling one. Were such the case, she would need immediate correction, and that skill put to better use. If she was delusional…that was more problematic. 

	Beasts were no different from men and women in that their minds could become ill.  Unlike men and women, beasts were counted on to be the weapons of the knight keepers. A delusional weapon was one as likely to harm its wielder as its intended victim. 

	And if she was telling the truth, what then? It was unsettling to contemplate. Sigmund could not say with any real honesty which he was hoping for. 

	Jacquemin drew himself up and gave an imperious nod. The effect was somewhat ruined by his short clothes. “Very well then.” He pushed his spectacles up the bridge of his nose. They slid back down almost at once due to the light coating of sweat upon his face, but the wizard seemed not to notice as he reached out a hand and summoned a journal from the shelf. 

	It always unsettled Sigmund the way wizards could do that. The abilities of the beasts made sense. They had within them the seeds of creation, each with limited and distinct abilities that imitated that which was found in nature. Not so with wizards. There was no way for a non-wizard to understand the forces at work when a wizard cast his spells. Perhaps a priestess could understand, but certainly no ordinary person. 

	Jacquemin flipped the notebook open and traced a finger down the page. “Whatever the circumstances of her Fall, she is most certainly a beast now. There is no doubt as to that. I would stake my professional reputation upon it.” He clapped the journal shut and looked up from it to meet Sigmund’s eyes. “But I shall review my findings.”

	“You have my gratitude,” Sigmund said. 

	Gegenteil scoffed. “He should. Not reporting your beast was enough of a favor alrea—”

	She was cut off by the ringing of a bell affixed to a device on the wall. 

	Master Jacquemin waved her silent and strode over to it. “Convenient things, these electrical telegraphs, let me order breakfast straight from the kitchen, but sometimes I find they are a touch too convenient.” He stopped at the device as it began clicking and spitting out a piece of paper with writing upon it. 

	“It’s for you,” he said, tearing the paper free and handing it over to Sigmund. “The vizcondesa wishes you to attend her in the tea room.” 

	The writing was tiny and boxy in that way of mechanical typesetting. It was also straight to the point, summoning him to the vizcondesa’s side at once. How had she known exactly where to find him?

	He held the paper up and gave a nod. “I apologize for the abrupt departure, but as you said, I am summoned.”

	Jacquemin gave him a distracted wave, already perusing the contents of another journal with a contemplative look. Gegenteil’s golden eyes tracked him as he left. The feeling was not unlike having a gun pointed at him, and he was grateful when the heavy metal door to the wizard’s study clanged shut behind him. 

	He made his way quickly, but not hurriedly, to the tea room. It would not do to arrive out of breath any more than it would do to arrive tardy. Sigmund resisted the urge to roll his eyes as he glanced over the missive once more and found the words “tea room.” Of course, Kerkenhal had a tea room. The vizcondesa might be ruthless and battle-wise, but she was still diamond souled, and they liked their luxuries and creature comforts. Tea, the great civilizer. Were Kerkenhal to come under attack by foreign invaders, the vizcondesa would likely stop in the middle of the pitched battle to have herself a cup. Perhaps even with the opposition’s lady leader. Would either of them bother to wash away the blood first?

	The thought nearly made Sigmund laugh. His mirth was short lived, slain by a far more important question: why had Vizcondesa Velazquez summoned him?

	His first thought was that she had caught on to the fact that he had been sent to spy upon her, which was utter nonsense. He’d hardly done anything that could be accredited as spying. He’d been observant and recorded his observations in an old scouting code in his journal, but that was hardly worthy of suspicion. 

	Roux was good with puzzles, if he reached out, she could catch him before he reached—no. Roux was dead. That entire menagerie was dead. He stumbled, caught himself, and took a moment to restore his composure. The thought of her had come out of nowhere. 

	Sigmund had not slipped like that in some time. It was an effort of will not to flex his anima to try and feel the roots that were no longer there, akin to resisting the urge to tongue one’s empty gum after losing a tooth. Only far more painful for the absence, which gnawed at him like a toxic rot. 

	Roux and her menagerie sisters had not been buried. Their corpses were lost to sea. He had thought at the time that he would never recover from their loss. Then the conde had discovered him and he’d started over, a reward for his bravery in the event that had led to Roux and the other’s deaths. Only to lose it—lose them—all over again. 

	Every time he sought elevation and betterment, he lost everything. He clenched his fists. He would not lose this time. 

	It might already be too late. He had hoped that Sauvage’s actions would not be taken as more than the misbehaviors of a newly Fallen beast. Had she given him away? Or had her recounting of her Fall somehow reached the ears of Velazquez? He could not imagine she would be sympathetic. Exploitative perhaps. She was ambitious enough to make some kind of move against the Maradonas given the opportunity. He could not allow that to happen. 

	Odd that he cared so much about a family he had never met simply because of their connection to Sauvage. He put the thought from his mind. He was no longer thinking but worrying and such did no man any good. Thinking ahead and planning, seeking understanding, these were the tools of an intelligent man. Worry was the intelligent man’s enemy. 

	He was as well equipped to deal with whatever the Vizcondesa wanted as he was ever likely to be and changing that was beyond him now even if he weren’t. Instead, he focused and schooled his face. There could be no sign of the weakness he’d allowed himself to indulge in a moment ago, or Velazquez would sense it and strike. He could ill afford her further disfavor, not if he intended to fulfil his obligation to Rodriquez. 

	He arrived at the tea room and was escorted in by a servant, who bowed and ducked in to announce him before admitting him into the room proper. The whole affair took at least two minutes, and made Sigmund want to kick the servant, manners be damned. It would not do, and not only because the servant did not deserve it. The vizcondesa had said to come at once, and he had come at once. It was not his fault that she would still demand propriety, no matter the haste she had also demanded. 

	Again, Sigmund had to ask himself how she had known to telegraph him up in Jacquemin’s study. Was she having him watched? Those eyes of hers bore into him as he entered, just as predatory as her granddaughter’s, if decidedly human. 

	The tea room was a clockwork affair with walls covered in gilded pipes and gears. The gilded pipes fed into the back of the armchairs positioned in a circle around the room, each lined with velvet and kept warm by the hot spring. Around these chairs ran a track not unlike the one positioned upon the ramparts for the vizcondesa’s Gatling gun, though more delicate and ornate. A portion of the track vanished into the wall, where Sigmund was able to discern the pattern of a concealed door by the shadows it cast upon the floor and the small break at the ceiling.  

	“Sir Moreau,” Velazquez said by way of greeting. 

	He offered a bow in return. “My lady.”

	She gestured to the seat beside hers. None of the chairs were so close that one would feel crowded yet not so far as to prevent casual discussion. Sigmund had not paid any mind to the portraits hung on the wall, distracted as he was by the track and hidden door. 

	As he took his seat, he found that he was no longer able to ignore them, not when the one directly across from him so accurately depicted the former Empress, Desideria Integritas, glaring down on him from on high. It was never a comfortable sensation to be the focus of a diamond souled’s glare. 

	His position across from the former ruler could not have been a coincidence. Sigmund had been called to sit and be judged. The only question was, for what? Unfortunately, he suspected he already knew the answer, never mind how she found out. If Vizcondesa Velazquez knew, then she knew, and he was dead. 

	Several contraptions with levers and buttons were positioned to either side of the Vizcondesa’s chair, and her fingers caressed them like talons longing to sink into flesh. The machines put Sigmund in mind of Jacquemin’s study. The Vizcondesa was a woman of science. Interesting. 

	“How may I be of service, my lady?”

	“You can entertain me for a few moments by answering some questions,” Velazquez said. “I’ve had a several rattling around my brain for some time, and more that have only recently occurred to me. I hope you don’t object to satisfying an old woman’s curiosity.” 

	It would not have mattered if he did and they both knew it. The old grandmother trick might have worked on a younger man, or a more oblivious one such as Sir Dupont. This was a test of some kind. The question was, was this a test he was meant to pass, or the kind where he was simply observed, and his character measured? Sigmund could not tell. He’d never been good at the political games noblewomen played. 

	“Of course,” he said. 

	“Excellent.” She brought her hands together in a single clap. “I’ll have the tea put on then.” Her fingers darted to a series of buttons, which, from the way the vizcondesa’s fingers flew over them, was most likely a sort of keyboard. This must have been how she had sent her telegraph for him. 

	“It will be along presently,” she said, taking her willowy hand away from the keys. Her eyes had never left his face while she had typed, fingers flying much too fast for that matronly visage. “A shame that famed beast of yours could not accompany you here. What was its name again?”

	Sigmund had expected a question, but the change in subject was so abrupt that it caught him completely off-guard. His heart seized as the memories assaulted him. He tightened his grip and focused on his breathing. There was only one she could be referring to. 

	“Krake,” he replied, gripping the arm of his chair, fingers pressing through the velvet to squeeze the piping underneath. 

	“Yes, a rarity, wasn’t it?” Velazquez said, eyes flitting to his white knuckles before returning to his face. “Titanium giant squid. Quite powerful. Excellent for a scout and spotter such as yourself. Reach, weaponry, durability, camouflage. You understand my disappointment when I learned it had perished. It would have been a welcome asset to The Company.”

	“Krake would have been at that,” he said with a nod.

	Krake had been spectacular. Stealthy and lethal. More than her seeds had made her dangerous. She had possessed a cunning mind to temper that aggressive spirit of hers and had a natural charisma that had made her a natural lead for his menagerie. His other beasts had all respected her, especially Triomphe. 

	“Even before you acquired that one, though, your record was impressive,” the Vizcondesa continued. “Though I have to ask, how does a harbor master find himself in a pitched battle with Nihsian pirates?”

	To his credit, Sigmund managed not to flinch. “I grew arrogant,” he admitted. “I had disrupted many smuggling operations and come to think of myself as something of a pirate hunter. Captain Hikawa had little trouble drawing me out onto the water on the offensive.”

	Where he had proceeded to ambush Sigmund’s small collection of ships with a modestly sized and well-positioned armada, led by Hikawa’s personal vessel, Mad Gambit. The battle had been fierce and had left Sigmund’s men and menagerie slaughtered and Sigmund himself bleeding out on a sinking deck while Captain Bahadur Hikawa and Mad Gambit sailed out to sea. That he had taken down a third of the Nihsian pirate lord’s vessels was a hollow consolation compared to what it had cost him. 

	The island queendom of Nihsia was mysterious, cut off from the three great queendoms, though closest to Freutsche. Isolationist and xenophobic, very little was known or understood about them. They had trouble manufacturing quality firearms, which, in large part was how Sigmund had managed to do as well as he had. They also did not follow the church, instead believing that only their diamond souled were the truly pure ones.

	“The fallout was quite spectacular, as I understand it,” Velazquez said, more than a touch probingly. 

	“I suppose it was, at that,” he admitted. The sea itself had seemed to be aflame. Most of his memories beyond the fighting were hazy due to blood loss. A photographer had managed to capture the scene from shore, and had it included alongside an article in the local newspaper that he had later seen. 

	The hidden door on the wall hissed open and a tray with a small steam engine attached clacked out along the track, a pot of tea with saucers, biscuits, and honey set atop it. The door slid back into place as the tray circled around behind the chairs, coming to a halt beside the vizcondesa’s own chair. She took a saucer and poured herself some tea, adding a generous dollop of honey. 

	“Do you take your tea with honey, Sir Moreau?” 

	“I’ve never had much of a sweet tooth,” he said. 

	She filled the second saucer, and, with a flip of a lever upon the side of her chair, sent the tray clicking along to his chair. He hesitated to accept the tea when he realized that he had no place to set down his cup and saucer. Hesitantly, he accepted, and at once the slight rattle of his porcelain filled the room as his hands trembled. He did his best to keep them still and managed for a few seconds. Then the rattling started up again. 

	“Does recounting the incident trouble you so?” the vizcondesa asked. 

	This time Sigmund did flinch. “Not at all. This…a souvenir from the Winter War, I’m afraid.”

	“Indeed,” said Velazquez, not sounding like she believed him. A deliberate and subtle slap. He wondered if she had already known about his tremor. It would be like a diamond souled to wield it against him.  

	“You appear to have a fascination with tracks,” he said to fill the silence that had begun to stretch between them, and to cover up the rattling of his steaming cup. 

	Velazquez took a slow sip of her tea. If the heat bothered her, she did not show it. 

	“I do,” she said, lowering her teacup. 

	More fascinated with them than with me, I’d wager, Sigmund thought. She had not actually asked him anything she could not have already known. 

	“Tracks are the future,” she said amicably. “Motor carriages are all well and good, but thanks to the Rampant beasts, we lack the infrastructure to truly make the most out of them. Unless accompanied by a knight keeper and his menagerie, the only way to ensure safe travel is by caravan.” She shook her head. “So many, many problems. Not the least of which is coordinating the caravans.” 

	“And tracks are the solution?” Sigmund asked.

	“Indeed.” She took another sip of tea that should have been too hot. “They’re faster, more coordinated, more sure-footed, if you will. Not subject to things like erosion and much easier to maintain if used regularly. Imagine a single motor carriage pulling a series of carts all designed specifically for the track—far more financially feasible than an entire caravan of motor carriages, wouldn’t you say? Far more defensible and swift.” She pointed at him with her steaming cup of tea, eyes flashing with passion. “You mark my words, within the next few years you’ll see heavy construction begin on the laying of tracks between towns. Perhaps even between the great nations of woman.”

	Not a woman of science, Sigmund corrected himself. A woman of industry. The vizcondesa was a futurist. “I think I believe you, my lady.” He took his first sip of tea and felt a shift occur throughout his body, subtle but so very present that he could hardly ignore it. Velazquez had used high-quality tea leaves. “My compliments. This is as fine a brew as I have ever tasted.”

	The passionate light that had burned within the vizcondesa shifted behind her eyes. “Thank you, young man. Might I say, you are remarkably well-mannered for one who got his start among uncouth seafarers.”

	“Conde Rodriquez would not suffer an uncouth squire,” he said with a small smile. He had not considered himself uncouth before. The conde had disagreed. It had been somewhat embarrassing to be corrected and scolded so often, especially when he’d been the eldest squire by more than a handful of years. 

	“Oh, I’m sure,” Velazquez said with a hearty chuckle. “I was quite delighted to hear from him about you, you know. It was a pleasant surprise that he wished to put a veteran of the Siege of Breucehold in my employ.” The laughter faded. “Less pleasant when I learned of the state you had allowed yourself to fall into.” 

	All traces of merriment melted away, leaving a face as stern as the painted empress across from him, and no less disconcerting. Sigmund held himself still, his face a stony mask. It was his only defense as Velazquez continued. 

	“Still less so when I learned you had not a single beast to your name, though, to your credit, you were quick to correct this, however inauspicious your menagerie. Nearly Rampant, undisciplined.” She took a sip of her tea, glaring at him over the rim of her teacup. “Spoiled.” 

	 That was not an altogether unfair assessment of Sauvage. It had been his own until he learned of her story. That cast far too many doubts, and had already cost him a promise in a quest for answers he had no means of seeking on his own. Could a diamond souled be made to Fall? The idea was disturbing, especially sitting under the dual gazes of the former queen, and his new employer. 

	He did not raise to Velazquez’s bait. He remained seated, still, and silent. There was no defense he could make that would not make him appear weak. So, he waited. 

	The vizcondesa scowled at him. Apparently, she had hoped to test his mettle. She settled back into her seat. “Beasts are tools, weapons, I would go so far as to call them soldiers.” 

	That earned a raised brow from Sigmund. Soldiers were exactly what the beasts of the knight keepers were, though no diamond souled or human soldier would ever admit it. Except for this one, apparently. 

	“I know, I know,” Velazquez said, raising a hand as if to stave off a protest. “But they do serve many of the same functions from a purely logistical point of view. As raw as your menagerie is, I could still find some use for you, so even that disappointment is forgivable.” 

	He was a disappointment, was he? Then why was he still there? Or were they finally about to reach her point. Judging from her quietly livid face, it seemed said point was close and was not one that he would enjoy learning. 

	“What strikes me as unforgiveable is your questionable loyalty.”

	There it was. 

	“A scout in her majesty’s army, a harbor master before that…you’ve lived a life making a habit of observation. Quite the useful skill to master.”

	He said nothing. 

	“When does your sister expect your report?”

	Sigmund blinked. “I beg your pardon?”

	The vizcondesa’s scowl shifted, becoming shrewd. “You come to join The Company of Golden Swords, and, within a week, I learn that Sigland Moreau, heiress to the Moreau Barony, has formed her own mercenary company. The Order of the Shining Shield. Quite the coincidence, no?”

	Moreau blinked again. Sigland had created a mercenary company? Since when had war ever appealed to his sister? She was cunning and ruthless, not bloodthirsty. Last he had heard, she had been working with local merchants establishing a factory to harvest sea salt. Admittedly, that had been several years ago. 

	Inwardly, he groaned. This had been what Rodriquez had been attempting to tell him. He should have known the conde wouldn’t just bring him idle gossip. Now he was paying for it. 

	“I know nothing of my sister’s company, activities, or plans,” he said. “On my honor.”

	“On your honor,” she half-muttered the words into her teacup. “Knights are always keen on their honor, aren’t they? Where was your honor this last year?”

	“Wounded and recovering, my lady,” he said.

	That made her pause. “A remarkably honest answer.”

	“I believe myself to be an honest and, for the most part, straightforward man,” Sigmund said. “It has been years since I’ve corresponded with any of my family, let alone seen them.”

	Velazquez settled back into her chair, looking thoughtful. “And now that you are aware of your sister’s activities, do you wish to reunite?”

	“No, my lady, I do not.”

	“Why?”

	“My sister and I do not get along.” That was an understatement. She had been furious when he’d become harbor master and refused to allow her shipments through the port without paying Her Majesty’s tariff.

	Velzquez flipped a lever and summoned the tray back along the track, depositing her empty teacup upon it and selecting a biscuit from the plate. “You have an assignment.”

	“That surprises me, given the nature of this conversation.”

	She waved the biscuit at him. “Do not pretend you understand the nature of this conversation. Given what we just discussed, and the lack of discipline demonstrated by your menagerie, I would usually pass you over.”

	Sigmund said nothing.

	“Sir Dupont not only vouched for you, he requested you accompany him on this assignment.” She took a nibble of her biscuit. “The Baroness Alina Leloup’s twins, Ulrich and Una, were abducted from their motor carriage between Harpsford and the family estate. A group of brigand keepers have taken credit and are demanding a ransom the Leloup’s simply cannot afford.” 

	“The Company of Golden Swords was the less expensive option?” He found that hard to believe.

	Velazquez waved her nibbled biscuit dismissively. “I owe Leloup a favor.” 

	He did not ask what that favor might have been. “I will need you to revoke Sauvage’s banishment from the hot spring.”

	“Has anyone ever told you before that you try their patience?” 

	He offered a small smile. “It might have been mentioned.”

	That earned a bark of laughter. “No.”

	“She is my most dangerous and capable beast,” he said. “You would send me on assignment with a broken weapon? Aside from these brigands, that area is known to have a high concentration of Rampant beasts.”

	There was even a rumor that a scelus tree grew near that region. Scelus trees were thankfully rare. They were perverted corruptions of the original tree of creation. Sigmund knew little of them, but understood that they were in large part responsible for the continued existence of Rampant beasts in the wilderness. 

	He said nothing, simply met the vizcondesa’s gaze and held it. 

	“Very well. See her healed. Quickly.”

	

Chapter Nine
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	Faux Pas

	 

	Sir Sigmund Moreau, the knight keeper who held her very sanity in check, did not strike Loretta as possessed of an abundance of humor. He was stony more often than not, with occasional bouts of downright dourness. Or, perhaps she simply did not understand his sense of humor. The whole debacle with the thieves in Saunet had seemed to tickle him. Therefore, it was possible that the strips of cloth and bangles, all in gaudy colors of yellow and blue, was intended as some manner of joke, and not something he actually intended for her to wear. 

	She hooked a claw through the belt of coins that was situated around the tight waist of a voluminous set of gauzy pantaloons, too distracted by the shimmering material to even note how natural it felt to use her claw, and examined it. They would hang low on the hips, and the belt would draw the eye to that fact. Her eyes drifted over to the accompanying piece that was smaller than anything she had worn outside of her undergarments. It would only cover her upper torso, and a good portion of that would be left bare as well. She would be naked from her hips to her ribs. 

	“It’s so pretty,” Malin said, earning a glare from Loretta that made her flinch back, the faint aura around her flaring briefly. 

	Loretta redirected her glare to what she could only describe as a costume. It was far more deserving of her ire than Malin. Fortunately, the little monkey beast had a resilient sense of positivity about her. She bounced back from any scolding or tongue lashing in seconds. Loretta hoped the cloth wasn’t half so durable. Perhaps she could set it on fire before Moreau returned? 

	The order barring her from the use of Kerkenhal’s hot spring had been lifted and they had all enjoyed their soak. There was something about the spring that, even apart from the healing properties, seemed to restore the spirit. She found a sense of serenity welling up inside of her, as if her very soul had sipped upon the best cup of tea and taken a long sigh. Stress and worry simply melted away with her wounds, as if they had never been. She hadn’t even noticed the shared nudity this time around. That was simply how things were in the spring. 

	Only now, standing with a towel wrapped around her and a provocative costume dangling from her claw did concerns of appearance and propriety reassert themselves. She could not wear that. More importantly, she would not wear it. 

	She tossed it on the bed in disgust. “If you like it so much, you can wear it.”

	Malin wasted no time, leaping upon the cloth, her own towel sent flying in her haste to try the outfit on. Loretta found her mouth trying to turn upward into a smile. There was simply something about Malin’s exuberance that was infectious. She turned away before she could get caught up in the watching and went to the basket where her garments had heretofore been kept. 

	In the days following her incident with Gegenteil, Moreau had allowed the pair of them the continued use of his quarters, taking his rest in an armchair while Loretta recovered in his bed and Malin slept in an improvised hammock strung up between the bedposts. Why Malin should prefer to sleep over a bed instead of in it, Loretta could not say. On the second night, she had invited the girl to rest with her instead of above her. Malin had climbed into the bed with her without putting up her hammock, but when Loretta awoke, she discovered the monkey beast once again sleeping while hanging from the bedpost. 

	She sighed thinking about it, glancing over her shoulder at her menagerie sister as Malin tried to slide herself into the voluminous pants. Her hips were too thin, her legs were too long, and the thumbs on her feet kept getting caught on the billowing fabric. Determinedly, tongue sticking out the side of her mouth in focus, Malin set about trying to adjust the belt of coins around her waist to hold the garment up. It seemed deceptively weighty, sagging down in odd places when, given its apparent composition, it should not have had an issue staying up, belt or no. 

	Loretta turned her attention to her basket and froze, finding it empty. Not so much as a stocking waited for her inside. Her tail shot up and her ears lowered flat into her hair. 

	“You know, you are really, really scary when you show your teeth like that,” Malin said, looking up from fiddling with the belt. 

	A knock came upon the door. Loretta could sense Moreau on the other side through the strange connection that bound them together. She stormed over and threw the door open, directing a finger at the partially dressed Malin. “What the hell is that?”

	Moreau raised an eyebrow in that cocky way of his that made her want to smack him. “That would be Malin trying on your new outfit.”

	“You expect me to wear that thing?” she said through her teeth. 

	He stepped inside, moving around her, and closing the door. “Malin, would you care to try on the outfit I procured for you?” He gestured toward a changing screen in the corner.

	Malin shrugged, let the pants drop, and bounded naked across the room to the screen, ducking behind it. 

	Moreau blinked. “I think we might have missed the point of the privacy screen, Malin.”

	“What is the point of it?” Malin asked. “We all saw each other naked less than an hour ago in the hot spring.”

	“That is different,” Loretta snapped. “That’s bathing and healing and—and it is not proper to change in front of a man.”

	“Actually, I’m pretty sure only noble ladies and diamond souled give a damn about that with regards to beasts,” Moreau said. He carried a bundle in his arms, Loretta noted. 

	She should have noted that sooner. She was missing so much lately, caught up in so many emotions. It was like she was set to permanent internal sensory overload. There had to be a way to correct this at least, if nothing else about her condition. 

	“Don’t let men see you naked,” Loretta said loudly, electing to ignore Moreau’s words, her own words making her suddenly aware that she was clothed only in a towel. 

	She hurried behind the screen, nearly running into Malin as she changed. The girl had pulled on a black tunic and tight black trousers, belted with a black belt that matched the bracers she was affixing to her forearms. The bracers had sheaths built into them and each held a trio of knives. A second set awaited her, set aside on the floor. Loretta barely had time to wonder why the girl would need two sets when she picked one up with her hand-like foot and set about fastening it on to her lower leg over her calf and shin. 

	“Why does Malin get to dress in actual clothes while you expect me to parade about all but naked in that costume?” Loretta demanded. 

	Malin giggled and fastened on the last bracer to her leg. Was it still a bracer if one wore it on the leg instead of the forearm? 

	“Because her equipment plays to her strengths, just as yours plays to your strengths,” Moreau said from the other side of the privacy screen. Malin twirled out from behind the privacy screen, leaving Loretta behind.  

	“How does that tawdry outfit play to my strengths? Am I supposed to distract the enemy with a shimmy of my hips whilst you blow their brains out?”

	They had been given an assignment. A mission. Loretta did not know the details yet, only that it was the reason—the only reason—that she had been allowed to return to the hot springs for healing. The uncomfortable sensation of not knowing how to feel was becoming all too familiar. On the one hand, doing anything was better than being trapped in bed for days on end while recovering from, as Moreau had none to gently put it, a lesson on the cost of stupidity. On the other, a mission with a knight keeper working for a company of mercenaries promised violence and danger and Loretta could not retake her place as the heir of the Maradona line if she were killed.

	That thought worried her far more than the promise of violence itself. It should have scared her more than it did. It should have had her palms sweating, her knees shaking, and her stomach in knots. Instead, she felt anticipation. So much so that it frightened her. Had she come to love killing so much so soon? Was that what it meant to be a beast? Existing in a near perpetual state of bloodlust, always eager for the next conflict?

	“It’s a dancer’s costume,” Moreau said from the other side of the privacy screen. He sounded like he was moving around. “I had it tailored to your build and modified to better protect you.”

	The part of the outfit that could generously be called pants was tossed over the screen. Loretta snatched them up and held them high for him to see. “These are designed to protect me?”

	Malin giggled. 

	“They’re woven from the silk produced by a beast with a spider seed,” Moreau said.

	“Ew.” Loretta very nearly tossed the pants aside. 

	“Spider silk is stronger than steel,” Moreau said. 

	“I have never encountered a spiderweb I could not sweep away,” Loretta replied, still glaring at the colorful pants as if they might begin crawling of their own accord.

	 “That’s a matter of scale,” Moreau said. “If you spun steel as thin as those natural spiderwebs, you’d have no issue tearing right through them either. At this size? Those pants are all but impenetrable.”

	Loretta held them up before her and delivered an experimental swat, making one of the legs billow out. “They still don’t seem like much in the way of protection.”

	“They won’t diminish the force of an impact,” Moreau conceded. “But they will prevent arrows or small caliber bullets from being lodged in your flesh, and may even turn away bladed weapons. The other part is made of similar material and has strategically placed coins woven inside to help protect your vital organs.”

	“Just not my abdominals,” Loretta said. “Because there’s nothing vulnerable about the belly, is there?”

	“Put the outfit on, Sauvage.” The use of that name made her tail shoot up. She wanted to wad the outfit up and hurl it at Moreau’s stupid face. Preferably with a heavy rock in the center of it. “See how you feel about it after that.”

	Gritting her fangs and grumbling under her breath, Loretta dressed herself in the costume, and glided out from behind the screen. 

	Malin clapped. “Very pretty.”

	“I feel like a whore,” Loretta said. 

	“And your body?”

	“Naked.” 

	Moreau gave her a deadpan look. 

	Loretta sighed and took a proper stock. She felt…lighter, oddly enough. Experimentally, she spun, twirling across the room. She was fast. Faster than usual. Not so swift as when Moreau had played his music for her, but it was still a marked improvement. 

	“I feel…more control, centered. If that makes sense,” she said, hesitating as she searched for the right words. 

	“You’re fast,” Malin exclaimed, clapping. “Wow!”

	“I thought that might be the case,” Moreau said, nodding. “Your orbis seed responds very powerfully to external stimuli. Music increases your speed, agility, and coordination, so it stood to reason that other things that other instruments of dance would as well.” 

	Loretta gave him a flat look and gestured at her body. “And this is what you came up with?”

	Moreau offered an unapologetic shrug. “The dance attire you’re used to would hardly be practical in the field, would it? You still need to be able to fight.”

	She kept up her deadpan look. 

	“Also, that stretched our budget to the limits,” Moreau admitted. 

	Loretta let out a long-suffering sigh. “Very well. If I am to be a dancing beast, then I may as well look the part.”

	Her hands shook and she looked at them. She tried to make them stop. They would not. She had just admitted, out loud, that she was a beast. Fall or no Fall, she could not deny that any longer. Not even to herself. 

	“Did you speak with Master Jacquemin about…” She trailed off, unable to properly formulate her thoughts into words. 

	“I did,” Moreau said. “According to him, there is no doubt that you are a beast.”

	Loretta couldn’t help the broken laugh that escaped her throat. 

	“According to Gegenteil, it’s not unusual for beasts who Fall from nobility to make up stories to explain their circumstances.”

	She whirled on him. “Is that what you believe I am doing? Making up some story because I am too weak and broken to handle the truth?”

	“I believe you,” said Malin.

	“I believe that you believe,” Moreau said calmly, voice stern. He was not wielding his anima. He did not need it. The aura of command had simply come upon him, natural as a man sliding on a coat. “I believe that your story is worth investigating, and so that is what I am doing. I believe that if you are indeed correct, your story will have far-reaching, severe repercussions for us at every level of society. You’ll forgive me if I proceed with due diligence and caution.”

	Loretta said nothing for a moment, and then nodded. She had been so caught up in becoming human again that she had hardly stopped to consider the consequences of her actions should she succeed. Lorenz Gage’s new magic could change everything. There might even be parties, should they learn of her secret, who would want to keep her as a beast. 

	She should have thought about this. “I used to be good at thinking things through,” she said. “Seeing all the goals and angles. It came to me as easily as dancing does now.”

	“In your defense,” Moreau said. “You have been through a few upsetting changes.”

	This time, her laughter was real. 

	 

	~ ~ ~

		 

	In addition to Sir Dupont, they were joined by a wiry, bespectacled man who appeared more scribe than knight, and his menagerie. Both he and Dupont had three beasts in their keeping, and, for the first time, she felt herself wishing that Moreau had another beast, if for no other reason than to even the numbers out. It made sense for a knight keeper to harvest as many beasts as he could manage for the variety of their abilities and the strength provided by multiple fighters. The more beasts a knight keeper had, the more dangerous and effective he and his team could be. 

	Loretta had known this before, of course, though she had never allowed herself to dwell upon it and experiencing the frustration of not having enough beasts in her knight’s menagerie was very different from calculating the logistics on a piece of parchment. She scowled at herself as she ran alongside the horses with the other beasts. When had Sir Ragamuffin Moreau become her knight?

	“Blackberry?” asked Schwarz, the thorny feline beast from Dupont’s party. “You look like you could use something sweet after whatever thoughts are going through your head.”

	Loretta thanked her and popped the proffered berry into her mouth. The sweet tartness exploded upon her tongue and she moaned. “That was the sweetest blackberry I have ever tasted. Where did you find the vines? I must have overlooked them.”

	Shwarz laughed. Her smile was not confined to her fanged mouth but spread to her eyes and long, tufted ears, which quivered with amusement. She pointed to the tangled nest of thorny vines that grew from her head. There, hidden among the thorns and rough leaves, grew ripe bundles of blackberries. “Thanks for calling them sweet!” 

	Loretta nearly choked. 

	Schwarz laughed harder and pointed to herself. “Blackberry lynx. What are you?”

	It took Loretta several moments to answer. Partly because she wasn’t sure how to feel about having eaten a berry that had grown from a beast’s head, no matter how delicious, and partly because it took her a moment to understand the question as it applied to her. After her crash course in beast classifications with Master Jacquemin, she had made it a habit to try and identify the seeds of every beast she saw. Some were fairly straightforward, such as Ballista, Sir Dupont’s boisterous marble boar. But others, such as herself and Schwarz, could be tricky. 

	Knowing their seeds somehow made it easier to…not understand the beasts, exactly, but appreciate them. Her analytical mind liked being able to categorize, recognize, and label what she saw. Whereas before, all she saw when she looked at a menagerie was a colorful collection of creatures that looked like flawed imitations of true women, now she could see how they were naturally equipped, and what roles they might play in their menageries. Flora and phenomenon seeds still gave her pause, but she imagined that she’d get better at recognizing them with time. 

	She finally pointed at herself and said, “Dance weasel.” 

	The word weasel nearly stuck in her throat. At best, the things were good as ratters and pest control. At worst, they were pests, killing chickens and ruining eggs. A vermin that preyed upon other vermin. 

	“Vicious,” Shwarz said. “Bet you’re really quick. Good animal, that.” 

	Loretta raised an eyebrow and leapt a fallen log. They were heading west. Something about that tickled a memory. She pushed it aside. This was more important. “Pardon me, but how is a furry snake with legs a good animal?” 

	“You got to let go of a lot of your perceptions and see the use of your seeds,” Schwarz said. “Weasels are fast and tenacious. They go after prey that’s much bigger than they are, and when they grab hold, they don’t let go.” 

	Loretta had to think about that. Was that what she was? A tiny predator that was refused to let go of prey that was much larger than her? That seemed distressingly accurate. She was caught up in something so much larger than herself that she couldn’t even begin guessing how to unravel the mess of it. 

	“Can I have another blackberry?” asked Jagdhund, a svelte turquoise wolfhound, jogging over to them. She was a part of the newcomer, Sir Eckart Balzac’s menagerie. 

	She appeared cast entirely out of her mineral, making her the most colorful beast present, and her personality seemed about as sweetly canine as could be. She even had that dopey, open mouthed grin dogs did. Loretta struggled not to judge the beast an idiot. She wasn’t certain she succeeded. Of Sir Balzac’s menagerie, Jagdhund seemed the only one combat ready, with an impressive mace slung over her back. 

	Loretta hadn’t been able to determine the orbis seeds of the studious looking knight’s other two beasts, but, of all things, they appeared to be a ladybug and an alpaca, though the ladybug was clearly a flora type of some kind with leafy twigs, bark-like skin, and foliage upon her carapace. Loretta wondered if the wings beneath could support her in flight. She doubted it, as Tinte, the beast in question, ran alongside the rest of them.

	Schwarz plucked another blackberry from her vines and handed it over. Jagdhund wolfed it down and offered up another doggy grin. “Thanks!” She pulled ahead to take point. 

	“She and Ballista will take lead tracking the targets tomorrow,” Schwarz said. “Just watch.” 

	Loretta couldn’t keep the skepticism from her voice. “Her and Ballista?” The dopey dog beast and the boar who even now could be heard laughing uproariously at something Joie, Dupont’s rare beast with the oxidation and fire coral seeds, had said. The pair were loud, brightly colored, and about as subtle as a shotgun. 

	“Wolfhound and boar,” Schwarz said, tapping her nose. “Amazing senses of smell.”

	That made sense, Loretta supposed. She also supposed that whoever had kidnapped the Leloup heirs would hear them coming from a mile away and prepare for them. At least with the pair both being mineral types, they could likely bear the brunt of whatever offensive their enemies chose to execute. 

	She sighed. Suddenly, having a weasel seed did not seem half so bad. She could have been like Ballista and stuck with a pig seed. While clearly advantageous—Ballista had endurance and power to spare—Loretta did not think she could have found it in herself to be anything but mortified had her seed been that of an animal that slept in its own manure and was responsible for her breakfast meat. 

	“Mark my words,” Schwarz said. “They’ll have the Lilly twins found in no time.”

	“Leloup,” Loretta corrected offhandedly. “The family is especially proud of their name. Get it wrong in front of them, and you’ll never hear the end of it.” The Leloup’s had only just been raised to diamond souled status the previous generation, and were still in that sensitive, overly proud state the newly empowered often went through. 

	Schwarz laughed. “Did your keeper tell you that?”

	Loretta shook her head. “No. I remember it from….” She trailed off at the look on Scharz’s face, and realized she’d made a grave faux pas. 

	“We don’t talk about our time…before,” Schwarz said after a moment. “We were who we were, but we are who we are now. Forgot how newly Fallen you were. Your past is your business, no one’s going to pry into it, just so you know. Everyone else will expect the same.”

	Loretta nodded. It made sense that none of the beasts would want to talk about, perhaps even remember, life before Falling. “Thank you. I apologize for the blunder.”

	Schwarz shrugged. “Already forgotten.”

	Just like that, it was. Loretta almost couldn’t believe it. Had Schwarz been a noble, she’d have subtly lorded Loretta’s mistake over her for the rest of the afternoon. Instead the subject was dropped and never so much as touched on again. 

	It wasn’t the only change Loretta found herself mindful of. This run was so very different from the one with Conde Rodriquez’s beasts. It was almost pleasant. The exercise that did not truly exhaust her, and the camaraderie with the other beasts made everything go by so much faster. They even had a few brief bouts of tag. 

	Only the requirement that they always keep a beast from each party on lookout ruined the impression of a playful afternoon of travel. This, Loretta reluctantly admitted to herself, was far more enjoyable than riding in a motor carriage for hours on end, even if she did end up covered in road dust. Sir Balzac and Sir Dupont’s beasts were far more welcoming than Conde Rodriquez’s, and Loretta found herself disinclined to separate herself from them. 

	She might not have Fallen, but she was a beast. This was her role until she could set things back to the way they were meant to be. Malin had changed something in her perspective. The little monkey beast had her thinking of her running mates in terms of pronouns instead of creatures. She and her, not it. The change had occurred so subtly, and suddenly, that it was only after Loretta had been doing it for several hours that she had caught herself. She was not sure whether this new mindset was healthy or sinful. 

	The doubt, combined with a nagging sensation of unease at their continued westward path, served to dampen an otherwise enjoyable cross-country run. What was west of Saunet that continued to bother her? She could not recall and the further west they traveled the more she struggled to remember. By the time they stopped to make camp around mid-afternoon, her mood was thoroughly soured. 

	Loretta had been dreading this part and had not even realized it. Beasts were meant to attend to the chores and menial tasks of establishing a camp. It was work far beneath her station and something she had no experience with. Malin had spent her entire life in the city and was no more versed in the skills of camping than Loretta. Fortunately, the other beasts stepped in to teach them. 

	Tinte instructed her and Malin in pitching Moreau’s tent, and Ballista taught them about firepits and the proper wood required for a good campfire. Loretta found that she enjoyed learning these new skills and appreciated how they were immediately actionable. In the Academy, everything had been theoretical buildup until it could later be applied. There was no real-world experience to be had, only the acquisition of knowledge with postponed usage. She liked that she could immediately see the results of her work. 

	Even the act of hauling water proved pleasant. There was a simplicity that Loretta was able to give herself over to. By the time the camp was set and she was able to sit down near the blazing fire, she was pleasantly fatigued and her muscles thanked her to the rest. She’d felt similarly about fencing bouts before. It was a peculiar sense of satisfaction that she elected to allow herself to enjoy rather than worry over. There was enough to worry over as it was, and none of it was doing her any good. 

	So, she sat, easing into a more comfortable position by the fire. On one side of the fire, Sir Balzac had produced a series of maps and sat crouched over them with Moreau, no doubt plotting their course. Dupont had taken up a position on the other side of the fire, his menagerie gathered around him. Tinte and Jagdhund had first watch, and so circled the perimeter of the campsite while everyone else rested. It had been decided that two beasts from each menagerie would take watch in turns. Loretta and Malin were to take last watch when the night was at its darkest, given the nocturnal nature of their seeds. 

	“You’re not going to help us find our quarry?” Sir Balzac asked Dupont in a dry voice that made Loretta think of wind going through thatch. 

	“Bah, I’m no good at that sort of thing,” Dupont said. “You’re the one with the book learning, and Moreau’s the one good at finding things. Me, point me at them when you find them, and my girls will bloody them good.”

	There was that word again. Girls. His girls. Not his beasts. Not his menagerie. His girls. Again, Loretta wasn’t sure how that phrasing made her feel. Demeaned for not being called “woman,” or elevated for being given a feminine pronoun at all. 

	Sir Balzac shook his head and returned his attention to his maps while Moreau chuckled. The throaty sound was masculine, and pleasing, and made Loretta wish that he would stop at once so that she could return to the peaceful, untroubled state she had just settled into moments before. 

	“Besides,” Dupont continued, “there are more important things.” 

	“More important than the mission?” asked Balzac without looking up. 

	“Very much so.” Dupont reached into his bag and produced a leather-bound scriptura, making Loretta’s eyes go wide. Perhaps it shouldn’t have surprised her that the man traveled with a copy of the holy text, given that they’d encountered him in a church, but it did. He simply didn’t seem like the type to appreciate fine literature or theological philosophy.

	His beasts, Ballista, Shwarz, and Joie all gathered around him with a practiced air about that suggested to Loretta that this was a regular thing the group did. They gazed upon their knight keeper as he thumbed through the thin pages, each turn whispering a promise, like hounds being taught obedience by means of their favorite treat. It struck her as strange, bordering on disturbing, until she recalled that none of them could read. 

	Apart from attending church, this was the closest they could be to experiencing the word of the Goddess, and it was delivered regularly by the man who kept their minds their own. Loretta had been given no reason to doubt the loyalty of Dupont’s beasts before, yet a part of her could not help but suspect that in the heart and mind of every beast there burned a quiet resentment equal to her own. If that were, in fact, the case, then Dupont’s menagerie was clearly the exception to that rule. If the looks of excited joy and borderline adoration they fixed upon him as he began to read to them were anything to go by, their loyalty was beyond question. 

	“Do not eat the flesh of beasts as though they were animals,” Dupont read. “For their flesh is as that of a human’s and to eat of them is to eat the flesh of a human.” 

	Loretta made a face at the thought. Who in their right mind would actually want to eat a beast? Then she thought of the blackberry Schwarz had given her before. That hadn’t counted, had it? It couldn’t have. That was a berry and the text specifically said flesh. It meant that beasts were close enough to proper humans that eating their flesh, no matter what their bestia seed might be, would be tantamount to cannibalism. 

	“You see,” Dupont said, looking upon his menagerie. “Your flesh is that of a human, and, therefore, that of a woman. Don’t let anyone tell you different.”

	Loretta nearly choked. “That is not what that passage means.”

	All eyes turned upon her. Her ears went flat and her tail curled, though at least she managed to will herself not to blush. She had not meant to speak, the words had simply slipped out and now it was too late. 

	“Really?” Dupont said, smirking. “The flesh of every beast I see here seems womanly to me.”

	That got several chuckles from his beasts and set Loretta’s cheeks to burning. “You mean to say that a scripture prohibiting an act that amounts to cannibalism gives you permission to lie with beasts?”

	Dupont shrugged. “There’s other passages as well, but since this is the one I just read, sure, let’s go with it.”

	Loretta shook her head. “You cannot extrapolate ‘it is okay to copulate with this because I’m not supposed to eat it,’ from that single passage when the distinction between woman and beast is so clearly defined over and over again throughout the scriptura. Just look at the passages detailing the Great Fall.”

	Dupont chuckled. “Sure, but if you follow those, the only truly diamond souled women are the ruling families. All the noble families are essentially offshoots of those three. Consider then, that means that everyone not of the three ruling houses, must have some degree of bestial heritage.”

	“The ruling families could not be expected to marry no one,” Loretta said. “They’d have driven humanity to extinction.” 

	“Exactly,” Dupont said. “Most of humanity, by simple necessity, must marry the descendants of beasts. Had men not lain with beasts, and if men did not continue to do so, humanity would dwindle away until the Rampant beasts simply wipe us out.”

	Loretta had not considered that. Oh, the thought of population had occurred to her, only not what it must mean. She was, or perhaps merely had been, diamond souled. It was her duty to produce heirs of purest blood and spirit while the rest of the lower class mingled with the blood of beasts. The thought of heirs made her think of Adriano Robles, the man she had intended to be her husband. 

	What struck her though, was how calculated her memories of him were. Certainly, he was an attractive specimen with the right pedigree and a dowry that would have made their union rich and powerful, but that was all she thought of now when she thought of him. Odd that she hadn’t given him more thought than she had since waking up in Moreau’s barn.  

	At the very least Moreau had a personality. As well as irritating quips and that blessed music of his. Robles had simply been a stud. Which then, was the more bestial, she wondered. Then scolded herself for wondering. What on earth was she thinking?

	“I concede your point about the population,” Loretta said. “However, ‘they are Fallen. They are not women, though they may appear womanly. Guard thyself against the beasts,’ seems fairly definitive to me.”

	Dupont threw back his head and laughed. “Sigmund, you got yourself a scholar over here. You repurpose that brain of hers for tactics and she’ll be lethal!” 

	  Loretta wasn’t sure whether to be pleased at the complement or incensed that he thought her brain needed “repurposing.” Moreau couldn’t really do that to her, could he? She fought to repress a shudder. 

	“Dammit, Dupont,” Balzac said, tossing down a protractor. “You made me lose my place.” 

	“They’ve got to be somewhere between Harpsford and the Black Rill,” Moreau said, pointing at the map. “The brigands were mounted when they took the heirs. They wouldn’t make the effort to cross the river with that many horses.”

	Loretta’s ears perked up. “Wait, are we talking about Willingwe Wood?”

	Moreau raised an eyebrow at her. “We are.”

	“The place is swarming with Rampant beasts. There’ve been several attempts to tame the forest and none have succeeded.” Loretta had even heard it speculated that a scelus tree was in the heart of the forest, though she kept that particular bit to herself. She suppressed a shudder as she got up and crossed the fire to look at their maps.

	 The words upon them were all gibberish. With an effort though, she was able to make a general sense of the pictures she was seeing. It was difficult though, and she suspected if she continued to look, she’d find herself getting a headache. 

	There was some kind of disconnect occurring within her brain. Looking at the pictures and words was akin to listening to someone speak in a foreign language and knowing that she used to be able to speak it fluently. Loretta’s eyes registered words and images, and that these things were representations of ideas, but those ideas failed to make themselves known to her. It was exceedingly frustrating. 

	She forced herself to continue examining the map. 

	“And you know this, how?” Balzac asked, peering at her over the rims of his spectacles. 

	“Because the beasts have played a major role in disrupting trade in the region,” she said, not looking at him. “If these brigands are here, then they have to know about all the beasts, which means that they’ll have set themselves up somewhere defensible.”

	“A defensible location,” Balzac said flatly. “Why didn’t I think of that?”

	“Did you think of Raychester Fort?” she asked, jabbing the section of the map where she hoped she was seeing a river and a cliff face. 

	“There’s no fort on the map,” Balzac said stiffly. 

	“That’s because your map is new, and Raychester was abandoned eighty years ago,” Moreau said thoughtfully. “It would be in ruins, but these brigands are purported to have some keepers in their number. Repairing it to the point of functionality would not be a stretch for men daring and cunning enough to go after both heirs of a highborn house. It’s a defensible position if they’ve beasts and arms. At the very least, they’d be safe from the Rampant beasts in the forest. 

	Balzac began protesting, but Dupont put a loud end to it. “We head there first, scout the area, then attack,” he said. “Much better than wandering aimlessly around trying to catch their scents, even if they aren’t there.”

	Loretta gave a nod and caught an approving look from Moreau that made her heart do a jump. She turned away from him and returned to her position near the fire. “Sir Dupont, while I may see your point about the population of humankind, I am afraid that we must agree to disagree about the nature of that passage. At the very least, sin or no sin, the idea of man lying with beast is perverse.”

	“But those are the best kind of ideas,” Ballista said. The marble boar had closed the distance between herself and her keeper so that their bodies were pressed together. He had his arm around her.

	Loretta took that in, and then deeply flushed as the beasts roared with laughter. Later that night as she lay atop her bedroll staring up at the stars, Loretta breathed a sigh of relief that her words had not caused more problems. She should have noticed the way Ballista and Dupont acted with one another and guarded her tongue. Her biases were blinding her, she realized, and if she was to survive this ordeal and eventually return to her rightful place, she would have to learn to overcome them.  



Chapter Ten
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	Fort Raychester

	 

	The new saber felt too light in Loretta’s hand as she tested it. A heavy sword wasn’t particularly useful, and were this weapon’s lightness a sign of quality, she would have appreciated it. Such was not the case. This weapon had not been one of their purchases, but rather one of the weapons stocked by The Company’s quartermaster for its keepers’ beasts. If she understood correctly, a new machine had been built that could quickly cast weapons and was being used to mass produce sabers such as this one. 

	She gave it an experimental slash and felt as if she were swinging paper. She’d have to be careful. The weapon would lose its edge quickly, especially if she struck armor or bone, and it would be prone to breakage. Something better would have to be procured in the future if they were to do this again. Of course, with advancements in technology, perhaps a mass-produced weapon of quality would be ready by the time they did this again. 

	She shook her head. Do this again? What was she thinking? The answer was that she wasn’t thinking in the first place. She was too excited. 

	They had found the fort easily enough and, just as they’d suspected, the brigands who had kidnapped the Leloup siblings had set about with makeshift repairs. If they’d come in numbers, it would have given the brigands a considerable advantage. Their party had no intention of simply assaulting the front gate. A part of Loretta thought she might have enjoyed that, foolish as it was. The greater part of her was enraptured with the idea of the hunt. 

	Tremors of energy quivered through every muscle in her body, flooding her with adrenaline and anticipation. They had started when they’d begun spying on the partially repaired fort that afternoon, and now, with darkness upon them and the night wearing on, the sensation was growing stronger. Her mouth watered, and it grew increasingly harder to be still. She’d had to fall back deeper into the forest so that her movements wouldn’t attract the eyes of the guards the brigands had on watch. She wanted this to begin. She wanted the fight, the kill, and she wanted both of those with the music. 

	That last would be unlikely to happen given that their plan called for stealth, but a part of her still hoped. Loretta had always been a driven woman, compelled by purpose and ambition. Yet she had never experienced this kind of excitement for any of her plans. This was the ultimate contest. A small voice in the back of her mind whispered that she would have to let it go if she were to restore her humanity. That voice was quickly overwhelmed by the rush of everything else she was feeling. 

	“To be clear,” Sir Balzac said, giving Dupont a pointed look over the rims of his spectacles. “You are to wait until my signal to attack.”

	The plan called for them to split up. 

	Fort Raychester had been built atop a hot spring so that it backed up to a cliff with a waterfall that fed the river. The most obvious modification to the fort, standing out even amongst the multitude of ramshackle repairs, was a new water wheel turned by the flow of the river. That suggested that the mechanisms that harnessed the power of the hot spring had either been ravaged by time into uselessness, or the hot spring itself had dried up. It was easier to construct a new water wheel to power the fort than try to find the ancient parts required to restore Raychester’s engine. Or the hot spring might have dried up.  

	The water wheel was Sir Balzac’s target. The scholarly knight had reached into his bag and casually produced a lump of explosives, complete with timer and extra fuses, as if it were a pastry he’d been saving to snack on. He and his menagerie were to sneak around and blow up the waterwheel, creating a distraction and plunging the fort into darkness, at which point Dupont was to attack. He and his menagerie were ready to take out as many of the enemy as possible in the confusion that followed, creating further distraction. With he and Balzac attacking from opposite ends, and Raychester deprived of power, the brigands wouldn’t know up from down. 

	Which would help to cover her team’s escape with the heirs. She, Moreau, and Malin were to sneak inside and head to the quarters in the back where they’d spotted the twins being led earlier. Of the three teams, theirs was best suited for stealth and covert investigations. And of the teams, theirs was the weakest in terms of straight up combat ability. 

	Acknowledging that galled Loretta. But as she’d travelled with the keepers and their menageries, she’d come to understand and appreciate how the abilities of beasts were utilized. She could deal a lot of damage very quickly, but she did not have the ability to endure hits like Jagdhund or Ballista did, and Malin’s combat abilities…she glanced over at the eclipse monkey and watched her practice with her new sling. 

	The stone flew from the leather weapon and struck a branch some yards away, neatly snapping it and earning the young beast a sharp glance from pretty much everyone. She ducked her head. Malin was young. Capable, but young. Loretta still remembered their fight in the alley. According to Sigmund, Malin would not be able to fight like that again. The ability to turn invisible at night coupled with a ranged weapon that made next to no noise was nothing to dismiss. Unfortunately, Malin was even more fragile than Loretta. 

	That thought, more than anything else, was what had helped Loretta to remain as calm as she had throughout the day while they’d scouted and planned. If she grew hotheaded, Malin would be in danger. She could not allow that to happen any more than she could allow Moreau to die. If she somehow didn’t go Rampant upon his passing and run off into the woods to devour some unlucky bastard, she’d have to contend with a new keeper. One who might not be willing to listen to her, or might be less scrupulous. As awful as being a beast was, she had to admit, she had gotten lucky to have the knight keeper she did. 

	So, she would be swift, lethal, and direct. She would follow the plan and get them all out safely. 

	“I know my job, librarian.” Dupont harrumphed. “You just focus on doing yours.”

	Loretta lifted an eyebrow. Librarian? 

	“You know, I know, we all know,” Moreau said with no small exasperation. “Let’s get on with it before you two kill each other.”

	Loretta expected the other men to have some sharp words for Moreau, but instead they both chuckled. Loretta shook her head. Sometimes there was just no understanding the inferior sex. 

	“My signal,” Balzac said once more, looking back and forth between his partners, and then he and his menagerie hurried off, keeping low and to the trees as they made their way to the river. 

	Dupont tipped his hat at Moreau. “See you on the other side.”

	Moreau nodded, and the three of them took off. 

	Every step the man took made Loretta cringe. It was not that Moreau was slow or clumsy—he moved very well, actually. Becoming a beast had simply given her a new perspective on certain skills. She and Malin moved with true stealth, not making so much as a sound. It was as if the ground welcomed her and Malin’s feet while leaving Moreau to simply muddle his way along as best he could. 

	The area around Raychester had originally been an empty field to force enemies to expose themselves to attack. In the many years since the fort’s original construction, the woods had done their best to reclaim the land. The knights had speculated that the brigands had at least one flora beast in their ranks because the plant life should have all but overgrown the fort, but instead, the land only looked as if it had been left unkept for a few years, rather than decades. Young trees, shrubs, and plenty of places to hide, but enough space between them to make movement risky. 

	Which was why they kept to the forest proper until they reached a ramshackle portion of the wall where the brigands had been forced to conduct their own repairs. The wood of that portion of the fort’s wall was more alive than the rest, actually sprouting foliage of its own, further suggesting a flora beast inside. Loretta wondered how many keepers the brigands actually had among their ranks. 

	A horrible thought occurred to her. What if Moreau was killed and, in her Rampant state, one of the brigands managed to harvest her? The thought was ice water through her veins, assassinating the eagerness that had plagued her all day as surely as a poisoned dagger. 

	Moreau looked to her. Had he felt her sudden fear?

	“We’ve got this,” he said. “We know what we’re about.”

	For the first time in her life, Loretta wished she hadn’t been so well trained at seeing through lies and listening for what wasn’t said. He didn’t promise they’d make it out, he promised they’d do their job. They could get hurt.  

	Malin could die. Moreau could die. She could die, and her family would continue to be at the mercy of Lorenz Gage’s schemes. Sirena could be forced to Fall as she had been. Even her mother. The shakes grew worse. 

	Moreau’s hand found her shoulder. She grabbed his wrist, claws accidentally sinking into his flesh, drawing blood. He didn’t wince. She met his eyes. 

	“We kill anyone who tries to kill us,” she hissed. That was the only way. They would be a silent tsunami and wash through Fort Raychester like angels of death. It wouldn’t be just the men who tried to kill them that would die—it would be everyone but the people they intended to save. She could take no other chance. 

	Moreau grinned at her. The ragamuffin grinned! It would have looked boyish and youthened him by several years if it weren’t so feral. “What exactly did you think we were doing here, killer?”

	Malin looked back and forth between them. “You know, you guys are a little scary.”

	“Good,” they said in unison. 

	“You’re up, Malin,” Moreau said. “You get to find us the best path.”

	Malin nodded and vanished from sight. 

	Moreau and Loretta waited, side-by-side. They’d discussed this part before. There was nothing to do but sit silently and allow her resolve to harden to iron. Malin reappeared behind a shrub and waved, indicating it was the best hiding spot. She vanished again. 

	Moreau and Loretta went in low and ducked under the shrub. They spotted Malin an instant later at another foliated hiding spot and repeated the process. They did this several more times until they’d reached the base of the wall, at which point they heard the sound of boots on a wooden walkway. From what they’d observed, there was a guard nearby, but she wasn’t supposed to be relieved for another hour. 

	“Hey, mate,” the newcomer called out. “You ready to lose your money?” There was a faint clicking sound, and Loretta recognized it as dice. The guard’s friend had come to gamble with her. That was good, it would keep them occupied and distracted. At least until the newcomer looked down. 

	She glanced at Malin and felt a silent urging from her connection with Moreau. She and Malin leapt up, scaling the wall, swift and silent, then hung on to the very edge, waiting for the newcomer to pass. If he happened to look down, they’d be close enough to strike.

	A bird cawed out in the woods. The newcomer stopped. Loretta tensed, readying to hurl herself upon the man. She’d have to hope Malin could put a sling stone in the guard’s mouth before she could raise the alarm. The man glanced down, eyes sweeping over them, and then continued on his way. “I was thinking sevens tonight, but since I brought the dice, I’ll be nice and let you pick first game.”

	Loretta looked over at Malin, who wore a huge grin on her face. The eclipse monkey could hide more than just herself at night. Good to know. 

	They leapt over the wall, and, concealed by Malin’s abilities, closed on the guards. Loretta’s sword took them each across the throat in a skilled swing that sent blood flying like red leaves in a windstorm. 

	Malin blanched, but didn’t say anything. 

	They dropped a rope to Moreau and had him over the wall in short order. He glanced at the dead guards, and a pulse of satisfaction came through their connection. Loretta nodded in acknowledgement, and they hurried on. 

	The first room they checked was being used for a storehouse of basic supplies, mostly salted meats, pickled things in jars, and cans sealed up tight with paper labels. The scent of the salted meat momentarily overwhelmed Loretta’s sense of smell. Her mouth watered, and she momentarily found it difficult to focus on what she was doing as they left to make their way to the next room. 

	The twins weren’t there either. Nor had it been converted into a storage facility. It was an office of some kind. An organized office with a work desk, neatly stacked documents, and a leather embossed folder. An old-fashioned oil lamp burned low on the corner of the desk. A small shelf with books had been situated against the wall, accompanied by a comfortable armchair. 

	Not a speck of dust lay atop anything, and Loretta smelled some kind of spice that mingled with the scents of parchment and burning oil. Whoever this office belonged to was no mere brigand. This was the workspace of a meticulous and educated woman. One who enjoyed her luxuries if she’d gone to the trouble of having the room scented. 

	“We have to move quickly,” Moreau whispered, hurrying to the table. “They’ll be back soon.”

	“How do you know?” Loretta asked. 

	“The oil lamp,” Malin said, pointing. 

	Of course, Loretta thought. She had grown so used to electric lights that the idea of needing to monitor fuel for her light had slipped past her. She clenched her teeth and hurried to Moreau’s side to gather up whatever documents they could, as much to hide her embarrassment as to vent her frustration by making herself useful. 

	Moreau began sliding as much as he could into the leather folder with no regard for how it swelled. Loretta handed him a stack of papers and froze with the parchment halfway to Moreau. She could not read them, but the seal placed upon the upper right corner of the topmost document she had no trouble with. 

	“The merchant guild,” Loretta whispered, the words slipping out. 

	Moreau took the documents, shoved them into the folder, and forced it into his bag. “Something to investigate after our mission,” he said. 

	Loretta could not move. Lorenz Gage was a merchant. Lorenz Gage had been daring enough to attack her in her own home and had transformed her into a beast. Was he here? This could very well be his office. She should not have assumed that the merchant would be a woman. Her gaze flew to the door. If Gage was here, she would find him. She would force him to undo what he had done to her. Then—voices. 

	Two male voices were approaching, each accompanied by footsteps. Too many footsteps. There were at least four, maybe five, approaching the door. 

	The group gathered close, Malin moving to the front to conceal them. Loretta drew her sword and Sigmund his firearm. It would be better if they could kill without needing to use it and risking giving away their position to the rest of the fort. Not so much better that they would all bet their lives on stealth. 

	“—didn’t plan on the brat getting sick,” a nasally voice whined. There was something about it that suggested it had once been deeper. “Between that and the Swords finding out, maybe we change our plans. All I’m saying.”

	The voice that answered was cultured, deep, and stern. “We hold the course and simply move up our timetable. There’s no helping the heir getting sick, and it will take any men The Company of Golden Swords sends at least a week to locate this fort.”

	“Just saying they wasn’t supposed to find out at all,” said the nasally voice. “Not suggesting you didn’t do your job or nothing like that, but wasn’t your people supposed to keep that part covered?”

	Silence fell. The door opened, revealing two men and the forms of several beasts behind them. Either one of them was as good as a knight and able to manage three beasts, or they were both keepers. 

	One man was powerfully built, armed to the teeth with belts and bandoliers covered with weapons and ammunition, and a face that made him look as if he had once been dragged down a rough road behind a horse. His nose had clearly been broken so many times that it had come to affect his speech. Despite his imposing physique, he seemed to cower beneath the gaze of the other man, the one who had opened the door. 

	That man was well dressed in a tailored coat of fine make. He was dark haired, tall with a lean face and physique offset by a proud nose and cheekbones that gave him a sense of imperious strength. The lamplight glittered off his manicured nails and the golden rings on his fingers, one of which bore the crest of the merchants. 

	Not Gage then. Someone else. Was this man secretly a wizard as well?

	Behind them, one of the beasts let out a low hiss and the brigand’s knees buckled so that he barely kept his feet.

	“J-just saying,” the well-armed, cowering brigand said.

	The group stepped into the room, led by the merchant. Their eyes slid right over the intruders, and Loretta was able to catch a glimpse of the beasts for the first time. It was obvious that two of them, a feline with flesh like a craggy, dark mineral and a canine covered in green foliage, belonged to the brigand. They wore leathers, carried cutlasses at their belts, and were decorated with scars. 

	The third, on the other hand, just as clearly belonged to the merchant and she was terrifying. 

	She was garbed in cuts of silk that were clearly as much fashion pieces as they were functional, allowing her limbs and long tail the freedom to move quickly. Her lithe form was pebbled with dark, scaly flesh, her fingers tipped with long, hooked claws that rivaled Gigenteil’s, and a forked tongue flicked out from between her fangs. Her eyes and mass of blonde curls gave off a faintly greenish light. 

	Every instinct Loretta possessed told her to run. They spoke to her of a predator, of venom, and power. They screamed at her of sickness, force, and death. Whatever kind of beast she was, Loretta had found an opponent she had no desire to fight.

	“A new shipment of battle-ready beasts will be delivered within the next two to three days,” the merchant said without looking at his partner. “Your keepers will be well equipped to handle any mercenaries who….” He trailed off, eyes alighting on the desk, where a sizeable portion of his documents were missing, along with his leather folder. 

	Loretta lowered herself, ready to spring forward. Moreau had instructed her and Malin to always go for the keeper first, that without him, the beasts would become Rampant, and their savagery would be undirected. She did not do that, instead focusing on the reptilian beast with the glowing hair. That one, she did not want to run Rampant.

	“Someone’s been here,” the merchant said, dark eyes narrowing as he whirled to stare down the brigand. “And they have taken items of great import.”

	“It weren’t my people,” the brigand said, holding up his hands as if the merchant’s words might cut him down and flinching when the man’s beast hissed. 

	“They were here recently,” she said, flicking out her tongue. “They’re still nearby.”

	Her sense of smell must be incredible, Loretta thought, thankful for the scent boxes the merchant had positioned around the room. Were it not for them, her party most certainly would have been discovered. 

	“That’s right,” said the leafy canine beast with a nod, nostrils flaring. “They’ve got to be close.” She sniffed the air several times, sweeping twice over them, then settling upon Loretta. She narrowed her eyes and took a long inhale, as if trusting her nose more than her other senses. Loretta tried very hard not to make any noise. 

	A scream rent the night. 

	Both men exchanged glances, then hurried from the room, followed by their beasts. 

	The scream had come from nearby. The heirs! The men had said one of them was sick. Loretta felt Moreau’s mental readiness, and took off through the door—only to nearly have her head taken off by the stroke of a cutlass. 

	Loretta’s heightened reflexes only just allowed her to react in time to the glint of lamplight on the blade. She twisted backward, letting herself fall to her knees, momentum carrying her forward so that she slid into the hall. She transformed her slide into a neat recovery, raising to her feet and pivoting in the same fluid motion, which she used to draw her saber. 

	The leafy dog beast who had been hidden behind the edge of the doorframe could not react in time. The beast spun, bringing her cutlass around in a chopping motion that Loretta easily avoided before she opened her enemy’s throat in a spray of blood. Up close, she twisted her blade back into position and slid it through the beast’s gut to kill her quickly. Just because she was dying did not mean she wasn’t dangerous. Dead was better. 

	Loretta glanced over just in time to find the brigand keeper raising a pistol at her. She leapt forward and slashed his wrist. The blade was not the kind meant to cleave bone, but it severed the artery and tendons in his wrist well enough. The firearm fell to the floor with a clatter, and the man screamed. Or tried to. Loretta had never stopped moving and lunged forward, clamping her fangs on his throat. 

	Hot, delicious blood filled her mouth as the force of her lunge carried them to the floor. The man gurgled, unable to scream or breathe. She ripped free, tearing out his jugular and larynx in the same vicious motion, spraying herself with more blood. The flesh tasted so good. 

	The connection with herself and Moreau centered her, kept her from losing herself to the urge to devour it and the man both. She spit the pieces of him out, disgust tainting the purity of the joy that had saturated her on not one, but two kills. 

	An explosion rocked the fort. 

	What light there was beyond that provided by the windows vanished. 

	 Sir Balzac had destroyed the water wheel as he had promised, giving the signal to Sir Dupont, and they still had not located the heirs. 

	A shriek drew her attention from the dead man beneath her. His mineral feline had been much further down the hall and was now clearly Rampant, and just as clearly fixated on Loretta. She charged with preternatural speed that defied her craggy flesh. 

	Without thinking, Loretta whipped free one of the dead brigand’s many pistols and took aim. Only to find that she couldn’t. The sensation as she tried to lock onto her target was akin to what she felt when she tried to read. Some link in the chain of events that enabled her brain to make sense of what she was doing and act with clarity was simply missing, and her shot went wide. 

	The feline beast leapt. Loretta threw herself backward, striving to put her sword between her and her attacker, knowing that she would be too late. 

	Something struck the oncoming beast squarely in the forehead. It ripped her head around and simply careened onward, hitting the ground hard in a tumbling, stunned lump as Loretta ducked aside. 

	Malin stood in the doorway to the office, empty sling in hand and a grin upon her face. “I did it!” 

	Loretta gave her a nod of thanks and darted forward to slam her blade up under the Rampant beast’s ribcage, piercing her heart. The beast quit moving. 

	“I think I’m going to be sick,” Malin said, looking away. 

	Loretta couldn’t blame her for that. There was blood everywhere and three dead bodies. Any girl would feel troubled by that. Except for Loretta, because she had been transformed into a beast and filled with bloodlust. Even now, looking upon her kills, she felt nothing but pride. 

	Then it hit her. 

	Malin was a beast, like her. Malin, unlike her, was repulsed by the killing and violence they had just unleashed. 

	Loretta stared at her, horror making her stomach sink. If what she was experiencing was not because she was a beast, then what on earth was wrong with her?

	Screams and shrieks sounded nearby, louder and more familiar than the ones coming from outside. The merchant had gone to the heirs.

	Loretta took off down the hallways and rounded the corner to reach the next stretch with rooms. 

	The merchant stood in the hall, his back to her, arm extended in obvious focus while his beast grappled with another. The new one was silvery, more liquid than solid, and instead of legs, she possessed a thick, serpentine tail. 

	The merchant’s reptilian beast shrieked in pain, managing to tear herself free of the silvery beast and hurl her opponent down the hall. The silvery beast hit the floor with a splash, her form recovering quickly. She was naked, with small fins down the bottom and spine of her long tail, and clearly Rampant. She also seemed to be completely unharmed, her hungry gaze falling upon the merchant, looking right through the beast between them. 

	The merchant’s beast was smoking from several places. The Rampant beast must have burned her. But what was a Rampant beast doing inside the fort? Fluid as it was, there was no way the walls of the fort could have kept it out, but to get this far in without being noticed defied reasonable expectations. Rampant beasts were not known for their subtlety. 

	One of the heirs had been ill, Loretta recalled the brigand saying. She must have Fallen.

	“Tuerie,” the merchant said. “Are you harmed?”

	“It’s nothing,” the reptilian beast said. The green light shining from her hair and eyes grew more intense as she readied herself to attack again. “You’ll want to harvest this one, sir. She could be useful.”

	“What do you think I am trying to do?” the merchant snapped. 

	Loretta could feel it then, his anima, open and trying to accept the beast’s own. She couldn’t let this man harvest that beast. She could not let someone experiencing something as horrible as she had become bound to this criminal!

	Loretta leapt, sword swinging in a silver arc as she attacked. 

	The merchant’s reptilian beast struck, launching herself backward and catching Loretta’s blade in her claws. The strength of her opponent was overwhelming, as was the mass behind her strike. Loretta was tackled out of the air and hit the ground hard. 

	The beast opened her mouth, revealing pale, hook-like teeth, and lunged for Loretta’s throat. Loretta was barely able to get her arm up in time between herself and the powerful jaws. They clamped shut, tearing through flesh. Something snapped in Loretta’s arm. She screamed. 

	So did the merchant.

	Tuerie released Loretta’s arm and leapt free of her, rushing to her keeper’s aid. 

	Head spinning, Loretta flipped herself back up onto her feet. 

	The merchant had been driven back by the silver beast, who was now once again locked in combat with Tuerie. The man was pulling himself upright, once more trying to harvest the Rampant beast. Loretta could sense his anima accepting the rampaging, intangible lashings of the Fallen heir’s anima into himself. He’d have her soon. 

	“No,” Loretta cried out, and staggered forward. 

	A gunshot rang out and the merchant staggered to the wall with a scream, arm falling to his side, limp and bleeding. Loretta glanced back to find Moreau, weapon drawn and shaking, standing at the intersection of the hallways. 

	“Hell of a shot,” she said.

	He scowled. “I was aiming for his head.”

	She shook her head. Of course, he had been. 

	They were both hurled backward through the air as a force unlike anything Loretta had ever experience tore free of Tuerie, flinging the Rampant beast away. Loretta tumbled across the ground, barely managing to turn her roll into a recovery that made her land in a crouch instead of careening into the wall. 

	The outer wall of the hallway was gone, along with the roof. Tuerie’s tail whipped around the broken wall and she and the merchant were both gone. Loretta gaped. She must have been holding back so that her keeper could harvest the newly Fallen heir. That, or she simply hadn’t wanted to destroy the building. 

	Loretta’s stomach clenched, and she thought she might be sick. How close had she come to dying? 

	The heir hissed, rising up from the wreckage to fix her silvery eyes upon Moreau. He was still pulling himself upright, clearly dazed by the explosion Tuerie had unleashed. 

	Loretta put herself between him and the Rampant beast, sword at the ready, injured arm held close. Keeping her balance was difficult. She felt hot and her head too light. She spared a glance for her injury. Was Tuerie venomous on top of everything else? Too late to do anything about it now. 

	Malin rounded the corner. “What the—”

	“Take care of Moreau,” Loretta said. “Don’t let him die.”

	The silver beast slithered over the wreckage, moving in a way no organic creature could hope to match. Her liquid, or perhaps semi-liquid, body enabled her to slide through and over wreckage in a way nothing else alive could imitate. 

	A young woman, only a year or so younger than Loretta hurled herself into the hall from the adjoining room, her arms bound behind her back. She spun, back to the beast and facing Loretta. Her anima flared, ready to lash out and sever Loretta’s connection with Moreau. 

	“Don’t hurt him!” 

	Him? What did she mean? Recognition dawned on her. The girl before her was Una Leloup. Which meant that the beast behind her was the male twin, Ulrich. How was that possible?

	Loretta had no more time to speculate, because the beast sprung forward, not attacking her, but his sister. 

	

Chapter Eleven 
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	More Than One Shot

	 

	Sigmund Moreau hurt.

	Something had happened to his shoulder when that blast had thrown him back, and his arm refused to obey with the alacrity it should. For that matter, his entire body resisted his commands. He was sticky. Why was he sticky? As he finally managed to force himself to sit upright, he realized it was because he was covered in blood. It was leaking all over him from a dozen little injuries, mostly the result of large splinters that had struck him like shrapnel when that merchant’s beast had blown up the wall. 

	Small hands grabbed his shoulders and helped him gain his balance before he could fall back to the floor. Malin, he sensed through their roots. She was terrified. It was all the former thief could do not to completely freeze up. She may have grown accustomed to violence on the streets of Saunet, but not combat. Not like this. She hadn’t been ready for a proper mission. None of them had been, perhaps himself least of all. 

	Sauvage was hurting, he could sense that as well. She was also in a state of panicked confusion. A young woman’s voice reached his ears, half commanding, half pleading. Her anima lashed through the air, striking at his connection with Sauvage and Malin. He gritted his teeth and focused his will to resist. No man could stand for long against a properly trained diamond soul’s wrath for any real length of time. Fortunately, this young woman was not yet properly trained. His connection with his beasts held, though fresh pain blossomed in his head, preventing him from banishing the dizziness. 

	“Don’t hurt my little brother!” Una Leloup, for that was the only person it could be, cried out. Her anima struck again. Again. And again. Pain flared in his head, overwhelming that which had previously saturated his body. He grunted and held. They could not afford for his beasts to become paralyzed or lose their connection to him now. 

	Her cries of anger turned into panic, then pain. Her spiritual onslaught vanished and, with it, enough of the pain that Sigmund was able to once again see clearly. That was the thing about pain. It was a paradoxical thing that could either completely cloud one’s awareness or create a heightened sense of clarity and focus. Provided one knew how to utilize it. 

	Sigmund did. Pain was an old tool, almost a friend, really. Now that his roots were no longer under threat of being severed, he called upon that tool once again and everything that was happening around him snapped into place. 

	The Rampant beast—presumably Ulrich Leloup—had attacked his—her?—sister from behind, and only Sauvage leaping into action had saved the future baronesa from being slain. Sauvage screamed in agony, pain making her muscles seize up. 

	Sigmund had seen enough electrical beasts weaponizing their energy to recognize the effects upon the body. What on earth was this beast? He could identify neither its bestia nor its orbis seed. Serpentine, metallic, liquid, electrical…and unless he missed his guess, toxic. It was hard to say, but he’d learned to track the wellness of his beasts long ago, and, in addition to a broken ulna in her left arm, Loretta was dealing with venom in her blood stream from her exchange with that glowing reptilian beast, and a toxin that was trying to work its way through her flesh. 

	The Rampant beast coiled about her, striking at her with its blunted head and needle-like teeth while Loretta tried to counter-strike and pull away. Neither worked. What strikes she was able to land at such close range had no effect, either bouncing off, or, in some disturbing instances, sliding right through the beast without harming it. 

	The tail and the Rampant beat’s semi-liquid state kept Sauvage locked up close where her enemy had the advantage. Teeth tore at Sauvage’s flesh. Small wounds, but each time contact was made electricity pulsed through Sauvage’s body, making her muscles try to seize up and another toxin began working its way through her blood. If Moreau didn’t act immediately, Sauvage was going to die. 

	“Get Una,” he ordered Malin, reinforcing his command with mental urges through their roots. There was no time for her to hesitate. The heiress to the Leloup Barony had to be protected, and he had to save his beast. He staggered forward as Malin took off, grabbing the future baronesa and dragging her out of reach of the struggle taking place in the hallway. Una screamed at Malin but her anima was so unfocused that it couldn’t sever their connection, thank the Goddess. 

	His hands shook too badly for a clear shot, so he hurried forward. There came a point, especially when operating with heavy buckshot, that range simply canceled out accuracy. The Rampant beast slammed Sauvage into the wall with all of its considerable strength, somehow shifting its liquid mass around to strike even harder. Sauvage gasped for air, and Ulrich Leloup lunged for her throat. 

	Only to encounter the barrel of Sigmund’s weapon. He pulled the trigger and the beast’s face vanished as it was blasted back. 

	It didn’t so much release Sauvage as melt from her as it toppled over to the floor in a writhing mass that was half puddle, half serpent. Una Leloup shrieked behind him, calling him a number of colorful obscenities. Were the situation less dire, he would have made an effort to commit a few of them to memory. They were quite inventive. 

	“You’ve been poisoned twice over,” he told Sauvage, grabbing her as she fell. “And your arm is broken. We need to get you to—”

	The Rampant beast rose up and struck, tail whipping out, stretching in a way flesh couldn’t imitate so that it became like a chain flail. Force equals mass times acceleration. The thought struck Sigmund in an instant as he recognized what the beast was doing, shifting its liquid mass to maximize both. 

	The tail wasn’t the only thing it lashed out with. Its anima was just as Rampant as it was, and Sigmund opened up his own anima to accept it into him. It slid into him like it was always meant to be a part of him. That did nothing to stay the incoming blow. 

	Loretta tore his shotgun from his hand and fired it into the oncoming tail’s clublike end. The liquid exploded all over her, the toxins in it sinking into her flesh. 

	She began to stagger upright, dropping the gun in favor of her sword. He could sense a headache forming behind her eyes as she struggled to aim. “It would have been good to know that beasts have trouble with firearms. It’s simple hand-eye coordination. Reading, I can understand, it’s a purely human thing, but this makes no sense!” 

	Sigmund raised an eyebrow. “You didn’t know?”

	Sauvage glared at him. “Of course not.”

	He continued to look at her. Hadn’t she ever wondered why everyone armed their beasts with cold weapons, and those almost exclusively melee? Malin’s own simian bestia had been just close enough to human that, with a little training, he’d been able to help her get a more than decent handle on a sling. 

	“Shut up!” she snapped. 

	A groan drew their attention to the writhing beast on the floor. It, or rather she—Sigmund always had trouble thinking of non-Rampant beasts without a pronoun—showed no indication that either of the shotgun blasts had done any real damage. The vestiges of her Rampant state faded away, revealing a delicate, slightly androgynous face and a decidedly feminine, if slight, torso. Despite the silvery color of her flesh, the features were similar enough to Una Leloup to make them instantly recognizable as relations. 

	“Do you think,” Sauvage said hesitantly, gaze affixed to the transformation occurring before her eyes. “That what was done to me…” she gestured vaguely at the beast. 

	“I don’t think so,” Sigmund said, slowly. “It’s possible, but unlikely.” It was rare, but occasionally someone everyone thought was a man because of the flesh they’d been born with actually had the soul of a woman. A femella.

	It was one of those things that wasn’t discussed in polite company, and it was made complicated by the fact that the only way to know for certain whether such was actually the case was whether or not the individual Fell. Sigmund thought it more likely that such was the case with Ulrich, rather than a wizard casting a heretofore unknown form of magic spell. One phenomenon was actually known to occur, whereas the other he’d only ever heard of from Sauvage, who, while earnest, was hardly an unbiased source.  

	Gunfire, shouts, and the sounds of combat reached them. Figures dashed about the grounds outside the ruined building. Sigmund let out a long sigh. “I really wish that merchant’s beast hadn’t blown up the wall.” 

	Stealth was out of the question now, even with all the chaos. Several brigands, a motley mix of men and women, had clearly spotted them, and they had both beasts and guns. 

	“If you hurt Ulrich, I’ll kill you!” Una shrieked, getting free of Malin to go to her Fallen brother. Sister, now, Sigmund supposed, though it may have always been sister, if unacknowledged. 

	“Hurt it?” Loretta scoffed, nearly losing her balance. “It nearly killed us!” 

	Una Leloup glared at her. 

	“With your permission, my lady,” Sigmund said dryly. “Perhaps you can allow us to rescue you before killing us?”

	Someone took a wild shot at them. He threw himself upon Una, tackling her to the floor. More gunshots sounded and splinters fell upon them as the bullets struck the wall behind them. 

	“Rude of them to interrupt,” Sigmund muttered. 

	With a look of startled incredulity, the heiress to the Leloup Barony choked out a laugh. 

	“There we go,” he said. “Now hold tight to me, this is going to be uncomfortable.”

	“What are you—” before she could finish, Sigmund wrapped his arms around her and rolled out of the building through the empty space that had once been a wall. There was a drop of nearly a foot to the ground, which they hit with a jarring thud, before he rolled them both into the space under the building.

	“There now,” he said. “We have cover. And if you throw up a few blankets I’m sure it will be right cozy.”

	The Leloup heiress shook her head. “You are insane.”

	He grinned down at her. “Have to be, to rescue you.”

	“Can we get to the part where we kill these vagabonds?” Sauvage demanded from above. 

	“Gladly,” he called back, pulling free of Una Leloup and crawling to the edge of the building. “Drop me my gun, Malin. I will cover you.”

	The weapon fell to the dirt before him, barrel mercifully facing away. He grabbed it up and performed a cursory inspection. The revolver mechanism still worked. Nothing appeared to have jammed. No time to check the spring mechanism. Sigmund hoped he wasn’t about to break his wrist. 

	“Three shots left,” he shouted over a volley of gunfire. 

	“What’s going on?” a groggy voice asked from above. Ulrich was awake. Sigmund wasn’t sure whether that was perfect or terrible timing. 

	“You’re providing me cover,” Sauvage said. “Now hold still.”

	Sigmund snorted. He could just envision Sauvage ducking low beneath those coils and letting the other beast simply absorb the shots meant for her. Assuming that his harvesting of a baroness’s daughter-thought-to-be-son didn’t bite him too hard on the ass, she stood to be a very useful addition to his menagerie. 

	“Hold still and steady,” Moreau called up. Another round of gunfire sounded. “Malin, how we doing?”

	She gave no reply. Fear flooded down the roots. 

	“Malin, I need you to listen to me,” Moreau shouted. “Breath deep. Focus on our connection. Feel the roots binding us together. You feel those?”

	There was a moment of silence, then, “Y-yeah!” 

	“Good! Focus on the roots, feel that I’m right there with you. You feel that?”

	More gunfire. 

	“I-I do!” 

	“Good! That’s good. I’m going to send you commands through the roots. I need you to be open to them.”

	“But I suck at sensing the roots,” Malin protested. “I can’t even tell when it’s you on the other side of a door!” 

	“That’s because you’re trying too hard,” Sauvage called. “Just breathe and feel them.”

	One of the brigands sent a beast out. It charged across the ground toward them. Sigmund’s hand shook as he took aim. He lowered the weapon, took a deep breath, then raised and fired quickly. The beast’s head exploded, and his wrist didn’t break. Good, he thought. That would have been a perfectly awful complication to this situation. On the other hand, how strange was it that Sauvage was giving Malin advice on sensing the connection through the roots? He shook his head. This night was full of small curses and miracles alike.

	He focused on his anima, on the roots that Malin had planted deep within him when he’d harvested her and sent commands along them. He sent with them feelings of confidence and reassurance. Or tried to. Skilled as he was as a keeper, some things were difficult to manage when pinned down by an unknown number of enemies in the midst of a burning fort. 

	“Ready?” he asked. 

	“I am not ready,” Ulrich called out. “I have no idea what is going on. What happened to me?”

	“Ready,” Sauvage replied, and he could feel Malin silently nodding. 

	“Hold,” he said. “Hold.”

	Two more beasts were sent charging across the open ground. Then two more. Then two more. 

	“Go!” He called out with more than just his voice. His shotgun roared twice, dropping one of the beasts in the lead and knocking the second off-balance. 

	Sauvage leapt from her improvised cover, saber held aloft as she bounded out to meet their opponents. Through the pain and fatigue saturating their roots, he could feel that familiar savage glee. A part of her was afraid, he sensed, but a greater part of her welcomed the challenge and didn’t just rise to meet it—it urged her to attack. She would have made a great duquesa, he thought, putting aside his gun in favor of his flute. 

	That earned an odd look from Una but she said nothing as he began to play. He’d been worried that Sauvage would not be able to hear the music over the commotion of the fight. It proved to be a non-issue. The music reached her just as she reached her opponents and two transformations occurred simultaneously. 

	Sauvage’s attack became a dance, and her opponents became prey. The first two fell in the same stroke, their throats slashed open as she pirouetted past them and turned her spin into a lunge, burying her blade into the eye of another. 

	Sigmund’s lungs and spine protested his position. The body was not designed to play a flute from a prone position while watching a battle. If he took his eyes away, he’d not be able to guide his beasts. If he quit playing, he’d deprive Sauvage of her greatest asset. Sigmund played on.

	A beast covered in spines leapt at Sauvage, flames spewing from her mouth. Sauvage nimbly avoided the flames, which splashed off the nearby wooden buildings and set them ablaze. Sauvage struck, ending the spiny beast’s torrent of fire. The weapon lodged in her enemy’s skull, and another beast made to strike her from behind. 

	A stone flew out of nowhere to strike that beast in the face with enough force to crack her skull. Malin had taken up position on one of the nearby rooftops, invisible in the night, and begun to lay down cover fire with her sling. With bestial strength, her stones struck with almost the force of bullets. With no sound and no enemy in sight, Sauvage’s victims were thrown into confusion and slaughtered. 

	Sigmund’s shoulder screamed silently at him, the pain racking his body. His arms wanted to fall and he could barely keep his hold on the flute. He played on. 

	Beast after beast fell to Sauvage’s sword. Four left. Three. Two. 

	Flames rose high, devouring the ancient buildings which began to go up like tinder boxes. The entire fort lit up in their hungry glow. 

	Several brigands broke cover, charging with guns blazing and an assortment of melee weapons held high. 

	Ballista exploded through a nearby wall and ploughed into them like a marble battering ram. Schwarz and Joie following behind, killing any she’d missed, covered by Dupont, who ran after them, heaving with the effort of hauling his heavy rifle, which roared and spat death. 

	Sauvage fell. 

	The combination of toxins, pain, and blood loss finally got to her, and one of the beasts struck her hard enough to send her flying through the air. She crashed to the ground before him. Her sword flew from her hand, neatly broken in two. 

	She tried to push herself upright, coughed up a wad of blood and phlegm, and fell back into the dirt. 

	The beast that had struck her stomped across the ground. It was a massive thing, and it was immediately obvious why Sauvage had not been able to take this one down as Sigmund identified her seeds. An iron bear was just about the worst sort of matchup they could have hoped to meet, and this one had gone Rampant, swelling to immense size, its features more animal than woman. Its keeper must have been killed at some point in the recent chaos.

	Where was Joie? Dupont’s oxidation beast was the perfect counter to this opponent. He’d have to shout to get their attention, assuming they could hear him over the madness. Doing so risked drawing the Rampant beast’s attention to his position, and, by extension, to Una. He couldn’t jeopardize her life. Sigmund kept his flute to his mouth and played on, enabling Sauvage to avoid a blow that would have snapped her spine.

	He struggled to open his anima, to welcome this beast’s own rampaging spirit into him. He could not. Not so soon after harvesting Ulrich. Successive harvesting was a challenge for all but the most experienced keepers, and Sigmund had been too long without a menagerie. They would have to fight and kill it, and they would have to do it on their own.

	Sparks flew from the Rampant beast’s increasingly animalistic head as a stone struck its temple and bounced off, having no effect. The beast didn’t even seem to have noticed. Nor did it notice the next three. Malin couldn’t hurt it either. 

	Sigmund stopped playing his flute.

	“Ulrich,” he said, raising his voice to be heard but trying not to shout. “We need you out there.”

	Something struck him in the side and fresh pain exploded through his body. The blow had not been especially strong, but it jostled his collection of injuries, especially his shoulder, sending fresh pain pounding like thunder through his body. 

	“Don’t you dare send my brother out there,” Una Leloup demanded. 

	“Una,” Ulrich asked from above. “Are you hurt? Oh, Goddess, did I hurt you?”

	“I’m fine,” she called back. 

	“Shut up,” Sigmund said, scrabbling to pull new shells from his bandolier. They wouldn’t do any good against a beast with nigh impenetrable flesh atop such bulk, but he had to try.

	Sauvage staggered, the energy the music had gifted her vanishing. He could feel her wounds roaring to life with fresh pain, the toxins in her body attacking her from within even as she continued to bleed. So long as she’d had music, she’d been able to ignore her pain and exhaustion. Now, he could sense those things forcing themselves into the fore of her mind, making it all but impossible to focus on anything else. 

	The iron bear roared and went after her. She barely managed to roll beneath the building with him and Una before the claws came down, digging great furrows into the ground where she had been just moments before. 

	The beast roared again and tore into the flooring above them. Una screamed. Sigmund fumbled the shells as he tried to reload his gun, his fingers shaking too badly. They rolled away out of reach. 

	“Ulrich!” he called out. “Now!” 

	“Get away from my sister!” Ulrich called out. She leapt. Liquid coils wrapped over the iron bear’s face and head, smothering it even as the beast seized up. Iron was not one of the best conductors of electricity in the world, but it was still a strong one. Against Ulrich’s seeds, whatever they might be, the matchup was just as ill-favored against the bear as it had been for Sauvage moments ago. 

	The iron bear fell to the ground, rolling, striking, thrashing, and Ulrich was tossed free. The beast roared and charged after her, savaging her with claw and fang. Sigmund could sense that the attacks were dealing no real damage to Ulrich, but they overwhelmed her, the force of each impact pinning her in place. More than that though, the sheer ferocity was something Ulrich had never before been forced to face. She screamed. 

	Sigmund forced his limbs and lungs to obey him and brought the flute once more to his mouth. Music poured out, and Sauvage struck. 

	She exploded to her feet, body broken and bleeding, his shotgun pistol—now reloaded—in hand. She staggered, then ran, then leapt atop the back of the beast and fired the shotgun point blank into the back of its head. That was one way to get around beast’s inability to aim, he supposed. 

	The Rampant beast fell forward, sparks raining off its skull. It roared, wounded but nowhere near defeated. 

	Bind it! Sigmund willed, silently shouting the commands down the roots connecting him and Ulrich. Ulrich’s coils flew up, half guided by instinct and half guided by Sigmund’s will. They twisted about the iron bear’s limbs and pinned it to the ground. 

	Electricity burst from Ulrich, stunning the beast. The energy flowed through it and struck Sauvage on her perch atop their enemy. She screamed in pain, but pulled the trigger again, point blank. More sparks. Sigmund nearly quit playing the flute. He caught himself, and so did Sauvage before she fell. 

	Another bellow erupted from the iron bear. It lunged forward, ripping free of Ulrich’s grip with one clawed hand and striking at Sauvage. She dodged, lost her balance, and fell. Pain lanced through their roots. She’d landed on her broken arm. 

	The Rampant beast struck again, barely missing her. The shotgun pistol was smashed beneath its claws. 

	A stone launched from Milan’s sling struck the wound on the back of its head. Then another. Sparks. Sparks. Another struck, and, instead of sparks, there was a splash of blood. 

	Keep striking there! Sigmund urged through all three sets of roots. 

	The beast tore free of Ulrich, hurling her into the nearest wooden building, which shook from the impact. It whirled upon Sauvage, muzzle dripping with silver liquid from Ulrich’s body, and came at her. 

	Sigmund’s hands shook wildly, pulling the flute away from his lips. It was all he could do to keep the music going. Still he played, willing Sauvage to move, to dance, to survive. 

	He felt the power of the music course through her body, the joy of it pulsing through their roots. Sauvage transformed her tumble backwards into a roll, snatching up the hilt of her broken sword. About a foot of blade jutted out from it. 

	The iron bear lunged at her. She spun aside from the attack with unnatural grace, raising one foot and bringing it down hard enough to drive the beast’s claws into the ground. She turned her kick into a step, spinning up the beast’s arm in a series of tightly controlled pirouettes, each borrowing momentum from the Rampant beast’s struggles to send her upward faster until she reached its shoulder. She directed all of that momentum into her attack, slamming the broken blade down into the opening she and Malin had created in the back of her opponent’s skull. 

	The Rampant beast toppled forward, dead. 

	Sauvage crumpled off of it to the ground. 

	Sigmund pulled himself out from underneath the building and ran to her. Malin dropped to his side. All around, the sounds of combat faded away. Beast and brigand alike had been defeated. Fort Raychester burned.

	Malin dropped to the ground and hurried over to his side even as Ulrich pulled herself upright and slithered forward. 

	“Is she alright?” Malin asked, voice and face panicked. “Is she going to die?”

	“This is all my fault,” Ulrich whispered. 

	“No,” Sigmund said, then pointed back at Una. “You two keep her safe.”

	Malin whimpered. “But what about—” 

	“Keep her safe or this is all for nothing,” he shouted. 

	She and Ulrich hurried to Una’s side as he crouched over Sauvage and delivered a small slap to her cheek. “Wake up. Wake up. You can’t sleep yet.”

	She groaned and opened her eyes. They alit on his face for a moment. She grinned. “Ragamuffin.” She sounded drunk. Her eyes slid out of focus. 

	He gave her cheek another slap. 

	“Stop hitting me,” she muttered. 

	“Stay awake. I need to know where Fort Raychester’s hot spring is.” 

	“Is this for extra credit?” 

	“It’s a pass or fail exam, Loretta,” he said, deliberately using her woman name. Anything to provoke her to consciousness. “You are Loretta Maradona, future duquesa of House Maradona. You do not fail, do you?”

	Her eyes, still unfocused, burned with sudden intensity. “I don’t fail.”

	“Good, that’s what I thought,” he said. “Where is this fort’s hot spring? Pass or fail.”

	“Center,” she said, voice faint. “Center, below the engine room, behind the grand hall….”

	She trailed off, neck going limp. She’d given him enough. With a grunt, he heaved her up over his good shoulder, and hauled her up. He staggered, but pushed on. Step-by-bloody-step. 

	Blood, hers and his, ran down his body. His shoulder screamed at him, demanded that he stop. His legs did the same, blood leaking from the shrapnel wounds. Everything hurt. Nothing wanted to move. 

	Through the haze of pain and exhaustion, he saw faces, then heard their voices. Roux, Krake, Triomphe, the others. Their words were indistinct, almost inaudible. Each drove a frozen sword deep into his soul. They were dead. They were all dead. 

	Sauvage—Loretta—was dying too. The void that had consumed him before opened its hungry maw and threatened to swallow him whole. The only way to avoid it, he knew, was to keep going. He was in pain, but the void was agony. 

	Step after step, he hauled her through the fort to the decrepit engine room, down the stairs that the brigands had cleared out, down to the unlit hot spring below the fort. Please, he prayed to Goddess, please don’t let it have dried up. 

	He slipped on an unseen puddle in the dark and they fell to the ground, hard. Pain exploded through him. Hope followed. A puddle had to mean water, didn’t it? Water meant the spring was still there. 

	He tried to push himself up. His limbs refused to obey. 

	Sauvage groaned beside him. They were close. So very close. He could not see the spring in the dark cave, but he knew it had to be there. They just had to find it. 

	He dragged himself across the floor. One foot forward. Two. He found Sauvage’s body. She muttered something incoherent. Roux. Krake. Triomphe. He would not lose her too. 

	With a roar, he pushed himself upright and hooked his arms beneath hers. 

	“Hurts,” she whimpered. “It hurts.”

	He pulled her backwards another step. Then another. Another. 

	The ground beneath his feet vanished, and he fell backward into the spring, pulling her into the hot water with him.



Chapter Twelve
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	The echoes of her name still sounded in her ears days later as Loretta patrolled the forest with Malin. If there were any surviving brigands, they’d escaped with their merchant leader. All that remained of Fort Raychester was a few smoking buildings. Which was why they’d begun taking it in turn to patrol the perimeter. With the defenses burned to the ground, there was nothing between their group and the Rampant beasts. Rampant beasts that were curiously absent, as was the shipment of beasts the merchant had mentioned. 

	They had been patrolling for three days, stuck in place as Moreau recovered from the fight and nearly drowning in the fort’s hot spring. The water had worked wonders in healing her, but had destroyed the documents they’d taken from the merchant’s office. They had hoped that Sir Balzac, who it turned out, had actually been a scribe, would be able to help them study the pages. Unfortunately, there was nothing left of them to be recovered. He’d departed with his menagerie that morning to return to The Company of Golden Swords with news of what had happened. 

	For three days, she had heard her name, spoken in his voice, echoing over and over inside her head. It wasn’t something she had ever given any thought, how often one hears their own name. It hadn’t been that long, really, since someone had called her by her name. Not just her name though, her title. She remembered that. Remembered it all too well. It had lit something inside of her, a fire in her chest. 

	She couldn’t have said how long she would have lasted without it. Her name. Was that really who she was anymore? Loretta Maradona, future duquesa, did not butcher beasts in open combat. She certainly didn’t give herself over to the killing, dancing in the blood of her enemies and wishing it would never end. 

	A twig snapped. She whipped out the dagger she’d been forced to borrow from Dupont’s team. A deer stood, frozen a few yards away, staring right at them. Loretta sighed and shook her head. “I wish I could still shoot.”

	Aim, really. Aiming was the issue. The hand-eye coordination was all messed up. She’d tried using a sling like Malin’s and found she had the same issue with it as the gun, though not nearly so bad. Her brain simply refused to transform the necessary thoughts into performance. 

	She glanced over at Malin, a small smile on her face. “I envy you.” 

	She expected Malin to grin back at her, to beam or stand up straighter with pride. Instead the girl, and she realized that she most definitely thought of the tiny beast as a girl, crumpled in on herself. Her shoulders hunched, her face fell, and she let out a small, shrill sound that sent the deer leaping into the brush. 

	Loretta nearly jumped back, her tail and ears both leaping upright in alarm. “What the hell was that?”

	Malin threw her head back, tears spilling from her eyes. “You don’t have to do that!” 

	Loretta had no idea what was happening. “Do what?”

	“T-t-try to make me feel b-b-better,” Malin said, then hiccupped. 

	“Uh, do you need to be made to feel better?” Loretta asked uncertainly. 

	Malin blinked away the tears and lowered her head so that she could stare at Loretta with wide, reddened eyes. The glow about her brightened, as did the color in her cheeks. “No,” she said much too quickly. 

	Loretta gave her a flat look. “When I pay you a compliment, Malin, I mean it. Or do you mean to insinuate that I am a liar?”

	Malin’s eyes widened further and she stumbled back, outline and cheeks both glowing brighter still. “N-no! Of course not.”

	“Then what did you mean?” Loretta demanded, hands going to her hips. 

	“I-I-I—”

	“Out with it,” Loretta snapped. 

	“I’m useless!” Malin wailed, falling to her knees on the ground. “You fought all those beasts and I couldn’t even…all I could do was throw rocks! A-a-and I could only do that because of Sir Moreau.” Tears fell from her eyes anew in great wet dollops. 

	Loretta sighed and shook her head as she took up a crouch beside Malin and put an arm around her shoulder. A part of her knew that at least one of them should be on the lookout for Rampant beasts, but, as there had been no sign of any in the days since they had arrived, and no sign of the shipment that was due for delivery, she thought mending whatever was ailing Malin to be a better use of her time.

	“You saved my life several times that night,” Loretta said. 

	“Even Ulrich was more useful than me,” Malin said, all but falling into Loretta’s side. “Only a beast for a few minutes and already able to fight while all I can do is hide. And she’s a he!” 

	Loretta had to admit, she was struggling to get her head around that. A man who could Fall must never have truly been a man in the first place, but a woman in a man’s body. A femella. She’d only ever heard of them in the most scandalous of whispers. Bad enough among the nobility to have a daughter who Fell, the shame of losing a son the same way was a gaping pit that could swallow a family’s dignity whole. 

	It raised a question in her. How many were out there, men with the spirits of women, who might not Fall? The only way to really prove it resulted in the sacrifice of their freedom, to say nothing of their humanity. If there were men who were really women, then might there not also be women who were really men? It was a disquieting thought. 

	One which did nothing to help with Malin’s current situation.  “You’re much smarter and more capable than you seem to realize, and I’ll not stand for this kind of moping. Pull yourself together.”

	Malin gave a shuddering heave. 

	“You were the most valuable member of our…” she hesitated a moment to use the word, “menagerie last night during the infiltration. We never would have made it as far as we did without you, and when things became bloody, that was not your fault. You are not a frontline warrior. You are an infiltrator and a sniper, and you performed both of your roles admirably.”

	“But…Ulrich—”

	“Has a very different skillset and seeds than you or I possess,” Loretta interrupted. “Comparing yourself is neither accurate nor fair to either of you.” Though she privately admitted that, more often than not, she found herself doing the same thing. Ulrich—or whatever her new name would be, had a very unusual combination of seeds that had made her dangerous from the moment she had Fallen, and Loretta had to fight down a surge of irrational envy. 

	Frustration boiled up to replace it. She did not want different or better seeds. She did not want any seeds. She wanted to be human again, restored to her rightful place as firstborn heir of the Maradona family. What if that wasn’t possible?

	The thought came from nowhere, and she smothered it brutally. She would deal with that when it arose. Until then, she had hope and would not allow herself to be made any less by circumstances. 

	“Do you understand me?” she asked.

	Malin nodded. 

	“Do you understand that you did well that night?” 

	Malin nodded again.

	“Are you finished moping about something that is not an issue?” How embarrassing that she had been so caught up in her own head that she hadn’t noticed? Loretta Maradona, firstborn heir to the Maradona family, future duquesa, she heard Moreau’s voice whisper in her mind. It sent a shiver through her.

	“You cold?” Malin asked, looking up at her. She really was a diminutive thing.

	“No,” Loretta said, standing up. “Come on. We have a job to do.”

	It was beyond odd that she meant it, too, she thought as they returned to their patrol—or began to. 

	Pain flared along the roots connecting her to Moreau. Loretta clenched her teeth, but Malin actually let out a gasp. Moreau was hurting. 

	Without a word, they both took off, racing through the woods back to the ruins of the fort. They dashed past burnt out structures, sending up ashes in their wake, and darted into the makeshift hospital quarters where he’d been situated, hands going to weapons, only to be brought up short outside his room. 

	Moreau was on the floor, coat unbuttoned, bandages only half fastened and his broad brimmed hat askew. Loretta watched him for a moment as he struggled to right himself. 

	“You’re wearing that stupid hat indoors?” she asked, crossing her arms. 

	Moreau showed her his teeth. “Got to protect my delicate complexion.”

	She grinned back at him, though not because of his lame joke. There was something satisfying about seeing him on his knees and struggling. 

	He’d said her name. The satisfaction fled. 

	Moreau had dragged her, wounded, across the fort and nearly drowned making sure she survived. He’d been bedridden since, by Sir Balzac’s order, and absolutely miserable. If he had managed to save the documents, then at least he’d have something to do. As it was, the man had been forced to lie about doing nothing but thinking and receiving their banal reports about the lack of Rampant beasts in a supposedly dangerously infested area.  

	Loretta had enjoyed teasing him these last few days, taking a malicious glee in her own ability to flit about his quarters while they spoke. Learning to be still had not gotten any easier for her—even now, she fidgeted in place. Perhaps she had been needlessly cruel. Of course, what else was she to do? The man had saved her life, spoken her real name, and then said absolutely nothing of it. The ragamuffin bastard. 

	She was beginning to think that she might have hallucinated parts of that night. A part of her would have liked to believe that because, up until the portion where she’d been exhausted and dying of her injuries, she could not recall a time where she’d felt more…more. She’d been an unstoppable killing force and every move she’d made, blow she’d struck, and life she had taken had been ecstasy. Only, if she was going to hallucinate, she’d like to think her imagination could come up with a better fantasy than Moreau using her real name. 

	“Help him up,” she said to Malin. She wasn’t about to touch him. Not with the memory of her name on his lips so fresh in her mind. 

	Malin hurried to obey, earning a raised eyebrow from Moreau, which was quickly followed by a raised hand and the feel of his anima seizing upon them, holding them both back. 

	“No,” he said, voice stern and laced with mingled pain and effort. 

	Malin was brought up short and forced to take a step back. 

	Loretta crossed her arms. “And what do you think you’re doing, oh, wise knight keeper?”

	Moreau slowly—excruciatingly slowly, so slowly that Loretta began to push back against the pressure of his anima in an effort to go help him up, if only to get on with it—rose to his feet. “I am going to see the Leloup siblings. Ulrich is not doing well.”

	Loretta’s ear twitched. Thinking of Ulrich still confused her and made her uncomfortable. She said nothing, however. If Moreau wanted to exhaust himself so he could make a fool of himself in front of Una Leloup, then Loretta would follow along and allow it. 

	The longer she watched him struggle, however, the more she became aware of just how strong their connection, their roots, had grown. She could all but feel his pain and exhaustion as he hobbled down the hallway as if it were her own, but she could also feel his determination. She focused upon that feeling, closing her eyes to sense it within him, if for no other reason than so that she would not have to watch him be stupid. And stubborn. And hurt.

	The determination burned hot within him, hotter than the pain from his cuts or injured shoulder. She sank into it and found what was fueling it. When she did, she let out a small gasp of surprise that earned her odd looks from both Malin and Moreau. She flushed, tail sticking straight up, and scowled at both of them. 

	She had expected to find embarrassment or pride beneath that determination. Both had been present. Stronger than either, however, was a desire to get to Ulrich and help her. Because she was his beast. 

	Loretta scowled. Had Moreau then only done what he had done for her because she was his beast? Of course, she thought. He’d have done the same for Malin. The realization set a cauldron inside of her to churning and frothing with a bubbling concoction she could not make sense of. 

	“Sometimes,” Moreau said, giving Loretta a sidelong look as they finally neared the door to the Leloup twin’s quarters—Una had insisted upon their sharing. “I wonder what is going on inside that head of yours.”

	Damn those roots! She gnashed her teeth and let out a tiny hiss. It only made him laugh, the bastard. How dare he be reading her emotions? 

	Shaking his head, he knocked on the door and removed his hat. 

	It opened, slowly, and only partially, to reveal Una. She used her body to block entry and Loretta suspected that the hand she was keeping out of sight held a knife or small firearm. She glared at Moreau with pale, red rimmed eyes. “Shouldn’t you be in bed?”

	“If that was an invitation, I’m flattered,” Moreau said. “But I’m afraid I need to recover more or you’d find the experience remarkably one-sided.”

	Loretta nearly choked. Had he really just insinuated…? She slapped a hand over her face and swore she could feel the angry heat from Una Leloup’s glare. 

	“You dare speak to me that way?”

	“I’m delirious from a dozen different injuries,” Moreau said flippantly, then became more somber. “On the somewhat related subject of which, your sister is not doing well.”

	“I don’t have a sister.” Una slammed the door. The sound of the key turning and the lock clicking into place followed an instant later.

	Moreau sighed and leaned forward, letting his forehead rest against the wooden door. “You can pretend all you want, but Ulrich is a femella.”

	“Ulrich is a boy!” 

	“Once, biologically, perhaps,” Sigmund said through the door. “But you know spirit is stronger than flesh, and hers is a female spirit. She never could wield her anima right, could she? Never harvested a beast?”

	There was no response.

	“She has Fallen, and I have harvested her, which is the only reason she’s not feasting on your intestines right now.”

	Still no response. 

	“She needs to spend time in the hot springs, and time with her keeper,” Moreau went on. “My lady, she is suffering right now.”

	“Stop calling him ‘she!’” Una screamed through the door. “Ulrich is a boy, not a femella, and boys don’t Fall! No Leloup has fallen in three generations!” 

	It clicked into place in Loretta’s mind. Three generations. Once Una reached her majority at twenty, she would be declared diamond souled. The status her family had only just reached. If Ulrich Fell, it would prove that her family line had not overcome their impurity after all. 

	“Malin,” Loretta said, making the girl jump. 

	“Y-yes?”

	“Pick the lock.”

	Malin blinked, then grinned, going into a crouch and producing a set of lock picks from her belt. 

	“What are you…?” Moreau shook his head in disbelief. “Sto—"

	Loretta bumped him, cutting him off. Pain flared down the roots and he fell over. The words never left his lips, and he was unable to concentrate well enough to bring his anima to bear stopping them. 

	An instant later, Malin had the door unlocked, and Loretta strode through. 

	The room did not suit the young noblewoman. It was stark and smelled of cinders. The tininess of it was only made more claustrophobic by the presence of Ulrich in the corner. Fluid as the beast might be, she could not actually change her mass, of which there was plenty with her legs sealed together in that odd tail configuration. She huddled in on herself, rippling and quivering, as if struggling to hold something in. 

	Loretta did not know what that was about, but suspected it had to do with why Moreau had wanted to see her and take her down to the hot springs. Time away from their keeper could not be good for a beast. 

	Loretta stabbed a finger at the pathetic figure. “You are killing her!” 

	For a moment, Una gaped at her, too shocked to do anything. 

	Loretta seized her advantage. “What’s more important you? Diamond souled status or your sister’s life?”

	Difficult as it was for her to get her head around the idea of femella, there was no doubt that the beast in the corner was most decidedly not-masculine. Thus, Ulrich was Una’s sister, not her brother, and Loretta knew exactly the lengths she would go to protect Sirena. 

	Una Leloup’s anima struck Loretta like a shotgun blast to the chest. She staggered, suddenly cut off from Moreau. Her brain struggled to make sense of the world, to process the information coming in through senses that were not human. She felt like she was falling, the world opening up beneath her feet to swallow her whole, even though she had not moved. She gasped, grabbing her head. 

	It was bad. Not nearly as bad as when the Vizcondesa Velazquez had wielded her anima against her, however. Compared to that woman, this untrained girl was nothing. Loretta was able to retain her facilities and cognizance well enough to hear the next words shrieked from the girl’s mouth, and then she wished very much that she hadn’t. 

	“You’re one to talk, Loretta Maradona, firstborn heir to the Maradona line and future duquesa,” Una snapped. 

	Loretta reeled back as if slapped. She knew. She knew her real name. Her identity. The disgrace her supposed Fall would bring on the Maradona house. Loretta felt lightheaded. How had the girl known?

	“I heard him call you by your woman name that night,” Una all but spat, flinging a hand at Moreau as she stalked across the short distance to tower over Loretta. That was when Loretta realized that she’d fallen to her knees. When had that happened? She had no memory of it. Una Leloup leaned down near her face, eyes blazing. “I heard that you were dead.” 

	Loretta squeezed her eyes shut. The girl’s anima was stabbing into her brain like a blunt knife. Strangely, that pain was the only thing that kept her centered enough that she could process the words. Without it, her mind would not have been able to focus. Her family was in danger. Sirena was in danger. They could lose everything. 

	Her father’s face glared down at her, dripping with disgust. The memory rose to the fore of her mind and floated there, disembodied. She couldn’t get rid of it. Couldn’t see anything else but it. 

	“I admired you,” Una said, voice cold, almost detached. “I respected you. I actually wanted to be you. I tried to get into the academy early, you know, like you did. I was not smart enough, they told me. Not pure enough.”

	Loretta could hear the pain beneath the words. Each stab was sent directly into her. Was this what it felt like to be eviscerated? The thought almost made her giggle. She swallowed the sound down and nearly vomited. 

	“This whole time, your position was a lie. Your station, a lie. Your purity—” she broke off and Loretta sensed rather than saw her walk away, too agitated to remain in place. “What else of you is false?” Una screamed from the opposite side of the room, but her words might as well have been shouted into Loretta’s ear. 

	There was no helping it. She was going to be sick. It was all too much. She couldn’t keep up, couldn’t process…the world was falling, and she was falling, and her family was going to be destroyed. She wanted to scream. Wanted to protest, to explain that she had not Fallen. She could not. 

	The pain, the nausea, and vertigo all vanished at once, leaving Loretta sputtering and gasping as she blinked halos from her eyes. Ulrich had joined her sister and had one hand on Una’s sleeve. 

	“Sister,” she said quietly. “This might be our answer.”

	Loretta blinked quickly, trying to regain perspective. Malin was a crumpled heap on the floor, clutching her head. She had not been spared Una Leloup’s wrath either. 

	Moreau leaned against the doorframe, barely able to hold himself up. She instantly regretted pushing him. He was doing his best to stand tall before this young woman and do them proud. Of course, she thought bitterly, he could be doing more. That thought was quickly followed by the question, like what?

	She felt for their roots, their bond, and without the anima of the angry noblewoman between them, she could feel them. He’d wanted to hurt the young woman for hurting his beasts. He hadn’t. It would have been wrong on multiple levels. He’d held his tongue and his peace, doing the only thing a man in his position could do. Nothing. It was killing him. 

	Loretta slowly blinked at him, ears drooping. 

	They perked up again an instant later as Una spoke to her sister. “What do you mean?”

	“If Loretta Maradona can have an accident and disappear, why not Ulrich Leloup?” Ulrich said. 

	Una nodded. “That…that might work. We’ll have to find a way to hide you. Until we can find some way to reverse this.”

	“There’s no reversing a Fall,” Loretta said from the floor. “She is Fallen. She needs a keeper, and if you want the world to believe Ulrich is dead, then you cannot keep her at your home.”

	“We’ll find a way,” Una snapped, whirling upon her. Loretta’s stomach clenched as she sensed the woman gathering her anima about herself, readying to strike. “We’ll hide him away. I won’t let anyone hurt him!” 

	“You’re smothering her,” Loretta cried out. “Let her out of your shadow!” 

	The words came unbidden to her mouth and with them so many memories. So many failures. Sirena—she had been unfair to her. She should have heeded her mother’s words sooner. Tears welled in her eyes that had nothing to do with the shadows of pain still dancing within her skull, or the anticipation of the continued metaphysical assault. She had been a poor sister. That pain hurt worse than anything Una Leloup could have done. 

	Una squeezed her eyes shut, visibly gritting her teeth. 

	“You are the future Baroness Leloup,” Ulrich said, still in that same, quiet voice. “I will do as you say.”

	Slowly Una opened her eyes and looked at her sister. Tears threatened but did not fall. “What do you want, Ulrich?”

	“I want to serve our family,” Ulrich said, straightening up. “If I go home with you, if I hide that way, I can be nothing but a burden. A secret weakness waiting to be exposed.”

	For the first time, Una turned her attention to Moreau. She looked him up and down, then directed her attention at Loretta. “How has this man treated you? The honest answer now.”

	The honest answer? Loretta wondered at that. 

	“I’m standing right here,” Moreau said, tossing out an arm. 

	“Shut up,” both Loretta and Una said simultaneously. 

	It was odd to consider this question. Not only because Moreau was right there, watching, listening. Could she actually give an honest answer? One wrong word would damn her. Except that it wouldn’t. Moreau wouldn’t hold what she said now against her. She could be honest. That crystalized Loretta’s answer. 

	She straightened and rose to her feet, standing tall and proud before the young woman who, just weeks ago, would not have dared to look at her with such impudence and expectation in her eyes. 

	“I did not realize how fortunate I was at first, to have found myself bound to this man. He cares about his beasts. He sees to our well-being, considers our wants, and commands well. He is everything you could ever hope for in a knight keeper. Considerate, courageous, and capable.”

	Una swallowed, and nodded. “I watched him drag your broken body away to the spring, though he was in no better shape.”

	“He did that,” Loretta admitted, not sure what else was carried by her admission. It seemed like more. She couldn’t afford to let it be more. 

	“Your word, Loretta Maradona,” Una Leloup demanded. “I want your oath.”

	“My oath, on my hope of my soul’s salvation,” Loretta said solemnly. 

	Una spun around, pointing a finger at Moreau. “And you.”

	Moreau raised his eyebrows and pointed at himself. “Me? Oh, am I permitted to speak now?”
	
Loretta rolled her eyes. Could he not hold his tongue?

	“No,” Una said, somehow missing the sarcasm. Or electing to ignore it. “But you will answer me. Will you treat my sister with the same care and dedication which you showed this one that night?” She pointed at Loretta. 

	Loretta’s stomach twisted. She did not want Moreau to treat another beast like he had treated her, which was stupid. He should treat them all well. When she finally found a way to restore her humanity, she would have several policies enacted to set a new example for knight keepers. 

	“I will,” Moreau said, with a levity that surprised Loretta. 

	“And you will falsify your report to The Company of Golden Swords and any other interested parties,” Una said. “Ulrich Leloup was found slain. This is simply a beast you took from one of the brigands when it went Rampant upon his death.”

	“I will do my best,” Moreau answered. “I can falsify my report, but I am not the only one here. Dupont should not be hard to convince to keep his mouth shut, but I cannot speak for Sir Balzac.”

	“Two against one is as good as we can hope,” Una said with a nod. “It was a chaotic and confusing night for everyone involved. Quash any rumor otherwise.”

	Moreau nodded. “I will.”

	Una strode to her bed, crouched down, and drew something out from underneath it. Loretta gasped when she recognized the leather envelope bulging with documents. “You dropped this, Sir Moreau,” she said, straightening up. “As you rushed to your beast’s aid. I let you think they were destroyed and have made my own notes. But there will be much to handle upon my return.”

	As she spoke, she did not look at Moreau, she looked to Ulrich. “Are you sure this is what you want?”

	Ulrich nodded. “I will do what is best for our family.”

	Una nodded and blinked very quickly to keep tears from falling. “As will I. And this is how you can best serve.” She went to Moreau and extended the brimming folder. “I ask that you care for my…sister. That you see to her safety and keep her secret. I hereby charge you to use whatever you can discover from these documents and go after the cowards that attacked us. The men and women who hurt us and threatened the future of House Leloup. My sister shall be your sword, wield her as such, and exact justice upon our enemies.”

	Moreau accepted the folder, meeting the future baroness’s eyes. “I will. You have my word.”

	Una nodded. 

	“She’ll need a name,” Moreau said. “We can’t use the one she was born with, and Ulrich is a boy’s name besides.”

	Ulrich slithered away from her position, coming to kneel—could it be called kneeling, Loretta wondered, if the kneeler had no knees?—before Moreau. “I am yours to command, knight keeper.”

	Was that a note of eagerness in her voice? The little hussy! Loretta rolled her eyes. ‘His to command,’ indeed. 

	“Then I name you, Gefahr,” Moreau said. He looked about the room, catching the eye of first Malin, then Loretta. Their shared gaze seemed to linger and Loretta wanted to shiver. 

	“Let the secrets of Ulirch Leloup and Loretta Maradona die here,” Una said. “Both of them are dead and gone, now there are only beasts.” 

	


Chapter Thirteen
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	A Human Invention

	 

	The window in Master Jacquemin’s workshop had been replaced. Loretta found herself staring at it. It was remarkably well-made, considering how quickly it must have been crafted and fitted to this frame. The glazier clearly knew what she’d been about. Either that or Jacquemin being a wizard had something to do with it.

	“Not thinking of breaking this one, too?” Gegenteil asked, arms crossed. She had subtly positioned herself between Loretta and her keeper. Her posture seemed relaxed. It was intended to. Loretta wasn’t certain Gefahr had noticed. Malin had, though she appeared not to, and only the slight flick of her eyes to the careful placement of Gegenteil’s footing gave her away. Moreau had, of course. Very little got past him, she was learning. 

	Loretta shrugged and effortlessly dispelled the blush that tried to creep into her cheeks. It felt good to have that self-control back. She could once again wield her tells with the same degree of skill she had possessed before her Fall. She had even managed to finally get control over her traitorous tail. Gegenteil’s jibe apparently rolled off of her like water off of a duck’s back, which was just how Loretta preferred it. She’d also begun to finally manage her constant need for motion. 

	Instead of standing in place and becoming jittery, she simply explored while affecting an air of cool disinterest. She strolled between and around the many tables and shelves, occasionally trailing a hand over something. Jacquemin only appeared to take notice whenever she seemed likely to touch one of his notes or machines. Gegenteil, however, was constantly reworking her footing to better keep herself between Loretta and Jacquemin, which was what had given her away to Malin. Loretta enjoyed teasing the icy lioness. She wasn’t sure whether she would have enjoyed it more or less if the suspicion hadn’t been so well earned. 

	“Once was enough,” Loretta replied dismissively, running her claws along the edge of the table that housed the machine Master Jacquemin was about to use to test Gefahr’s seeds. Loretta could no longer deny to herself that she found the process fascinating. Only her newfound self-given permission to move about allowed her to affect an aura of calm. What she really wanted to do was bounce up and down and tell Jacquemin to skip his other examinations of Gefahr, which were taking forever, and get on to the interesting part. 

	Gefahr would probably have agreed with her. Having her newly effeminate body so thoroughly examined by the wizard was clearly making her uncomfortable. Her cheeks had gone from silver to a dark grey and the tip of her serpentine tail twitched like a tapping foot. 

	Jacquemin wore a set of heavy gloves as he examined her, having been warned that she was dangerous to the touch. They still weren’t certain the extent of that, but Moreau was certain she was poisonous, and Loretta could vouch for her electrical abilities. That was an experience she wouldn’t mind never repeating. 

	“Fascinating,” Jacquemin said. It was the fourth time he’d said the word and this time Loretta couldn’t stop an ear from twitching. Nor could Gegenteil. 

	The simultaneous reflex drew their eyes to one another for a quick glare before they returned their attention to the wizard’s task. 

	“Her body behaves almost like a liquid,” he said, scurrying about to prod the hapless Gefahr from another angle. “But also a mineral. I think…but you say she’s electrical.”

	 It had been several weeks since they’d set out on their first mission together. They had spent several more days at the ruined fort until Sir Balzak had returned with a guard to escort them back to Kerkenhal. Lady Una Leloup had left several days after that, escorted by Sir Dupont and another knight keeper. The future baronesa had played her role well, Loretta had to admit. She’d mourned her lost brother publicly and paid no mind to Moreau’s menagerie. 

	Loretta was not sure that she would have had the will to stay away from Sirena in similar circumstances. She’d make a formidable baronesa. If only the woman were not lying about her purity. Freutsche needed diamond souled leaders, not pretenders who could risk their queendom’s very stability should they Fall. 

	She had seen very little of Moreau since their return. He’d locked himself away in his quarters daily with those documents of his, growing increasingly agitated, and insisted they return to the beast barracks so as not to distract him. That had stung. More because she could understand where he was coming from and her newfound illiteracy meant that she would be less than useless in assisting him. 

	On the other hand, she had discovered another way to make herself useful, and had begun regular training sessions with both Malin and Gefahr. Gefahr already had some working knowledge of the sword, and the two of them were able to begin teaching Malin, who in turn began instructing them in her less than noble arts. All of their seeds, Loretta had to admit, were well aligned to their new collection of developing skills. Gefahr in particular had thrown herself into training. She was quiet, but earnest.

	This was the first that all of them had been together properly since their return and Moreau seemed only to be half paying attention. At least the ragamuffin was recovering well enough, though his arm was still in a sling. A few more weeks, and he’d be fully restored, she was sure. Unless, of course, those pages he was pouring over day after day fried his brain. 

	His dark clothes were more disheveled than usual, and he had forgotten to shave that morning. 

	“Healthy,” Jacquemin proclaimed, making Moreau perk up and nod. 

	“Good,” he said. 

	“Of course, it’s a little hard to tell, given her semi-fluid state,” the wizard went on. “I’m going to suggest regular checkups for this one.”

	Gefahr made a pathetic sound in her throat. Loretta had to admit, she was kind of cute when she was disgruntled. 

	“And this has nothing to do with a desire to study my beast further?” Moreau asked dryly. 

	Loretta suppressed a grin. He’d been paying better attention than she’d thought. Of course, he had. He was the most frustratingly observant man she had ever met. Idly, she wondered how much higher in life he might have climbed had he been born a woman. She did not care for the thought of Moreau as a woman. It was off-putting, and it did not mesh well with the sense of him she had built in her mind. 

	Jacquemin spluttered a moment before finally admitting, “That would be a nice benefit, yes, but I still recommend regular checkups.”

	 Moreau gave a nod of agreement. Gefahr gave a forlorn mewl. 

	Jacquemin finally produced a syringe, and made to draw blood from Gefahr’s arm. Gefahr flinched away. 

	Loretta moved to her side, snatching up and sliding on a thick pair of protective gloves, and took Gefahr’s hand. She realized that so long as she was a part of this menagerie, that she would be doing this for every beast Moreau harvested for them.

	Gefahr gave her a grateful look and squeezed her hand through the glove while Jacquemin took her blood sample. Odd, that the blood that filled the syringe was red. Loretta had half expected it to be as silvery as the rest of Gefahr or for no blood to come out at all. She made a mental note of that. Every beast could bleed. She wondered what Jacquemin had done differently with his needle than any of Gefahr’s opponent’s who’d been unable to wound her back at Fort Raychester. 

	The blood was put into the whirling identification contraption, and, in short order, the hands were spinning about as the room watched in anticipation. Even Gegenteil took her eyes off Loretta long enough to watch. Books flew to Jacquemin’s hands from the shelves almost before the needles had come to rest. 

	“Yes, yes I thought so,” he said, tossing several aside before slamming a particularly heavy tome upon the table. “Her orbis seed is a mineral type.”

	“Not phenomenon?” Loretta found herself asking. “A semi-liquid state, electrical generation, and a toxic touch all suggest a phenomenon of some kind, no?”

	“No,” Jacquemin said gleefully. If he was bothered at all by being interrupted by a beast, especially one who had tried to kill him, he showed no sign of it. He was one of those men, Loretta realized, whose true love would always be his craft. “But I can see how you might think so. No, the liquidity and toxicity are actually both direct abilities from the mineral orbis.”

	“And that mineral is?” Moreau asked, a touch impatiently. 

	Considering the sheer spike of impatience that had just shot through their roots, Loretta was impressed that he’d moderated his tone as well as he had. The man wanted his information and then to get back to his work. 

	“Mercury,” Jacquemin said, just as oblivious to Moreau’s impatience as just about everything else. 

	“Quicksilver?” Moreau asked, the impatience flowing down their roots swallowed up by curiosity.

	“That’s the old name for it,” Jacquemin agreed. 

	“I’ve never heard of someone using…mercury…to generate electricity,” Moreau said, slowing down to try out the unfamiliar word. 

	“That’s because the electricity isn’t coming from her orbis seed,” Jacquemin said. “It’s coming from her bestia.” Several books began flying through the air before one with a picture of a river of all things came to land before him. 

	“There’s not much study that’s been conducted upon this particular species of eel, but it has a truly fascinating means of hunting its prey and defending itself.” He mimed miniature explosions with his hand. “Zap, zap!”

	 Moreau fixed him with a flat look. “Are you telling me that there is some kind of…electrical eel out there?”

	Jacquemin crossed his arms. “You live in a world where women spontaneously transform into insane, ravenous flesh eaters with the ability to manipulate the very elements of creation, but an animal that can electrocute fish confuses you?”

	Moreau blinked. “An electric eel isn’t natural.”

	Jacquemin threw his arms up in the air. 

	“Useful though,” Moreau admitted. 

	“On the subject of useful,” Jacquemin said. “I’ve been looking into that subject we discussed before you left.” He gave a meaningful glance at Loretta that she suspected was intended to be subtle. It wasn’t. “You may wish for some privacy for this discussion.” 

	Loretta’s face was schooled but the fur on her tail bristled. It was her they were talking about, and they wanted privacy? She ground her teeth and forced herself to be calm. If Moreau needed her to be absent for this to happen, then she would just have to go along. Making another scene like last time wouldn’t get them any closer to her goal. Strangely, she found herself trusting Moreau to help further that goal of restoring her humanity. 

	Moreau caught her eye. “My beasts stay for this.”

	Gegenteil raised an eyebrow. “You two have come a long way in a very short span of time, it seems.”

	Moreau shrugged while Loretta did not deign to respond. 

	“Uh, very well then,” Jacquemin said, clearly caught off guard. He cleared his throat. “Yes, well, I don’t actually know if this holds any sort of relevance or not, but I began reviewing all my findings about Sauvage.”

	“And what did you find?” Moreau asked. 

	Loretta had, for once, gone completely still. She leaned forward over a table, ears perked forward, all pretense of hiding her interest completely gone. 

	“It’s her seeds,” Jacquemin said. “There was nothing particularly noteworthy about her bestia seed. A weasel is a weasel.”

	Loretta’s ears went back and her tail twitched. A spike of irritation shot through her. Apparently, her control wasn’t as good as she’d thought. 

	Jacquemin cleared his throat again. For once he’d noticed. “Her orbis seed, dance phenomenon…I couldn’t find anything else like it.”

	“The church and wizards are discovering new phenomena and animals all the time,” Moreau said. “I expect seeds wouldn’t be too different.”

	“Nor would I, usually,” Jacquemin acknowledged. “Only, the more I researched, the more I realized that there’s a fundamental difference between Sauvage’s phenomenon orbis and every other phenomenon seed known to us.”

	“And that is?” Loretta said through clenched teeth. Her tail twitched wildly behind her. It was all she could do not to leap over the table, grab the youthful wizard by his ink-stained robes and shake him until the answer fell out. 

	“Dance is a human invention,” Jacquemin said. “All other phenomenon types are found in nature. Oh sure, we have some animals that can ‘dance’—weasels are actually included in this group, performing a kind of war dance before gleefully killing…not immediately relevant. My point is that Sauvage’s seed doesn’t just reflect sporadic hopping about. She responds to music and moves decidedly like a human, if with a grace no human could ever hope to master. She’s not a lunar eclipse, or a storm, or a chemical reaction…her seed might be properly re-categorized as a sub-category of phenomenon. Human phenomenon, if you will.”

	Malin yawned. Loud and long, drawing the eye of everyone in the room. She blinked, then turned red as she realized what she’d done. “Sorry. That was just…lots of boring words I don’t get.”

	“I’m not entirely sure I understand the significance of this either,” Moreau said. “She doesn’t have a new type of seed, but she has a kind that you’ve never seen before?”

	“Essentially,” the wizard said, bobbing his head up and down. “Not a new typing altogether, but a subcategory of typing unlike any ever seen. She’s like a gibbon.”

	Moreau blinked. Slowly. “I think you meant for that to clarify things. It didn’t.”

	“Gibbons are the only ape classified as lesser apes instead of great apes,” Jacquemin said. “Still apes, but a special classification all unto themselves.”

	Loretta’s eye began to twitch. “First I’m a bloody weasel. Now I’m a ‘lesser ape.’” She knew what to expect from Gegenteil now, perhaps she could get around her and toss Jacquemin through that new window of his. 

	“And the significance of this is?” Moreau asked. “Apart from aggravating Sauvage, though that’s not really hard to do.”

	Loretta threw him a vicious glare. He grinned back at her. Bastard.

	“It might be nothing,” Jacquemin admitted. “But it might—and I emphasize the word might—mean that there’s something to her story. At the very least, she requires further study. I’ll publish an article that—”

	“No!” Loretta cried out at the same time as Moreau.

	“Excuse me?” Jacquemin said, drawing himself up and crossing his arms. “This is a scientific find. It needs to be shared with the other wizards and the world at large. Keepers cannot do their jobs effectively if they are not properly appraised.”

	“I’m not asking you to never publish your findings,” Moreau said. “But if Sauvage’s story is true…consider.”

	Gefahr looked back and forth at all of them. “I’m confused. What exactly is Sauvage’s story?”

	“Ooh,” Malin said in a false undertone. “It’s a good one. We’ll pop some corn and I’ll tell you later.”

	Jacquemin looked on, uncomprehending. He looked over to Gegenteil. 

	“It might be wise to heed their advice,” she said. “If someone was responsible for forcing Sauvage to Fall, then that someone won’t want word of it spreading. And…there could be other consequences.”

	“My Goddess,” Jacquemin said, a light snapping into his eyes. “That could change…everything. Oh, Goddess….”

	“So, we’re agreed?” Moreau asked. “Secret until we know more and can guarantee that any public declarations won’t result in our execution or excommunication?”

	Loretta gulped. She hadn’t considered that last one. She did not want to die, but she was willing to for her cause. Her immortal soul though…that thought was terrifying. 

	Jacquemin’s shoulders slumped. “Agreed.”

	The disgruntled wizard began to levitate his books back to their shelves. 

	As he did, Moreau’s eyes alit on one of the open pages and went wide. “Stop!” 

	Jacquemin froze, book held in place midair. Loretta wasn’t sure that she would ever get used to that. The phantom sensation of an unseen force holding her to the ground, rendering her helpless washed over her, and with it a maelstrom of betrayal, hurt, and violation. She swallowed it down as she would were she trying not to sick up in public. Would that pathetic feeling ever leave her? She suddenly felt unclean. With a deliberate effort, concentrated upon Moreau. 

	Something was happening that she could not afford to miss. Also, it took her away from those memories and the emotions they conjured up. 

	“This,” he said, pointing to a spot on the page. “That sentence, it’s using symbols that aren’t letters…” he picked the book up out of the air and turned it about, running a finger over the spot he’d been indicating. Loretta dearly wished she still possessed the ability to read. 

	“It’s more of an equation than a sentence really,” Moreau said quietly, more to himself than anyone else. 

	“I should hope so,” Jacquemin said. “It’s Creoscript. The systematic codification of universal energies we mages use. Without a formal system, we’d all be making up our own and any sense of unity or collaboration would fall apart. Can you imagine if every wizard was to use their own system?” He shook his head. “So much wasted time and potential.”

	“I need to borrow this,” Moreau said, making a break for the exit. 

	Jacquemin blinked but made no move to stop him. “I’m keeping your Gefahr as long as you’re keeping my book!” 

	Gefahr made a decidedly unhappy sound of dismay as Moreau waved over his shoulder and vanished from sight. 

	Gegenteil sighed and turned to Loretta. “You may want to go after him. Grandmother wanted to see him when he finished up here.”

	Loretta suppressed a curse and tossed a sympathetic look at Gefahr. “Malin, would you mind keeping Gefahr company?”

	“Sure,” Malin said. “I’ll tell her all about how your sister betrayed you, and that wizard cursed you.”

	“Wow,” Loretta said flatly. “Thanks, Malin.”

	“No problem,” Malin said with a cheerful wave. 

	“Wait,” Gefahr said, widened eyes affixing upon Jacquemin as Loretta hurried from the room. “A wizard did what? 

	Loretta found Moreau in his own quarters, seated at his writing table, the documents spread out before him, along with Jacquemin’s book and several new pieces of parchment. Crumpled papers littered the floor around him and the room was completely unmade. Her enhanced sense of smell made her wrinkle her nose. He must have refused to allow the servants to come in and clean. 

	“Moreau,” she said, closing the door behind herself. 

	He was muttering under his breath and did not seem to hear her. She quietly made her way to his side and called again, softly, “Moreau.”

	He jerked up from the pages, a manic gleam in his eye. “I’ve got it! Loretta, I’ve got it!” 

	Her heart leapt. He’d used her name. Again. She swallowed. 

	“What did you get?” she asked, trying to keep her voice measured. The composure she’d steadily been regaining threatened to falter like a pile of rounded stones stacked atop each other. He’d said her name. 

	“The code,” he said. “Or rather, codes. That’s what’s been so confusing about this whole thing.” He slapped his hand on one of the pages taken from the brigand’s fort. “I kept trying to decipher what I thought was only a single code, but there are in fact two. And they don’t correlate to each other—completely different systems. I kept thinking it was one needlessly complex puzzle, but it’s just two different puzzles, and I’ve been swapping the pieces. It’s starting to make sense.”

	She smiled softly at him. “Where did you learn to decode secret messages?”

	“Back when I was a harbor master,” he said absently, returning his gaze to the pages. “We had a thieves guild and ring of smugglers. They had to communicate, so they’d often hide messages in things like cargo manifests.”

	She blinked. He’d been a harbor master? How on earth had he come to be in that pathetic little cabin Rodriquez had drawn him out of? This probably wasn’t the best time to ask. 

	“It was being reminded of your story that got me thinking,” he said. “That and seeing the structure Jacquemin’s books use to codify…well, the pattern is the key to deciphering the one, which means the other has a different key, but it makes so much more sense now.”

	“Good,” Loretta said. “But if there’s two codes, doesn’t that imply that there are two different messages?”

	“Certainly,” Moreau said. “Which is troubling enough on its own, but more troubling is that one of them is using this Creoscript of Jacquemin’s.”

	Loretta nodded slowly. “Because that implies that one of these groups is highly familiar with it, implying that they are wizards.”

	“Your Lorenz Gage,” Moreau asked. “You said he was a merchant?”

	Loretta nodded. “I did.”

	Moreau shook his head and let that sink into both of their minds. 

	“Gegenteil said the vizcondesa wants to see you,” Loretta said. “You should wash first.”

	Moreau looked up at her with uncomprehending eyes. “Wash?”

	Loretta looked pointedly at him. Then at his clothes. Then at the room around them.

	“Ah,” Moreau said. “Right. Hygiene. I’d just gotten back in the habit of maintaining that.”

	Loretta wrinkled her nose. “Please make sure that you keep that habit. For all our sakes.”

	Moreau laughed. 

	Loretta looked back at the documents. “The timing is good. At least now you can report to Velazquez that you’ve made some progress with these.”

	“No.” Moreau stood up and suddenly she was looking up at him. 

	“Beg pardon?”

	He sighed. “The Vizcondesa cannot know that these documents survived.”

	Loretta scowled. “She is diamond souled, your employer, and your noble superior. It is your duty as a knight, to say nothing of your civic responsibility as a peer of Freutsche, to inform her of this.”

	“Except that my true employer is Conde Rodriquez,” Moreau said. 

	Loretta stared. “You’re a spy?”

	“The Vizcondesa’s wealth and power have been growing unusually fast these last years,” Moreau said. “The conde asked me to report back to him my findings.”

	Report back to him? Who exactly did Rodriquez think he was? He might be a celebrated veteran and a high ranked nobleman but he clearly thought too highly of himself. He should be answering to a diamond souled, not commanding covert operations on his own. 

	“And you just leapt when he asked, did you?” 

	He gave her a small smile. “Something like that. You were actually the factor that changed my mind. If I hadn’t accepted, he would have killed you.”

	Loretta’s mouth opened, then closed. Moreau hadn’t just saved her life twice, he’d saved it three times. When he’d dragged her to the hot spring, when he’d shot that Rampant beast on the road, and once when she hadn’t even been aware of how helpless she’d been. Cold swept through her. Then warmth. He’d been looking out for her since before she’d even recovered herself. 

	“So, he has your loyalty?” she said, trying to wrap her mind around what she’d just learned.

	“Freutsche has my loyalty,” Moreau said with firmness. “If there had been nothing worth reporting, then it wouldn’t matter. I was never here to sabotage the vizcondesa.”

	“But there is something worth reporting?” Loretta asked. 

	Moreau scowled. “I’m not sure. Before we left, the vizcondesa mentioned tracks being the way of the future. She has a particular fascination with them at any rate. And these documents…I need to spend more time with them, but they appear to be discussing plans for a laying down some kind of railway through the Leloup estates.”

	That could just be a coincidence. It could also be a coincidence that Lorenz Gage was both a wizard and a merchant, and they’d uncovered some kind of covert operation using merchants and wizard coding for secret messages. 

	“I will keep your secret,” Loretta said, then offered up a grin. “I mean, I know you could make me keep it with your anima. But, for whatever it’s worth, you won’t have to.”

	A hasty bath, shave, and change of clothes later, and they were being brought into the vizcondesa’s tea room. Moreau had not been understating the woman’s fascination with tracks. Moreau was invited to sit, and Loretta made herself fade into the background. The dismissal from the vizcondesa would have stung only a short while ago, and Loretta could not say with any honesty that she cared for it, but it did come with its advantages. 

	Slowly, she began to circle the room. The trick was to move without being jittery. If one were steady and graceful, one was ignored. It was better than attempting to stand still behind Moreau and making a fool of herself. 

	The vizcondesa seemed to quickly forget that she was there. The pair exchanged small talk and sipped tea delivered on mobile trays that ran along the tracks winding the room. It was shocking how tedious the whole affair was when viewed from the outside looking in, rather than being a participant. Still more shocking, Moreau minded his tongue and played the game reasonably well. Loretta hadn’t thought him capable of such a feat of restraint after the way he’d treated Una Leloup. Perhaps she shouldn’t have been surprised. Her knight keeper had more layers than she had credited him. 

	Finally, the purpose of the summons became clear as the vizcondesa produced an envelope and withdrew a letter. “Baronesa Moreau wrote to me a short time ago. Her letter arrived while you were still away. I have been deliberating my response.”

	Loretta’s ears and tail shot straight up and she affixed her gaze upon Moreau. Baronesa Moreau?

	“Would that I had your restraint,” Moreau said dryly. “My sister has a skill for…provoking poorly thought out reactions from me.”

	The vizcondesa smiled like a leopard. “She wants me to send you for a visit. To establish a culture of mutual cooperation and respect between our companies.”

	Moreau did not bother to restrain his reaction this time, and Loretta nearly choked trying to hold back her laughter. He looked like a child force fed a dish of sour vegetables. “And what would you have of me, my Lady?”

	The vizcondesa laughed, fanning herself with the letter. “Asking that nearly tied your tongue in a square knot, didn’t it?”

	“Very nearly,” Moreau admitted. “But I am a knight of The Company of Golden Swords. I will do as commanded.”

	Yes, he played this game much better than Loretta had credited him. 

	The vizcondesa stopped flapping the letter. “Prove it. I’ll not have a house with divided loyalties, and your sister seems determined to set herself up as my rival. I will send you to her, and you will either join her ranks or return to me with information that is valuable.”

	“You want me to spy on my own flesh and blood,” Moreau said flatly. 

	“Spying is such a crude word,” the vizcondesa said. “But yes. If you’re not comfortable with that, betray me now and join her company instead. I’ll not have the murky issue of your loyalty lingering above our contract.”

	Moreau slowly nodded. “As you wish.”

	They resumed tea, though they finished up much more quickly than Loretta thought proper. Then again, the vizcondesa had gotten what she wanted, so why prolong things? Perhaps it was a mercy, considering the tumult of emotions roiling through her and Moreau’s roots. She hadn’t realized a man could feel such a complicated mix of emotions. She’d always thought of men as the simpler sex. If what she was sensing through the roots was accurate, there was nothing simple about what Moreau was feeling. 

	She followed him from the room, down the hall, and onto a private balcony. He clutched the railing and stared out beyond the balcony. From their vantage, they could see the rail mounted Gatling gun positioned to fire over the wall, its multiple barrels gleaming in the sunlight. 

	Loretta took up position beside him and put a hand on his arm. “Complicated relationship?”

	“To say the least,” Moreau said. 

	“Sisters…are difficult,” Loretta admitted. “What do you think? About this test of loyalty?”

	“That there aren’t any good options,” Moreau said. 

	Loretta had to agree. He could join his sister’s company, which would free of him of Rodriquez and Velazquez, but put him under someone with whom he clearly had a strained relationship. Or, he could betray his own flesh and blood to someone who may be involved in a conspiracy against the aristocracy of the realm. 

	“Whatever you choose,” she said. “I’m behind you.”

	He looked over at her. Had his eyes always been that intense? Her hand was still on his arm. She willed it to come away. It did not obey. 

	“Thank you, Loretta,” he said. 

	They were close. So close. She should pull away. Run. He’d said her name. Again. Her head felt foggy. Muddled. Like when a diamond souled wielded her anima upon her but far less unpleasant. In fact, this feeling was far more dangerous because she wanted more of it. 

	“You’ll have to keep calling me Sauvage,” she said. “If we’re trying to keep…covert.”

	He nodded. 

	Her hand slipped from his arm. 

	He turned to go back inside, pausing at the balcony entrance. “Gather up Gefahr and Malin. We need to get ready to travel.”

	She nodded. “Mind giving me a moment?”

	“Take your time.” He left her there alone with her muddled thoughts on the balcony.

	Loretta leaned back on the railing. Had she really just asked him to call her Sauvage? She looked out at the gleaming Gatling gun. She had, hadn’t she? Sauvage wasn’t a bad name, really. In fact, it was starting to grow on her. 

	A groan escaped her. She allowed herself to momentarily slump against the railing. She was setting herself up for a whole new slew of troubles. This was not happening. They had nearly…nothing had happened. Nothing would happen between her and Sir Ragamuffin. 

	She pushed up off the railing and went to recover the rest of their team. They had a new mission. 

	 

	 

	You can join the Beautiful Beasts Mailing List Here to receive FREE original concept art and an excerpt from the wizard Jacquemin’s journals discussing the nature of beasts. You’ll also be kept appraised of when the next installment is due for release and exclusive deals!
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