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ONE MONTH AGO, the world nearly ended.


Interrupting the ritual meant to summon all the lost Ferisher spirits should’ve been enough, but as Ritsuko had told Mikani, it would’ve been impossible for Lorne Nuall to complete such dark work on his own. There was no way for him to kidnap those girls, move his infernal machines, and elude the authorities without aid from somewhere, probably a high-ranking accomplice. Therefore, a murderer still needed to be brought to justice, and Ritsuko wouldn’t rest well until the job was done.


She didn’t mind the research aspect of detective work. Ritsuko had fond memories of the archives, even if the place appeared to try Mikani’s patience. The stack of tomes yet to be examined still towered higher than her head, with a much smaller pile of books that she’d paged through, looking for some sign of who stood to gain most from a change in the status quo.


“Near as I can tell, Theron is all that’s left of the Nuall line.” Mikani shoved aside an old ledger to make room for a leather tome older than their great-grandparents. “So whatever help his brother had, it likely didn’t come from their family, immediate or otherwise.” He looked up, giving her a pained look. “House Saermine of the Summer Court, mighty kings and lords of Hy Breasil, now consists of one creepy old chap with a gardening fetish.”


“Through deduction, we can rule out a number of Houses,” she said thoughtfully. “The Elemental Houses stand to lose the most if the city descended into the chaos Lorne seemed to want. They lost a lot of money during the riots.”


“True, and they’re not known for complicated plots,” he said.


“The ruling Houses don’t benefit from a complete change in the order of things.”


“Who does that leave, then?” Mikani asked.


Ritsuko opened an old book, one that detailed the bloodlines of the initial Houses. The pages were yellowed, so she took care as she scanned the genealogy charts. Frowning, she answered, “There are Houses that don’t seem to be around anymore, but if there are survivors, like Theron Nuall, any of them stand to gain if his brother’s plot had succeeded.”


Mikani rubbed the bridge of his nose and leaned back on the wooden chair. “That’s right down Thorgrim’s alley. Manipulative buggers, the lot of them. They have been trying to rebuild their power ever since they sided with House Saermine in the royalist wars and lost. And there’s a few thousand of them still around.”


Ritsuko nodded. “I’ll put them on our list of potential suspects. It shouldn’t take us more than ten or twenty years to clear them all.” Then she grinned. “But seriously, there can’t be too many people positioned high enough and with sufficient resources to have helped Lorne.”


He shook his head. “I doubt there’s more than a couple of dozen members of Thorgrim who could do that. And maybe half that, if we consider that most of them are too busy trying to blackmail, poison, and coerce each other to have time for outside interests.”


“Where are Thorgrim’s holdings?”


“Around Northport, I believe. If memory serves, the governor’s been a Thorgrim for the last forty years.”


Ritsuko went back to studying the rest of the names. “This might be too obvious, but… how can we be sure there are no Nuall refugees? If distaff relations have been absorbed into other Houses, they might be obsessing over their lost heritage. Such individuals might see it as a great deed, bringing their people back to the old ways. Wasn’t Nuall’s family considered akin to royalty long ago?”


Mikani pulled the first book he’d been reading closer, opening it with a sigh. “The Nualls became an offshoot of House Saermine over five hundred years ago. Two cousins married, so yes… if House Saermine had succeeded in their bid to overthrow the Council and restore the monarchy during the royalist wars, the Nuall family heir would’ve been fourth or fifth in line for the Summer throne.”


Not that it matters these days. The Council meant that royal blood was rather beside the point. There hadn’t been kings or queens in the isles for a thousand years, but three hundred years ago, the royalist uprising, if it had succeeded, would’ve restored the monarchy. Now the system was far more intricate.


She offered, “It’s possible, then, that these unidentified souls are embittered about their lot. Lorne might’ve been just the vanguard.”


“If so, they got a martyr instead. That said, I’m not sure how we could track down other lineages hiding within other Houses.”


Ritsuko thought for a few moments. “We can quietly put out the word for merchants and vendors to be alert for coins like the ones Lorne used to build his murder machines. It’s likely that if identical antique currency surfaces, it must be connected.”


“Good idea. We can always say there’s some counterfeit coinage going around, spread the description.”


She nodded decisively, pleased with that course of action. “I think we’re done here. Try not to weep, Mikani.”


He closed the book with an echoing boom and was on his feet before she had quite finished speaking. “I swear you make up reasons to bring me here, Ritsuko. Let’s go talk to some fences and gold dealers, then, shall we?”


“Good plan. And you know it’s just because I like watching your lips move when you read the big words.”


“I know. You can’t take your eyes off me.”


She gave him her best mysterious smile. “Could be.”


He smirked over his shoulder at her. “Some truths, my dear Ritsuko, are self-evident.” He held the door for her. “If we hurry, we can catch the lowlifes still waking up near Iron Cross.”


Iron Cross was an industrial district, full of factories and tenements. Not Ritsuko’s favorite place, but since they had spent the first part of the day buried in old books, it seemed fair that they should end it in seedy surroundings more to her partner’s tastes. She was quiet as they walked out to the cruiser. Gunwood didn’t exactly know what she and Mikani were up to, today. She had a feeling he wouldn’t be amused. Gunwood didn’t like conspiracy theories or ideas that complicated his life. He liked cases closed and documents filed while this was such a mess that it could take years to untangle.


But she hoped not. Mikani would lose patience and shoot someone long before then.


They sped through the city, with Mikani taking every opportunity to push the machine to its limits. She had been jolted from head to toe by the time Mikani locked the cruiser tight, paid an urchin to watch over it, and threatened a couple of loitering factory workers for good measure. Then he turned to Ritsuko, hat somewhat askew and walking stick tucked neatly under an arm. She knew a silly, schoolgirl thrill whenever he wore the bowler she’d bought for him.


“Someone will probably try to break in anyway, but it should still be here when we are done.” He pointed down the main avenue, thronged with late-shift workers heading to work and day laborers headed for the myriad dives and makeshift brothels that lined the busy street. “One of the biggest fences in the city’s a few blocks down. He’ll be able to spread the word if we can convince him.”


She checked her sidearm and credentials, then followed her partner toward the little hole in the wall where Roman Quick did business. The surrounding houses were bits of scrap wood and tin, lashed together with hope and tattered twine. There was no sign that these premises condoned illegal activity, though a couple of hard-looking men near the end of the street clearly took note of their arrival. Ritsuko stepped through the open doorway behind Mikani, squinting as her eyes adjusted to the cool, dim interior.


“Good evenin’ to you both, fine and distinguished customers.” Ritsuko looked around the gloom until she spotted movement off to her left, behind a precarious stack of china plates and cups. Roman stepped closer, a big smile on his cherubic face. Middle height, middle-aged but with clean golden locks and a fair skin that House ladies would envy. “And what might Quick’s Emporium do for you today?”


“I’m Inspector Ritsuko. This is my partner, Mikani. We’re here to ask you to keep an eye out for counterfeit coins.”


“Bad business,” Quick said. “What’s the world coming to when you can’t trust a silver crescent?”


“No,” Mikani corrected. “These are purported to be antique. They may look quite convincing if you encounter them.”


“Is it some kind of alchemical glamour?” Quick asked shrewdly.


“Indeed.” Ritsuko was relieved he had given them a plausible explanation since it saved her the trouble of coming up with something.


“It would help if I knew exactly what to watch for.”


Mikani borrowed a piece of paper and sketched out the design from the Nuall coin from memory. Good job, partner. You’re not just a pretty face.


Quick took the drawing, studied it, then asked, “So it’s not gold, just lead or summat, dressed up to look sweet?”


“More or less,” Mikani said.


Ritsuko maintained a neutral expression, though she wanted to smile. She laid her card on the counter. “Will you get in touch if you encounter anything like that?”


“Of course I will.”


The sour note jangled in her left ear. An impulse she couldn’t explain prompted her to say, “That’s not true. What’s your plan? To find the source of the fool’s gold and get him to teach you how he does it?”


Quick looked startled, though he masked it straightaway. “I’ve been more than polite, I think. If we have no business, you should move along, lest you discourage my customers.”


Mikani straightened up and tucked his card into Quick’s waistcoat pocket. The other man looked indignant. “Keep that just in case, Mr. Quick. There is, after all, a significant reward for helping the CID catch these counterfeiters. And, of course, friends of the CID tend to find that their businesses prosper.”


Ritsuko saw Quick’s eyes widen and his brow furrow in calculation at the implied promises her partner had made, even as the discordant tone in her left ear chimed louder. Mikani gestured for her to lead the way, and she headed for the street, mildly hopeful about their prospects for the first time since she’d realized Lorne’s death didn’t mean they’d caught all the guilty parties.


* * *


Back at Central, Mikani got on the lift, listening to the groan of ancient machinery. Ritsuko was quiet beside him. A minute later, the door opened, and they stepped off. The duty room was busy at this hour with lots of other inspectors filing paperwork, going out on calls, and generally cluttering up the place.


Their boss, Commander Gunwood, came to his office doorway, looking cranky. “Mikani! Ritsuko! What were you doing out there, planting roses? Get in here.”


Mikani heard his partner stifle a sigh, but they both answered the commander’s dulcet tones. “Something we can do to protect and serve?”


“Damn right. In case you hadn’t noticed, the city’s going insane. More than usual. She’s never been a sweet lady, but bronze gods, she’s gone well and truly mad this time.”


Mikani exchanged a look with Ritsuko. “What’s going on?”


“Take your pick!” Gunwood strode past them, all but shouldering them aside as he headed for the torn and weathered map of the city hung from the wall. “There’s a freak thunderstorm hovering over the Mountain District. Just the Mountain District; the bloody cloud ends at the walls. Something’s making the trains wail like damn’d souls between Temple and North stations. And every car, bus, and trolley that tries to make its way past Golden Way starts looping faster and faster around the park until they crash or break down.” He paused to glare at them, then slammed his open hand down in the middle of the map. “Two dozen suicides, and I’ve lost count of the number of calls for help with invisible intruders.”


“I knew it was bad,” Ritsuko said, “but not to this extent. Where do you want us, Commander?”


Mikani wasn’t about to take an assignment when he had been offered a choice. “We’ll head for North station and see what’s making the trains sad, shall we? Maybe they just need a shoulder to cry on and a stern talking-to.”


Ritsuko laughed. “This isn’t the sort of thing they cover in the manual, is it?”


The commander looked so aggravated that he might actually burst a blood vessel, so Mikani figured it was time to leave. He took note of the huge stack of unusual incident reports on his boss’s desk on the way out.


They didn’t linger long in the duty room. Other CID personnel shared the lift with them as they headed down to the lobby. Even the guard on duty seemed harried, which was odd, as the man seemed relatively unflappable. On the street, there were less pedestrians than normal, just a few bondsmen in House colors, looking none too pleased with their assignments.


The underground was a short walk from CID Headquarters. On the way, Mikani passed the coffee stand where he always used to buy drinks from Electra, a daughter of the Summer Clan whom he had failed to save. He’d always regret that, and he knew a pang of guilt as they strode past. He hadn’t bought anything from them since.


Down in the Park station, it was quiet, no inhuman wailing here. Mikani glanced at Ritsuko. “Seems calm enough.”


“Let’s ride up to Temple and farther, see when the mood changes.”


With a murmur of agreement, he boarded the train just before the doors closed. There were a handful of other passengers, all of whom were carefully not looking at one another. And they all disembarked at the next station. Ritsuko was frowning.


“Did that seem odd to you?” Mikani asked.


“Just a bit.”


“Well, I know it was not something I said. Maybe you gave them one of your looks. The ones you give me when you accuse me of dodging the paperwork.”


He kept a straight face but could not help looking around the empty carriage. There was something definitely off about the feel of the train: in all his years of riding the underground to and from Central, he’d never felt uneasy. Until tonight. I feel eyes at the nape of my neck, and I swear someone’s whispering just outside the damned window.


Usually, his partner would banter back, but she didn’t rise to the bait this time. “It’s cold in here. Really cold.”


“I’d—wait. Yes, it is. And there’s that same bitterness in the air as in the mirror station yesterday.” Now that he was paying attention, he could make out a rhythmic pounding at his temples and an uncomfortable pressure at the center of his chest. Hells and Winter.


It seemed to Mikani as if the train was actually picking up speed. That’s not normal. The usual announcement was conspicuously absent. He shifted in his seat as they approached the Temple station to catch sight of six people waiting on the platform, but the train didn’t slow. Instead, it zoomed past, and the hammering in his head grew more intense.


Mikani had a sense of overwhelming darkness in the tunnel; strange because he’d always found the underground to be relaxing. Now, it felt like a prison entombing him, and the cries rose up as if from inside him before he actually heard them. Ritsuko pressed her palms to her ears, likely to drown out the wailing that commenced in the darkness, just as the commander had described. The sound echoed with inhuman grief, and that sense of cold chilled Mikani to his bones; it was a despair like he’d never known, that of a small, helpless creature bound in darkness.


He looked around for Ritsuko and found her huddled in a corner near the carriage door, covering her head with both arms. The wailing verged on painful, and tears ran freely down his cheeks when he bent down to curl against his partner, gritting his teeth to keep from screaming. He could feel Ritsuko flinch against his side, and he looked around, desperately trying to find the source of the sound.


Then silence fell, full of echoing cries and the sound of their ragged breathing and metal protesting in a faint echo of the howling that had filled the tunnel moments before. Mikani wiped the warm blood from his upper lip, collapsing with a groan on the floor next to Ritsuko. The vibrations gentled, so he pulled himself together enough to notice that the velocity had decreased.


“This is our stop, Ritsuko.”


She gave him her hand so he could pull her up, and he held on to it until they both stumbled out the doors at North station. Ritsuko pulled her hand back then and took a deep, shuddering breath, as if she had been running. Her eyes were bright with unshed tears.


“Something very, very bad is going on,” she whispered.


“I know. My favorite bakery’s a couple blocks from that last station. I’m going to have to go the long way for it.” He ran his hands over his ears, half expecting to find them bloodied, and adjusted his hat. “And, well, the train was definitely wailing.” He found he could not keep up the humor, though. “Yes, Ritsuko, something awful’s happening, and it seems to be getting worse.”


“Do you think it has anything to do with Lorne’s failed ritual? We unleashed an awful lot of magic, and we can’t know precisely what it did.”


The thought sent a hard chill up his spine. “Bronze gods, I don’t know.”


“This is too big. I don’t even know where to start.” Then she paused, and his partner got the look Mikani recognized as a dawning idea. “Maybe it’s not a bad idea to talk to Theron Nuall. If anyone could advise us if this is a potential side effect of that interrupted spell, it’s him.”


“I agree. The Architect might have some insight as well, but I don’t know if he’d see us.”


“Gunwood has to give us some clear parameters,” Ritsuko said. “Our training doesn’t cover any of this.” She sighed. “What are we supposed to do, arrest the machinery?” She sounded as frustrated as Mikani felt.


“We will need bigger cuffs. A lot of them.” He wiped at his face with his handkerchief and started toward the stairs. “Let’s go see if we can get some answers, partner.”


“I’d rather have a stiff drink,” she muttered.


“I might know a way to get both.”
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THE HOUSE WAS imposing. Ritsuko admired the immaculate lawn and the carefully trimmed hedges as she strode up the walk toward the burnished doors. She lifted the knocker and banged twice, then waited for a servant to answer. Mikani glanced sidelong at her; she’d noticed that he had gotten in the habit of checking on her surreptitiously, as if he wondered whether she was fully recovered.


A minute later, a man in House colors opened the door. “Inspectors Ritsuko and Mikani, come in please.”


Mikani often had brilliant ideas. This way, they combined the need for answers regarding the chaos in the city with checking on Aurelia Wright. The manservant led them down a spartan corridor past heavy doors leading to the Architect’s office, currently closed. Though some might disagree, Ritsuko would argue that Olrik was the most powerful of the noble houses, and that the Architect was the closest thing to a king Dorstaad had ever known. Oh, he didn’t flaunt his influence; he preferred to work behind the scenes, and his daughter, Aurelia, had chosen to remove herself from the political arena entirely.


They stepped out into a small courtyard with a fountain at its center. On the other side of the weathered stone basin sat Aurelia Wright. She wore a long-sleeved gown and a pretty lace shawl tucked around her shoulders. The last time Ritsuko had seen her, she had been limited to a sedan chair. Either someone carried her out here, or she’s doing well enough to make it on her own.


Sensing their approach, the woman glanced up from her book, but she didn’t rise. Her cheeks were wan in the winter light, and to Ritsuko’s gaze, her limbs held a frangible quality, no longer lithe with a dancer’s grace. Miss Wright offered a welcoming smile, however, and rang the bell beside her.


“It’s kind of you to come. Sit, please. I’ll have them bring refreshments.”


Ritsuko perched next to Miss Wright, as Mikani seemed to be waiting, and he took position opposite them, in clear view of the doorway. The same servant appeared and disappeared after a whispered instruction from Miss Wright. Ritsuko wondered what hospitality looked like, offered from the Architect’s kitchen, but she guessed she’d find out soon enough.


“Thank you for seeing us,” Ritsuko said.


“I collect you have a reason for your visit?”


“As I’m sure you’re aware, there are strange occurrences in the city, more every day.” Ritsuko paused to ensure the other woman was following her, then described the crying train. “We wondered if you can shed any light on the situation, if you know why this is happening.”


Aurelia answered, “While I don’t get out much, I do hear things, but I can’t explain any of it. My father may have a theory, however. I’ll ask when I see him next and send word.”


That was more than Ritsuko and Mikani could manage. While the Architect appreciated that they’d saved his daughter, he was a busy man, and it was unlikely they could get an appointment in the next week or so. She murmured her thanks, knowing these were exalted connections that most inspectors couldn’t call upon.


Whatever it takes to get the job done. But she couldn’t just dodge out, now that she’d asked her favor. “How are you feeling?”


“Incomplete.” Miss Wright looked away. “Like I’m piecing myself back together from the inside out and finding bits missing.”


Mikani fumbled in his pockets, then he came up empty-handed. To Ritsuko, he seemed nervous, and she imagined he didn’t call on infirm females too often. He might also be uncomfortable if he could sense Miss Wright’s infirmity.


Then he said, “Don’t dismiss this as empty reassurance, but… it will get better. I can’t predict how long recovery will take, unfortunately.”


Miss Wright studied Ritsuko’s partner incredulously. “How can you know that?”


Mikani frowned and clasped his hands. “I hear it. The old you, like a whisper in an empty room. Getting stronger, slowly. It’s hard to describe.” He looked over to Ritsuko, silently requesting corroboration.


“He’s got powerful Ferisher blood,” Ritsuko said. Usually that was enough to convince people that Mikani wasn’t a confidence man.


Miss Wright glanced between them. “Right now, it’s exhausting to make my way from one chair to the next. My very bones ache. And I no longer know whether people are lying to me, even when I look them in the eyes.” She leveled a hard look on Mikani. “Please don’t tease me with false hope, sir. I dream of dancing when I can no longer even run.”


“I assure you that we didn’t cross the city to tease you with false promises. We went through too much together for such casual cruelty.” Mikani paused, tilting his head toward Ritsuko. “Not to mention, she’d have my hide if she suspected I was toying with you.”


“The doctors talk endlessly of mineral waters, chalice applications, and special infusions to restore my stamina. Yet you claim the cure is time? If that’s true, it is a commodity in which I am wealthy enough.”


Ritsuko hoped her partner was right, though the water elementals bound to the chalices often produced miraculous healing. “You seem a bit better.”


The other woman lifted a shoulder, seeming unsure. “Right now it seems as if everything is on hold: my work, my goals, my… personal life.” A tinge of color flared in Miss Wright’s cheeks as if she couldn’t believe she had almost introduced such a subject in mixed company.


Mikani stifled a smile, and Ritsuko wished she was close enough to nudge him. “Have you seen Mr. Leonidas or Mr. Nuall recently?”


“Theron came two weeks past. He often sends flowers.”


To Ritsuko’s right, a soft tone sounded. It was faint enough that she sought the source across the courtyard, only to note that Mikani seemed puzzled. He was watching her confusion with a raised brow.


“Something on your mind, partner?” He followed her gaze.


“Did you hear that?” she blurted, before she could stop herself. Ritsuko had been coping with the issue alone. Probably she shouldn’t have brought it up, but it was too late for regrets now.


He stood and cocked his head. “Someone gardening nearby, I think, and a couple of trolleys heading downtown. What did you hear?”


Before Ritsuko could reply, the servant returned with a silver tray laden with tiny sandwiches on wafer-thin bread, cream cakes, and an ornate tea service. It wasn’t the strong drink she’d requested after the weeping train, but tea could be bracing. The footman poured, and Miss Wright thanked him with a warm smile. The man offered a half bow in reply, then departed the courtyard, closing the door behind him.


Ritsuko sipped her tea, which tasted expensive, certainly richer than anything that ever graced her cupboard. But she was aware it was a delaying tactic at best. A logical CID inspector did not care to admit she was hearing noises nobody else could. She traced a fingertip around the delicate porcelain rim of her cup, aware that Mikani’s frown had deepened.


“It was… like a bell, only not quite. It didn’t sound like the one Miss Wright rang for service, more distant, but also mellifluous.”


Miss Wright seemed startled. “When did you hear that?”


“After you said Mr. Nuall came to see you two weeks ago and that he sends flowers.”


“Bronze gods,” the other woman said. Her next words seemed inexplicable. “I intend to kill Inspector Mikani.”


Mikani seemed nonplussed. “I don’t usually get that reaction from women I haven’t been involved with.”


But Ritsuko barely heard him. Her left ear rang with a discordant note, and this time, she felt sure it was coming from her head, not an external source. “What…?”


“My dear Inspector Ritsuko, it seems as if you’ve acquired what Lorne Nuall stole from me.” Ritsuko had no idea what the other woman was talking about, and it must’ve been obvious, as Miss Wright clarified, “Before I was taken, I could always tell fact from fiction. This is how.”


With a pang of horror, she recalled how Lorne Nuall had stolen young House scions and strapped them into his murder machines, siphoning off their power and storing it in some kind of battery. When she’d pulled Miss Wright out of the tube, she was near death. And then I stabbed the device and all of that stolen energy passed through me. Remembering the agony made her jaw clench, and with some effort, she put the memory aside.


Whether purloined or borrowed, the truth-sense held much promise. It was likely to be damned distracting, if helpful during interviews and interrogations. I suspect it’ll also complicate my relationships immensely. Misgiving rattled through her; Ritsuko didn’t want a Ferisher gift. If she could give it back to Miss Wright, she’d do so immediately. At the moment, she felt like a thief, though she hadn’t set out to steal power.


“I owe you everything, Inspectors, and if you ever have need of me again, only call. I’ll contact you when I know something.” Miss Wright’s mouth curved in a wistful moue.


Mikani smiled. “We’re glad to have been of service and to hear that you’re recovering.”


“I’m so sorry,” Ritsuko put in. “If I could give this back—”


“In a way, it’s a relief. I wish you more fortune and joy of this ability than I had, Inspector. You may find it a lonely burden to carry.”


That sounds right. Though it might help in her work, she had a dark feeling that the gift might cost her a great deal. Her hands trembled. Ritsuko shivered and set down her dainty teacup, afraid that she’d drop the china.


“Why do you think it’s come to life now?” Mikani asked.


Miss Wright lifted a pale shoulder in a half shrug. “Perhaps because of me? I may have closed the circuit somehow.”


Ritsuko stilled her shaking hands. It had been working before now; she just hadn’t known exactly what she was hearing or why. It’s a good thing we came to see Miss Wright about the train, or I never would’ve understood what was going on. She hadn’t wanted to say anything to Mikani because since she’d gotten out of the hospital, he’d had a tendency to hover.


He nodded. “Is there any way to, ah, sidestep this gift? I’m only asking so we know what to look for in suspects, of course.”


“Actually—” But before Miss Wright finished her reply, the doors to the courtyard opened, and the servant stepped into view.


“Pardon the intrusion. Mr. Leonidas has arrived and is asking for you, my lady.”


Miss Wright stifled a sigh. “It’s to be expected. He practically lives here. I’m sorry, Inspectors, but our visit appears to be at an end.”


They said farewell and followed the footman through a different arch. As they turned the first corner, Ritsuko mustered up a normal response and let Mikani step past her so she could punch his shoulder. “A way to sidestep, huh?”


He smirked, rubbing his arm. “Just trying to understand your new talent, Ritsuko. From all angles.”


As she stepped out the front door, a raucous tone jangled in her left ear. So that’s not why he was asking. She winced and touched it gingerly. “So you know, you’re likely to deafen me if you continue with business as usual.”


“Would that keep you from hearing that tone, you think?”


“Probably not. It’s a Ferisher power, not a physical one. Also? You’re a bastard.”


“My word. Already so uppish, Ritsuko.”


She offered her best smile. “Not at all. Only think how much this will help us, Mikani… and how our relationship will be improved by complete honesty.” Ritsuko left him pondering that as she hurried toward their parked vehicle.


* * *


Mikani wound the heavy red cruiser, its paint still chipped from gunfire, into the afternoon traffic. Buses and carriages labored along the broad avenue, heavy traffic reducing their advance to a steady crawl as they navigated past several construction and repair crews. In the four weeks since they’d killed Lorne Nuall and rescued Miss Wright, a strange atmosphere had descended on Dorstaad.


It’s like the city knows how close Nuall came to sacrificing her and finishing his ritual. The whole damned place feels on edge.


“There was another suicide down in the Trade District. That makes a dozen that we know of.” Not the cheeriest subject, but it’s strange, and nobody’s talking about it.


“Do we have any idea what’s causing them? And how many does that make? And do the victims have anything in common?” Mikani could tell by her tone that she was wondering if they were actually suicides or murders dressed up to look that way.


“Word is, they all had more than a hint of glamour—seers, fortune-tellers, and a couple of confidence men with the gift of gab. Clemens—”


“Who’s that again?” she cut in.


“Commander of Golden District.” Ritsuko didn’t socialize as much as Mikani. He was prone to knocking back a few pints at the CID-favored pub while his partner went home to her friends at the boardinghouse. Which meant he heard all the good gossip first. “He’s convinced there’s a witch hunt going on, a reaction to Nuall’s murder spree and the riots last month.”


He swerved to avoid a bus that stopped in front of them without much warning, its engine hissing angrily and venting dark smoke instead of steam.


“Watch your back, Mikani.” Ritsuko frowned. “But I’m not convinced that theory tracks. Why would anyone kill the ones who were being hunted?”


“Never said Clemens was smart, partner, even if he’s the boss. I think there’s something else going on. Hell if I know what, though.”


“The deaths must be related somehow if there’s a unifying trait amongst the deceased.”


“Besides their lack of breathing, you mean.”


She cut him a reproving look. “Not funny. What else have you heard?”


“Saskia said another sloop failed to make port from the farms down south.”


For the last few weeks, Alexandra Braelan, Saskia to her friends, had pressed him to help with the cragger pirates, who were hitting the Free Trader shipping companies hard. She was also one of the few lovers with whom Mikani maintained relatively cordial relations after the affair ended, but that didn’t mean he could take off right now. I do owe her for her help in thwarting Lorne Nuall’s scheme, but there’s no way Gunwood’s giving me personal time now.


“I wondered when that bill would come due,” Ritsuko said.


“Hold up, there’s something going on.” Mikani pulled up to the curb and grabbed his hat and battered walking stick from the back while Ritsuko slipped to his side.


A couple of dozen people milled around outside the mirror station, and they did not look happy. Their rumbling nearly drowned out the clerk’s call for calm. “Unfortunately, this office will be closed until we deal with some technical issues.”


“Do you have an estimated time for repair?” a man demanded. “This message is urgent.”


The clerk tugged at his tie. “At this time, I can’t say. Until—”


“This is ridiculous!”


Mikani had been around mobs often enough to recognize when the mood started to turn. So he stepped forward, Ritsuko at his shoulder. “Step back. There’s another station a few blocks north, so why don’t you head that way?” Using his stick for leverage and his ID on prominent display, he shouldered carefully but steadily through the crowd, making sure Ritsuko kept up. “The sooner you disperse, the sooner we’ll be able to get someone down here to fix this.”


His partner flashed her own credentials before she added, “I’d get there first, avoid the queue. Dawdlers will end up waiting even longer.”


The man who had said his message was urgent broke off and hurried in the direction that Mikani had indicated. That sparked a mass exodus, eventually leaving the sweaty-faced clerk to stammer out his thanks. He had the typical look of a public servant: round about the middle, crumpled, and bearing a slightly anxious air.


“So what’s going on?” Ritsuko asked.


The clerk licked his lips and shuffled his feet for a moment, as if trying to find the words. Then he sighed and opened the door. “It might be easier if you saw for yourself… maybe you’ll have some idea what to do.”


Mikani looked at Ritsuko, who shrugged, then they followed the clerk inside. The high-ceilinged room was painted an off shade of blue, which brought out the grime on the floor tiles nicely. A long, wooden counter dominated the back, its polished surface reflecting the swirls of light and color from the row of a dozen silver mirrors hung from the wall. The clerk moved aside, seeking refuge behind his desk.


“I’m not sure—” A shrill wail rang through the room, echoing and gaining volume before breaking into a jumbled murmur of breathy voices. “Bronze gods, what in the hells is that?”


Ritsuko approached the nearest device, peering at the movement within. He couldn’t tell what was trying to take shape, but Mikani had used the mirrors often enough to realize that this wasn’t normal behavior. His partner tested the surface, and the metal reacted as if it were made of water, rippling outward in gradually widening circles. She pulled back, eyes wide.


“What’s that?” the clerk asked. “I haven’t dared to touch it since that started twenty minutes ago.”


“It’s… cold,” Ritsuko said.


Mikani winced as a spike of ice slowly pressed against his forehead, pulsing in rhythm with the ripples on the silver. Hells and Winter, that’s not normal. “Careful, Ritsuko… that’s no technical malfunction.” He could almost make out words in the throbbing at his temples, his gift responding to the disquiet of the mirrors.


“In all my years here, they’ve never done… that.” The clerk wiped his brow. “I’ve never even heard of anything like it. I sent a runner for assistance to House Magnus, maybe they can help.” He did not sound convinced. Or hopeful.


“Mikani, a word?”


Ritsuko took his arm and led him a discreet distance from the public servant. “This might seem like an odd question, but do you… feel anything from them?”


He rubbed the bridge of his nose. “I… yes. Ice-cold. Whispers, as if the mirrors were… alive, and like a nest of snakes, alien and stirred up.”


Before Ritsuko could reply, a mixed group of men and women entered, each carrying a leather case. The clerk looked so relieved that Mikani figured this must be the repair team. The tallest, oldest member of the crew frowned when he saw Mikani and Ritsuko.


“Clear the station, please.”


Mikani straightened up, instinctively protesting. “We’re CID, sir, and you are…?”


“Third Carl Hildur, House Magnus. This station is outside your jurisdiction, as are all other extensions of House Magnus, as provided in due law. This is a House matter.” The other men came closer to their Carl. “So I’ll ask once more. Clear the station, please.”


Ready to argue, he tensed, until Ritsuko wrapped her fingers around his arm. She’s right. This is stupid. No need for a pissing match here.


“Of course.” He touched a fingertip to the brim of his hat and signaled for Ritsuko to lead the way as the Magnus team turned back to the mirrors and waited pointedly for them to go.


Once outside, he breathed in deeply. “Sorry. I guess I’m a little on edge, partner.”


But she was frowning, and apparently not due to his behavior. “There’s something strange going on, don’t you think?”


That didn’t require an answer, so Mikani led the way back to the cruiser. He swung in as Ritsuko did on the other side. “Do you think Gunwood knows about the mirrors?”


His partner aimed an uncharacteristically mischievous smile at him. “Of course not. Didn’t you hear the man, Mikani? It’s a House matter.”


Mikani snorted. “It is until they muck it up, and they call us to clean up their mess.”


He glanced toward the station as he started the cruiser. As he watched, the team covered the doors with black cloth, a couple of uniformed Magnus guards taking position before the door. Suicides, weeping trains, and screaming mirrors, it’s almost enough to make me miss the riots.


“Let’s get going,” Ritsuko said. “Gunwood must be wondering where we are by now.”
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A DAY LATER, RITSUKO was still hearing the unearthly cry from the underground along with the wail of the mirrors. In her time as an inspector, she had encountered some strange things, but nothing that surreal. She and Mikani had been investigating strange incidents all morning, but a courier caught up with them fifteen minutes ago, directing them to return to HQ. Given the way the week had gone, she couldn’t imagine it was good news.


“You think we’re being promoted?” she asked Mikani with a wry smile.


“Definitely.” Her partner was still trying to get twigs out of his hair from the last call: an oak in the garden of a Magnus retainer started smashing windows and tearing at the eaves. It took two hours to break enough branches to rescue the terrified man. “Gunwood’s tired of the paperwork, and I’m ready to waste a lot of it to get back at that tree. Therefore, a nice, cushy desk job for both of us, your idea of heaven.”


There were a few inspectors at their desks as she passed through. A few of them nodded or lifted a chin in greeting. Since they’d received formal thanks from the Architect himself, Ritsuko didn’t receive quite as much outright disrespect as she used to. As usual, Mikani chose not to knock, barging into Gunwood’s office as if he owned the place.


This time, the commander didn’t acknowledge the oversight, wearing a look of complete preoccupation. “Shut the door behind you.”


She did as Gunwood ordered, but she didn’t make herself at home. Mikani leaned against the door and folded his arms. She couldn’t help being concerned, however, as a closed door meant the boss had something percolating that he didn’t want the rest of the office to overhear.


“What’s the situation, sir?” She kept her tone level.


Gunwood gestured at the ready room on the other side of the door, then at the window. A handful of smoke columns dotted the city beyond. “You’ve seen what it’s like.” Gunwood stood with a grunt; Ritsuko suspected he hadn’t moved from his desk in hours, trying to rein in the chaos. “We got orders from the Council earlier today. Or rather, you did.” He dug in his desk for a moment, then pushed a large envelope toward her. “The paperwork was specific about who I should send.” He offered Ritsuko a wan smile before smirking at Mikani. “Apparently you two made quite an impact on the powers that be.”


After a second’s thought, she decided the commander meant the Architect. Aurelia Wright’s father, the lord of House Olrik, was the only influential person she and Mikani had impressed in the last year. They hadn’t heard anything from Miss Wright regarding their inquiry on the weeping train, but maybe their initiative reminded the Architect to make use of them. If their new assignment came from him, it could be anything. Dread settled in her stomach as she picked up the packet of papers, opened it, and paged through.


She read aloud, “You are hereby commissioned to act on behalf of Dorstaad in an assignment abroad. Having distinguished yourselves as inspectors, the Council trusts that such a special task will not fall outside your capabilities. Report immediately to the House Olrik’s envoy at the Academy for further instruction.”


She shuffled through the rest of the documents and found valid travel papers, along with some vouchers for transport and accommodations. Ritsuko handed the envelope to Mikani. Then she turned to Gunwood with a frown.


“Did I understand this correctly? We’re being banished from the city?”


Gunwood leaned heavily on his desk, looking tired. “Don’t be daft, Ritsuko. We need to stop this at the source, and someone high up thinks they know how.”


“Why not send the Guard? They’ve plenty to go round, surely.” Mikani didn’t look up from rifling through the papers, scowling as he skimmed them. “If they know who or what’s behind this, a couple of companies of lancers and grenadiers should do the trick, no?”


Gunwood snorted. “Any House sends their army up, the others follow to try and pick them off… so they get us to do their dirty work. As always.”


“I don’t understand,” Ritsuko said. “Why us? I’ve never even been out of the city, and Mikani—” She broke off when she realized she didn’t know how much her partner had traveled before joining the CID.


The commander shrugged. “Could be because you did such a stellar job with the last crisis, so you’re the current favorite. Better yet, ask the Olrik envoy when you see him. You two have your orders.”


Ritsuko knew better than to argue with the commander when he took that tone, so she merely led the way from the office, through the duty room, and down the lift into the garage. She didn’t speak until Mikani had commandeered his favorite red cruiser, battered as it was. Once they were both on board, the doors shut behind them, she let her temper overflow a bit.


“This doesn’t seem like a vote of confidence,” she muttered. “The city running mad, and we’re supposed to walk away? Sounds like they’re binning us.”


“Hells and Winter.” Mikani took them out of the garage, weaving through the mess of carriages, buses, and hansoms filled with people fleeing the city. “I can deal with killers, thieves, smugglers, and the occasional power-hungry relic from another age, but haunted trains, wailing mirrors, and trees with a bad attitude?”


“It’s outside our usual purview, that’s for sure.”


He went on, “I don’t like leaving any more than you do, but what good can we do here?” He sounds tired. Frustrated. “I’m not keen on running, but I’m less than eager to punch an oak into submission again.”


“I can’t help feeling someone wants us out of the city.” She shrugged. “Go on, mock me for imagining conspiracies everywhere.”


He offered a playful look, probably trying to lighten the mood. “I wanted us out of the city, remember? Reward, cabin, cooking?”


“I should’ve known you were behind this, Mikani. You live for the day when you’ll have my undivided attention.”


“You know me. I’m a devious bastard.”


Truth. The tone sounded in her ear, confirming his statement. For a few seconds, she let herself imagine that he did want to get her alone. But that was a silly fantasy, one that would interfere with their ability to work together. So she balled it up like a flawed incident report and cast it away. The remainder of the ride was quiet as Mikani navigated pockets of heavy traffic. Near the Academy, the congestion lightened, though there were more pedestrians.


Mikani flashed his credentials, along with the invitation, and the university constable directed them to private parking. They hurried up the smooth stone walk to the administrative building where the meeting was to take place. Inside, it was quiet and austere with cool tiles and pale walls lined with old portraits.


“Looks like we’re in the conference room at the end of the hall,” Mikani said.


The envoy was already waiting for them. He was a slim man with a face younger than his silver hair suggested. At their entry, he rose with a smooth poise that made Ritsuko immediately understand how he had come to work for the Architect. This man looked as if nothing could penetrate his perfect aplomb.


“Inspectors.” The amanuensis bowed from the waist to each in turn, hands clasped lightly before him in a manner Ritsuko had not seen since her grandfather had passed. “I’m Julian Argyle, in service to House Olrik.”


“A pleasure to meet you.” Given her resentment of this assignment, Ritsuko didn’t mean it, but she had been reared to display good manners.


“I thank you for meeting me. Please, be seated.” He straightened and waited for them to sit before taking his own place across the table. “Our people believe they know the cause for the current… troubles, in the city. As the documents indicate, the Council has need of agents it can trust to end these incidents.”


“So what’s making the city go insane? Trees, trains, mirrors, suicide. It’s a hellish mess out there.” Mikani looked as if he expected—or rather hoped—that Argyle had these answers.


“There was a… disturbance recently, and the elemental spirits are unsettled. Old procedures for calming them no longer seem effective. We received a cry for help from the Winter Isle, shortly before the mirrors stopped functioning. Bad as it has become here, it’s even worse in Northport. Everything indicates that the source of the problems lies somewhere in House Skarsgard territory, in the lands surrounding Mount Surtir. You will travel there, find the root cause to all this, and deal with it as you see fit.”


Maybe this was pointless, but she wasn’t ready to give in without a fight. “I hardly think Mikani and I are the most suited to handle this problem. Don’t you have experts to send?”


Argyle frowned at her. “Are you questioning the Architect’s judgment, Inspector?”


So the orders do come through him.


“No,” she said quietly.


“To assuage your curiosity, the decision resulted from a conversation with his daughter.”


“Because we came to ask about the train?” Mikani guessed.


“Precisely. Nobody else has asked why, Inspector. Only how we can stop it. But as a good investigator knows, one must often answer the former before the latter can be unlocked. And as for sending experts, who do you suppose would be more qualified? While there are professors of such esoteric matters, they’re unlikely to survive the hazards of the voyage, let alone be forged of metal strong enough to enforce a solution.”


“That’s encouraging,” Mikani muttered.


Ritsuko mentally mapped the journey. It would take several days by ship, followed by land travel. It was all a bit mysterious for her tastes. What could she and Mikani do that the local authorities couldn’t manage? True, her partner had quite a gift, but the Architect couldn’t know about her own. Unless Miss Wright told him… In that case, it was possible Olrik thought that their combined abilities offered some unique advantage.


Mr. Argyle produced a couple of documents unfamiliar to her. “The Council has issued you special commissions, giving you an extraordinary level of authority in House territories. You need to be discreet.” Mr. Argyle looked at her partner pointedly as he said this. “Local authorities will not impede your investigation, but they’re only obligated to aid you insofar as it doesn’t damage their own interests.” He hesitated a moment before continuing. “The Council couldn’t agree how to handle what’s happening in the Winter Isle. In particular, House Skarsgard refused outside interference with their mining affairs, and House Aevar’s suggestion of a military expedition nearly sparked a melee in the Halls of Law. To keep the peace, Lord Olrik suggested a fact-finding mission by agents without House affiliations.” He gestured at them both. “You two are the best we can do. Further aid from the Council is curtailed under the circumstances.”


She had questions, and by his expression, so did Mikani, but before either of them could get started, Argyle stood with economical grace. “I bid you both good luck… and good day.”


* * *


Mikani breathed deeply of the briny air and sneezed. Hells and Winter. I thought I was done with this place when I was transferred to Central. His years as a rookie hunting down smugglers on the East Docks had left him with some good memories and a sound knowledge of the area. They’d also left him with a couple of dozen scars and a severe aversion to the open sea. He looked around the street, looking for a weathered signpost.


“The Marlin Hook. Not fancy, but their beer’s good, and it’s run by a retired constabulary sergeant.” Beckoning to Ritsuko, he led the way down. “If we’re lucky, we might even be able to book passage there.”


“I suspect you have a bar for every occasion,” his partner muttered.


“You’re ever the optimist.”


The tavern was much as he remembered it: rough and filled with sailors. Dangerous men stared as they went, some bearing House insignia on their skin. He shouldered through the crowd, checking over one shoulder to make sure Ritsuko was keeping up. Mikani dropped a handful of copper on the counter and signaled the barman to bring them a couple of beers. He didn’t recognize anyone, but that wasn’t surprising, considering it had been years since he’d patrolled the area.


Ritsuko was scanning the room. If he knew her, she had already cataloged the exits, what items could potentially be used as weapons, which patrons were armed, and which of them had drunk enough to be belligerent. She settled on a stool nearby, pressing toward the counter to keep from being shoved from behind.


“Any of these gentlemen captain their own ships?” she asked, as the bartender carried over two frothy mugs of ale.


The bartender snorted as he set down their glasses. “There’s not been a gentleman in here since the place opened up, I’d wager, lass. But Riley there’s lord and master of the Gift of Albion.” He nodded toward a loud, stocky man in the far corner, telling a joke to an assorted group of sailors and prostitutes. “And young Girish over there just inherited his old man’s steamer last month. There’s probably a couple of small-timers scattered around somewhere, if you’re looking for a sloop or a short trip to the Southern Isles.” He headed off to the other side of the bar to deal with another customer.


Mikani studied the two men the barkeep had pointed out. “Riley, was it? Smuggler, I’d wager a month’s pay. Probably has a small, fast ship and knows all the best routes. But I’m not sure he’d take vouchers. We could try Girish, long as you don’t mind cramped quarters.” He lifted his mug. “After our drinks, anyway. They look like they’re sticking around for a while. So.” He turned his full attention to Ritsuko. “Guess we’re taking a paid vacation to the lovely, barren Winter Isle.”


“Do you think we can do anything up there?” she asked.


Without waiting for a reply, she downed half of her ale. She didn’t look like a woman who could hold her liquor, but she didn’t choke or splutter. He considered the question. “Hell if I know, partner. But even I’m not about to refuse the Architect.”


“I’d be happier about the mission if I felt sure we could make a difference. It seems like we’re deserting in the city’s time of need.”


Mikani sighed. I feel the same way. “House politics complicate everything. I suspect Olrik thinks we’re the best he can do under the circumstances.”


“That’s comforting.”


They finished their drinks in silence, then Mikani led the way over to Girish’s table. The other man glanced up with an expectant, slightly impatient expression. “Can I help you?”


“We need passage to Northport, have vouchers from the Council, which means you can probably pad the bill.” Mikani grinned, figuring that would strike the right note.


To his surprise, the captain laughed. “Good luck with that, mate. You won’t find a berth on any ship heading north, not even for ten barrels of the Council’s gold.”
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