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Chapter 1
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MY NAME IS SHELTON Sharpe. I've committed many deeds I regret in service to my master, Damien Rathschild. Gareth Yonge's fate is the first step I took down a dark path. People in the Trade assume I stole Gareth's job on purpose. I claim innocence of that charge. It isn't as if I even knew black magicians still existed in Ilan after the Inquisition when I first met him.

Many said I was the product of bad blood. I said I was an orphan in polite society. Though I knew I was born in a home for unwed mothers and given to the Brothers of St. Kirkton to raise in their orphanage. They educated me above my station in their academy. It's possible I still had living parents when I first met my master. Even if they hadn't been interested in raising me. I'd have liked to imagine a grand parentage for myself, but that was unlikely. It was more probable my father was a criminal, and my mother a fallen woman.

I worked lots of odd jobs before I came into Damien’s service. Ever since I graduated out of the orphanage's care I found it best to keep an open mind about what work I took on. However, my time with the brothers gave me scruples I had to overcome. My main job was at Finney’s Warehouse, but I also took on any sideline I could.

Finney claimed, “you clean up as bright as a new penny,” when I first reported to work in his warehouse. Thanks to the science of physiognomy I knew this was a slight. Though Brother Muller assured me the prejudice against ginger hair was a superstition.

Yet Finney set me up at the front desk. This was my reward for being more pleasing to look at than the other hard laborers in the warehouse. He was even willing to see me in his main office, and I acted as a buffer between him and the workers.

Since I had to take care of myself I had few qualms about the odd jobs I took on. I cardsharped or cooked books during temporary clerical work contracts. Sometimes I was a procurer but never of flesh. This is why Gareth Yonge's calling card almost got thrown out when I met him. He dared to ask me, "Have you received a shipment of human remains?"

“My condolences for your family's loss.” He was dressed in the latest fashion. I assumed he came from a respectable family that lost one of its sons overseas. Such courtesies often overrode people’s natural prejudice against my ginger hair. I knew all the courtesies required of the “well-bred” even if I was a castoff. Brother Muller, the orphanage's director, made sure of that. The lessons bored me at the time but came in handy when I dealt with Quality. It gave me access to higher quality marks once I was fending for myself.

Gareth should've let me assume he was there for a family member’s remains. I would've helped him and considered it only a routine task at my day job. However, it never occurred to him that anyone would refuse to serve him. He snorted, “My family has no dealings with savages.”

“Huh?” I asked.

Gareth studied me with a raised brow, “I take it you're a literate clerk? You look like you should be able to answer simple questions at any rate. These are the bones of an aborigine from the New World. They believe it gives them good luck and turn them into luck charms,” he sniffed.

“Oh—”

I schooled my face to remain neutral. A skill I'd mastered over teas with society cats come to inspect the results of their charitable work. I charmed a fair number of them during many a boring tea when my manners and grooming were inspected. Even if my success with younger females was as limited as my means. They were scared to be seen with me. Though they chattered non-stop with me when they were chaperoned.

It took an effort to not lip my lip curl in distaste. I doubted aborigines cared about church burials. Yet they still deserved to rest in peace without being turned into bric-à-brac. Yet I said, “There is a shipment due in from the New World next week. I can be on the lookout for you?”

He nodded and slipped a calling card and banknote in my hand. I didn't reject it. Finney didn't pay me enough to keep up appearances, and I was always on the lookout for ways to supplement my income. I couldn't see why anyone would want human remains unless they belonged to a family member. Perhaps my card playing buddies at Geoff's Tavern would know if there was an angle to this I didn’t know about?

***
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GEOFF'S TAVERN WAS my favorite watering hole. It was also my preferred office for my numerous sidelines. He had a high tolerance for rogues like me as long as we were discreet. There was a bouncer to keep out anyone who got rowdy.

“Amateur naturalists and museums like to collect the bones of ethnic peoples.” Wilbur Skelton told me when I asked questions. “I moved into that market when the Cemeteries Act messed up my resurrectionist work.”

I glanced at Wilbur. He was an established businessman even if I assumed he was in a humble trade, “I never knew you worked in a carnival?”

He guffawed. “Resurrectionists procured fresh bodies for medical students to dissect. They don't need us anymore now that they can access executed or deceased criminals' bodies.

Most of us had to retire, but I latched onto that Mummy Craze.”

Everyone else wanted me to carry on with the game rather than listen to him. I had to buy Wilbur a drink after it was over, so we could have a private talk.

“I assume you get these ethnic bones from a local source rather traveling to far off lands to procure them?”

“'Course, you don't think those mummies all come from Aegypt? The most affordable ones come from the Potter's Field.”

“I don't need a mummy. Just dry bones for a project,” I told him.

“What are you up to, Shifty?” he frowned.

“Servicing a customer with macabre tastes. He's willing to pay for the bones of a New World Aborigine.”

Wilbur grunted. “Sure you don't want a mummy? Some New World tribes in the sub–tropic region have pyramids and mummies like the Aegyptians?”

“Anything that expensive would show up on Finney's insurance listing,” I sniffed.

He frowned. “Then I figure your dry bones will do. I can wrap them up in a trade blanket with a turkey feather painted to look like an eagle feather for two pounds. For an extra five shillings I will put them in an aged pine box.”

“That’s good to know,” I said.

My scruples always came upon me in unexpected ways and times. I still believed everyone deserved a proper church burial on consecrated ground. However, I'd see if Gareth would pay me enough money to overcome them. This looked to be a harmless way to raise extra funds.

***
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I INVITED GARETH TO meet me at Geoff’s the next night. It took a while for him to arrive, so I played a game of solitaire until he came to my table.

“They’re good for more than gambling you know,” he told me when he took a seat across from me.

I didn’t understand what he was talking about. Someone I knew once mentioned picking a lock with them. I didn't think this would be a good thing to bring up to a mark just then. My looks already made people assume I was disreputable, and it took an effort to overcome that. Physiognomy was considered a science back then. Few people had the time to study it but people thought your looks were a sign of your character. I fit the cliché of the red-headed bastard child. Worse yet people were even superstitious about the shade of red. The thinness of my build gave a ferrety cast to my face. Some people found the slyness of ferrets cute and amusing, others were on guard against them. “What else could you do with them?” I asked.

I didn’t care but letting people talk helped me pick up cues I could use later and might even endear me to them.

“They’re good for divination,” he said

“Divination?” I asked, confused.

“For foretelling the future,” he said, as if I were some slow-witted simpleton.

“You mean like tarot?” I asked.

“You know of tarotology?” he asked me with a raised eyebrow.

“I saw a woman draw cards at a fair once for a penny a reading.”

“I’ll give you one for free,” he said.

“Don’t you need a special deck for that?” I asked.

“There are decks made for tarot, but a regular deck will do.”

Gareth took the deck from me, shuffled it, and spread it out in a weird pattern along the table. He tapped a card in the middle. “This card represents the magician. If it were upright, it would mean a wise man will enter your life.”

“What does it mean when it’s not upright? That a stupid man will enter my life?”

I regretted saying the words, fearing he’d take them as an insult, but he smiled. “No, you’ll soon come into conflict with a powerful man whose interests are opposed to yours.”

He pointed to a new card. “This card represents the tower. It symbolizes an abrupt change. Coupled with the reversed magician card I’d say a powerful, sinister man will disrupt your life.”

Seeing I was less than impressed he sighed. “You don’t believe in the power of tarot do you?”

“It’ll take more than vague guesses to convince me.”

“Typical Ilanian.” He shook his head. “Tell me, do you believe your God protects you from magic or are you too logical to believe in it?”

“I’d hate to think my education was wasted,” I said.

“You're educated?” His brows were raised.

“At the orphanage,” I told him. I don’t know why his question bothered me. I was a rogue living in the city’s underbelly. Of course, he’d assume I wasn’t educated, but I couldn’t stand being thought of as stupid. Even when it’d be easier to deal with a mark who thought I was ignorant.

“Aren’t most of Ilan’s orphanages run by your church?” Gareth asked.

“Yes.”

“Don’t you think it’s a contradiction? They teach you to respect their own mysteries. Then tell you other magics are illogical and false superstition?” he asked.

The conversation was turning deeper than I liked, but I thought it was best to humor my mark. “They never mentioned magic when we attended services. They were more interested with making us productive members of Ilan society. Regular church members who work hard at a trade, so we can pay our tithes and taxes.”

He raised his brows. Not voicing that the Church’s teachings didn’t take with me. Instead, he said, “Well, tarotology is one of the lesser arts in the Craft.”

“Reading cards is an art?” I asked.

“If done by a skilled practitioner, yes,” he said.

“Are you one?” I asked.

My question made him smile. “I’d rather devote myself to mastering other parts of the Craft. My master believes divination is a waste of time unless you have a strong talent for it.”

“Maybe you’ll feel more like gambling when you have your luck charm on hand,” I said.

“It’ll be better for cursing my opponents,” he grunted. “I want to inspect my purchase.”

“Give me time to retrieve the remains. It’s not something I carry out in the open,” I’d arranged things with Wilbur on that score.

“I give you until tomorrow.”

At least I negotiated for a time after my shift at Finney's warehouse. I hated being at Quality's beck and call, but that's how this game needed to be played.

***
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ONE OF WILBUR'S SIDELINES was an affordable funeral home. It catered to factory workers and people in service. They accepted its dingy but respectable atmosphere. He kept the lights low, so the shabbiness was less noticeable. Such gloominess was only fitting in a time of mourning.

“I want an extra pound to put on a show for you.”

“That's more than you make for a funeral,” I said.

“I have these sidelines to keep my prices affordable to them,” he said.

The funeral parlor depressed me. This was what I'd get when my life was over if I was lucky. I hoped I'd make enough to afford a decent send-off and not just this dingy place.

The casket was open to reveal a skeleton with an indigo trade blanket used as a shroud. Its arms were crossed. A turkey feather painted to look like an eagle feather was clasped in its hands.

I nodded. “I'm sure there are actual natives who wouldn't mind this.”

Wilbur grunted at this, and we waited for the mark to arrive.

Gareth's presence loud sniff alerted us to his presence. When I turned I saw he had a handkerchief held up to his nose to filter out the mustiness of the parlor. He took one look at the casket and said, “You've found a convincing replica.”

I shrugged “This is what came over.”

Wilbur cleared his throat to cover his snort.

“It's not worth as much as the original, but can still be useful,” he said as he gave me a 20 dollar note.

“This lot is to go to 101 Luxe Lane,” he muttered.

Wilbur gasped. Luxe Lane was the most exclusive neighborhood in the city of Beldon.

When Gareth walked away Wilbur muttered. “I can't believe you came up with something so quick and smooth, Shifty. He thinks you made an honest mistake, not that you were conning him.”

I looked at the note. “I still made enough to cover my time and expenses even if my profit margin is not as high as I wanted it to be. This is what I would've charged if I were paid to procure a good fake. He must be used to working with a gullible and rich mark. I wish I had his job.”
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THREE NIGHTS LATER I returned to Geoff’s Tavern. If I was superstitious, I would’ve seen the large black bird perched on the tavern’s sign as an omen. Geoff had a message for me when I came in. “There’s people looking for you,” he said, pointing to two men sitting at a table.

After I got a good look at them, I followed Geoff to the table. If I had been thinking straight, I would’ve bolted out, but I was so curious that I didn’t have the sense to be scared. I recognized Gareth but not the man beside him. It was no wonder Geoff was so eager to please the other man. Gareth was a young blade who might not have his own money while this man was Quality in his prime. No doubt he had his own funds and didn't need a generous allowance to pay bills.

This wasn’t the type of man we saw at Geoff’s, even among the well-to-do men who liked slumming. Tall, well-built and well groomed, he was the picture of a perfect gentleman. His face was chiseled. He had graying light blond hair and ice blue eyes that looked on the world with cold, clear precision. He wore black and silver jewelry. His black tailored clothes cost more money than I’d ever seen in my life.

When I was at the table, he offered me a seat. “Leave us,” he ordered Geoff. Geoff surprised me by nodding and obeying. Seeing Geoff so obedient made this whole situation unreal. Most times Geoff was friendly. Yet he wasn't so subservient, even on those occasions when he had a well-heeled customer.

“I'm Damien Rathschild. I’m here to give my apprentice an object lesson,” Damien said.

I winced at his words. Damien Rathschild didn't strike me as gullible. One look into those icy blue eyes would've scared me out of trying to fleece him. However, Quality Youth thought they were immune to consequences. The way the corners of Gareth's mouth shifted told me he'd deflected the blame for the replica onto me.

Damien did all the speaking from then on while Gareth observed.

“You sold my apprentice a replica of the remains I wanted,” he said.

I wanted to say, “I sold what came over on the freighter.” Instead, I frowned as if embarrassed, too awed by this man to come up with a good lie at the moment. Maybe Damien checked out the goods before the auction? Or could he be such an expert he could tell the difference between the real thing and a fake? I wouldn’t know what yarn to spin until he gave me more cues. It was rare when I couldn’t come up with a good lie when there was money involved. “I hope, for your sake, you haven’t squandered it already because I want it back.”

He gave me a hard glare that made me want to do whatever it took to stop him from looking at me like that. “I don’t carry that kind of money on me.”

“Do you still have it or not?” He gave me another hard look that almost forced the truth from me. My inability to come up with a fast lie convinced him he was on the right track.

“I want the notes returned immediately, or you will face harsh consequences, understand?”

Looking a mark squarely in the eye often put them at ease when I lied. It turned out to be a mistake with Damien Rathschild. I nodded “yes” to his demand. “Where is it?”

“It’s not here. I’ll show you.” I got up, and he followed me and Gareth. As soon as I was free from his gaze, I thought clearly. We exited the front door together, and as soon as we were out in the daylight I made a run for it. I dashed out into the crowd. There was a curse and a flap of wings.

I escaped and made my way into the crowd, and down a deserted alley. A large black bird perched on a nearby roof. It said in a loud human-like voice, “He’s here, Master. He’s here.” I turned around to see Damien and Gareth enter the alley.

“Good work, Tobias,” Damien said. The bird alighted on his shoulder and preened itself as it received a pat.

Knowing I was defeated I led them to the money. This time Gareth had a firm grip on my shoulder, and something sharp pointed at my back. We passed by a city watchman I was semi-friendly with. When I paused he whispered so softly that only I could hear him, “And whose side do you think he’d take?”

I knew he was right, so I used a different tactic.

Clyde likes to keep a close eye on me whenever I am close by. When he caught sight of me I ignored him as if I had not seen him. Under Clyde’s very nose I filched a silver fob from Gareth’s coat pocket. I was so quick that Gareth didn’t notice it but Clyde did.

I almost smiled when Clyde snapped, “Shifty!”

Damien and Gareth were surprised enough by Clyde’s voice to pause. Seeing Clyde come closer to us Gareth withdrew the dagger from my back and hid it out of sight. My heart lightened as I scented freedom.

“I’m sorry, sirs. Shifty’s got sticky fingers—, “Clyde said to Damien.

Clyde said to me, “Hand it over, boy.”

Gareth glared at me as I handed back the fob to him while Damien’s eyebrow was raised.

“I told you, you’re getting too old for me to shrug this kind of stuff off, Shifty. Keep this up, and I’ll have to cart you away— “

“Shifty? Hm?” Damien muttered. Seeing I was about to escape Damien stepped in and gazed straight into Clyde’s eyes, “Let us take care of him.”

Clyde blinked in confusion.

“Let us take him,” Damien said again.

I knew something wasn’t right when Clyde backed down, “Yes, sir.”

When Clyde left Damien looked at me. “You’re already in trouble for stealing from me. Why would you compound the problem by stealing another valuable from us? What were you thinking?”

Under his gaze I said, “Of getting away. I can always sweet talk my way out of trouble with Clyde but I doubt I could with you two.”

Damien blinked and frowned, “So you’re not as simple as you look. We must keep a closer eye on you.” He gave me a hard look and said, “No more tricks.”

To my surprise, I felt compelled to obey. Gareth released me as soon as we entered the boarding house where I lived. He cast a withering glance at the surroundings. The boardinghouse was clean and cheap. Its threadbare and ragged furnishings were constantly scrubbed. Occasionally Meg bought new linens and curtains as thin as gauze to spruce up the place. Her attempts to refresh the decor must've been pathetic to a man used to a sumptuous lifestyle. “Well at least you didn’t squander the money on lavish appointments,” he muttered.

I didn’t feel safe letting strangers into my room, but there was no way I could get away from them. I got the notes out of their hiding place, and they took a quick look to see it was all there. Damien counted out the five pounds I gave him. “You spent 145 pounds?”

His eyes were upon me and I broke out into laughter. He frowned as if he feared he applied too much pressure and my mind had snapped.

“A 145 pounds!” I laughed. “And they say I'm the conman! I was paid 20 pounds for the replica.”

“HE'S LYING,” Gareth snarled.

My counter-accusation didn't shock Damien. This was enough to tell me what kind of life he lived.

“I will lay a geas to see which of you is telling the truth. I want you both to put your arms out,” he said.

“Master!”

“Both of you,” Damien said as he took out a black dagger with a sharp blade out of an inner pocket.

“You will both hold out your wrists as I question you,” he said.

He grabbed my wrist first and brought the blade up, so it almost pierced my flesh. “How much money did you accept for the replica?”

“I was given 20 dollars,” I jumped when the blade bit into me.

I thought he'd be satisfied to intimidate me and hadn't expected it. Yet he let my wrist go with a cut no worse than a scratch.

“Now it's your turn,” he said to Gareth

Gareth grunted, “This is outrageous!”

“Either accept the geas or I'll assume you are guilty of embezzling from me.”

Gareth sniffed and got a similar scratch, “How much money did you pay for the replica?”

I snorted as he said, “150.”

“This blade raises cuts that flow as fast as I want and only heals when I allow it. Only the one who told the truth will heal from their cut.”

There was a warmth from my wrist as the cut burned, cauterized and scabbed before my eyes.

Blood gushed from Gareth's wound as if his wrist was hacked off. “They were right about you, you're insane!”

“And you're a bigger thief than this bottom-dweller,” Damien snorted.

He played with the knife, tilted it up and down. The edges of Gareth's cut deepened. Gareth sweated blood from his hand, but said between gritted teeth, “Kill me and my family will see you pay for it.” The blood flowed like a geyser as if the hand were amputated while Damien glared at him, “Fine be that way.”

He pressed a monogrammed handkerchief to his cut as he walked out. I thought he was a fool. Better to get his family to pay Damien if he had such powerful connexions. Threatening him with their wrath was a challenge Damien wouldn't brook.

Now there was no one to shield me from Damien Rathschild. “You owe less than he does, but I doubt you can pay me back at all,” he sniffed as he looked at my room and gripped the blade.

His attention turned to me, “You'll either pay me in blood or money for what you owe me.”

A drop of my blood flowed to the carpet, so I made a counter offer, “Let me work it off for you.”

He raised his chin and looked at me with hooded eyes. “We need to go somewhere else before I can consider your offer.”

“Sure.”

I followed him out of the boarding house. There were drops of blood in the hallway that became a trail outside the building. Damien glanced at Gareth on the street clutching the last drips of blood in his fingers and smiled. I shuddered.

“Come along,” Damien said. I didn't want to go off with him but feared a refusal would set him off. Blood dripped from the cut on my wrist when I took too long to decide, and it spurred me forward. I had to live through this moment and wait for the chance to escape later.

Damien gripped my arm, “It looks like I can use you, Shelton Sharpe. You can fill in for Gareth.”

“You mean like a temporary contract?” I was over-hopeful, but maybe he was honorable enough to see my temporary service as a way to cancel my debt.

Damien smiled at me though it was more akin to a predator baring his teeth, “If it helps you to think that, so be it.”

His attitude affected mine, “No way!”

He made a sweeping motion with his blade in the air. My scab burst on me, becoming a large gash from which warm blood flew. “You come with me, or I leave you with a souvenir of my visit. I may wait until I'm out of sight and can't be connected to you, but you will be dead by the end of the day”

I glanced at the blood on my wrist and gulped, so I followed him.

Damien made me lead him to the quickest route out of the Harrows. I showed him the quickest safe route. As it is, considering his rich dress I’m surprised that no one tried to mug us. When we reached the shopping area in the Harrows, he hailed a carriage. The driver stopped for him but almost balked when Damien gestured for me to enter the carriage too. Seeing the driver was about to protest he gave the man one of his looks, but the driver was still reluctant to let me in. Damien frowned and then glanced at a silver cross the driver wore around his neck. He handed the man a silver coin and ordered him to take us to 101 Luxe Lane.

It was late dusk when we reached the house. I hate to say it, but I was impressed with the place. The large, gray stone house was almost a mansion, and had a high cast iron fence with vicious looking spikes on top. Damien didn’t give me a chance to observe my surroundings. He let me out, and as soon as the coach disappeared he ordered the gates to open.
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