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Chapter One
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As I sidled into the Ruelka Effervescent Theatre, looking for a familiar face and trying to keep my beaming to a dull brilliance, I began to think I might be an excellent thief of magical jewels. If only Enid was here to share this triumph with me.

I can’t wait to tell my sisters, I thought as I passed from the lobby into the back of the theatre. Lights fluttered wildly within the space, and my sinuses bristled against the singed scent weighing the air.

My first stop after reaching Ruelka’s Effervescent District, the neighborhood around the theatre, had been the local ensorceller’s residence where Cleo lived. However, a note pinned to the door had proclaimed the ensorceller would be working at the theatre all day, which had made more sense when I reached Effervescent Avenue and read the poster outside the theatre. 

A Knife Upon the Battlements, the already notorious musical by Francis Doray and Felicity Lough, was scheduled to premiere there in six days, by which time the Effervescent’s latest “up-to-date and scintillating!” refurbishments would be completed. 

Demonstrating that work, the theatre’s mage panels outlined the building’s skeleton as they shifted patchily between emitting golden day and silver night magic. 

“Hold!” boomed a tired voice from one of the people seated in the front row. Another of them put their head in their hands. 

The piano stationed downstage right silenced at the command. The two dozen or so people in rehearsal wear on stage ceased their choreography with the easy abruptness of people who had been stopping and starting all day. They were arranged around and atop a large set piece painted to look like a stone wall, soaring upwards into a crenelated platform.

“From the top again,” the tired voice continued, “and please, everyone, watch out for the battlements!”

“If you’re not too busy watching out for the murderer.” A soft mutter from one of the people seated about halfway up the house caught my attention. I turned to see a woman hunched over a closely-written list, eyes flicking back and forth to the stage as she spoke. A pincushion bristled on her wrist.

Without noticing me in the aisle, the speaker’s companion gasped. “You got a letter too?!” At the answering nod this received, she cast a furtive gaze around herself, then leaned in to hiss, “It says they know ‘what I did’ and —”

Before I could hear anything more of that bizarre conversation, I spotted a figure descending from the balcony, surrounded by the whirling, aubergine-colored light of a descent spell. I hurried toward where I judged they would land. 

“Cleo!” I said, loud enough for her to hear as the music kicked off again on stage. She was never going to expect it would be me instead of one of my sisters who’d finally managed to steal the Duchess of Adona’s enchanted ring. Maybe Cleo would send them word of how impressed she was before I even got home and they’d finally forgive me for the costume party incident—

“Ah!” said a voice I’d never heard before as the figure reached the ground and resolved into that of a man I’d never seen before. His smile was beleaguered, and his arms were full of mage panels. “Cleo has left this posting—” the stack of panels tipped sideways, sending him careening toward the nearest seats before he righted himself. I reached for the most precipitous-looking panel and rebalanced it atop the stack. Between us we got the whole heap set down on one of the plush theatre seats.

“Thank you. I’m Hector Yoxley, resident ensorceller for Ruelka’s Effervescent District,” he said, which was when his earlier statement sunk in. 

“Where is Cleo?” I asked carefully, hoping to hide my burgeoning panic and its accompanying headache.

My family and Cleo had a longstanding arrangement. We bring her the magical jewels we’ve stolen, and she removes their magic, which she’s able to put back into the ensorcellers’ general magic supply to help keep people’s mage panels working, which does a whole lot more good than a fancy accessory. Besides, most people we steal from get the boost of notoriety, and it’s not like that sort doesn’t usually have other baubles cluttering up their homes. This way at least the magic helps people. 

“She left for another posting, I’m afraid I don’t know where.” His face bore the strain of an answer he’d already given many people. “I assure you my credentials are sufficient for tending to this neighborhood’s magical needs. However,” he tilted his head toward the stage, where the actors were paused once more and trading dubious looks with one another, “the current restorations here are meant to be done before Battlements open in six days, so unless you have an emergency—”

“Nope!” My fingers instinctively curled to tap Enid’s wing in our signal for run, and when they touched only empty air my nerves spiked even further. “Cleo is an old friend I hoped to see while I was in town, so I’ll get out of your way. Sorry for the interruption!” I whirled to head back toward the lobby. The piano struck up the number again at full tempo, only to be interrupted by another shout of “hold!” as I reached the doors.

Where was Cleo? I managed nearly all of my family’s correspondence back in Adona, and I would never have overlooked a message from her. Unless, I realized grimly, she’d sent messages to one or both of my sisters elsewhere, and no one had bothered cluing me in. Which was annoyingly likely.

This was only the latest in a string of bad luck I’d been plagued with since setting out to retrieve the Duchess’ ring. Apparently, it was foolish of me to think Enid leaving might be the end of it. 

That particular wound was still fresh. Just as we’d reached Ruelka about an hour ago, and I began looking for Cleo’s house, the distinctive weird warbling of prose birds had filled the sky, though I hadn’t been able to spot any. Enid had stared fiercely upward, puffed out her wings, and then launched herself into the air, picking up speed until she disappeared behind the roofs of Ruelka.

My chest squeezed at the memory. It wasn’t like Enid and I had agreed to travel together until the end of time, but... we’d been a team, I thought we’d been friends. Until she’d flown away.

The door leading back onto the street opened just before I reached it, revealing a woman starkly illuminated by the sunlight, holding a heavy suitcase which she raised to block my way. I paused, unsure. She looked familiar —

“So glad I found you.” 

I hadn’t placed her yet, but I very distinctly didn’t like whatever I saw in her eyes. 

“Now I just need to track down the other two, and I’ll have the full set.”

Abandoning politeness, I pushed past her. She let me by, but then said, “Sybil Brusilon, responsible for stealing an emerald circlet that could boil water. Lydie Brusilon, responsible for stealing a garnet bracelet that could quench fires. Both of whom happened to be near the Ducal palace during a recent costume party.”

Each word was quiet but might as well have been a knife thrown at me. 

I paused. A crashing sound and several yells echoed from inside the theatre. 

“Oh,” she asked with false surprise, “do you have a moment to listen?”

I missed Enid even more. She was always willing to annoy and potentially harm humans who got in our way.

I faced the stranger, channeling my distress into an attempt at confidence.

“You’re going to give me back the Duchess’ enchanted ring,” she said, eyes landing on the silver necklace chain just visible where my shirt didn’t cover it, from the end of which hung that very ring.

She might know the truth about my sisters and I, but if her main goal was harming us she would have done it already. She obviously wanted more than a piece of jewelry rumored to have the power of seeing through all deceit. Who was she? I frantically tried to place her while also concealing the fact that I had no idea what to do.

“Was there something you needed?” Hector Yoxley the ensorceller was back, looking between the woman and I as he shifted the now even-larger stack of mage panels in his arms. A bulging messenger bag was slung across his shoulders. 

“Not at all,” she said with a friendly grin. “I merely wanted to introduce myself, before my associate and I begin our work here.”

Associate? My headache spread further through my skull, as it did all too frequently when I was anxious. And then I suddenly pictured a blue mailbox, in front of a house a few streets away from the one I shared with my sisters, and I realized who this person was.

“My name is Renata Bruson, of Bruson Lairs in Adona, and this is Joan Brusilon, an expert in enchanted objects.” The look she gave me was laden with her knowledge about my sisters, and I was too anxious to do anything but wrench my head briefly up and down in a semblance of a nod.

The Brusons lived close enough that our similar last names meant we received lots of their mail, and vice versa. This was one of several reasons why any correspondence from people like Cleo, who knew what we really did, was always coded. As the one always home, and often the only one home, I was the one who took care of tasks like returning wayward mail.

But before I could figure out if any of this knowledge helped me, Renata’s hand shot toward my neck and she curled her fingers under my necklace, dragging the ring out from under my shirt.

“Ah,” she exclaimed, “objects like this one! Thank you so much for picking that up for me.” 

Every muscle in my body went rigid as she turned to Yoxley. “I’ve been trying to find just this kind of bauble for a certain client for ages now! Just the thing for anchoring little spells on one’s person. Trust Joan to find one mere days after I mention it to her.” Her grip on the chain tightened. “Want to unclasp it? I don’t want you to have to worry about it any longer.”

I met her eyes, furious at her undoing all the hard work I’d put into acquiring this thing. But she knew as well as I did that making a fuss in front of this ensorceller wasn’t an option unless I wanted to give myself, and therefore my sisters, away.

Jaw clenched, I unclasped the necklace. The moment she felt the chain loosen, she yanked it away and tucked it into the inner pocket of her coat, eyes flaring bright with triumph.

“I wish you’d said so before,” Yoxley said hesitantly as if hoping to break the tension, “it’s always nice to meet fellow mages. I’ve got to get back to my workshop, but I’m hosting a party tonight for the show’s creative team and company, as well as a few friends of the production. Everyone’s been so tense, and they all need a distraction from that nightmare of a set piece. Why don’t the two of you join us? I’m a few streets that way,” he gestured with the stack of panels, “the building with the bells on top, you can’t miss it.” 

“We’d love to!” Renata enthused, waving cheerfully as he nodded at us before heading off down the street, weaving from side to side as he struggled not to drop the panels. 

Several staff members emerged from the theatre, carrying posters which they began applying to the front of the building. They were illustrated with the same set piece I’d seen onstage, along with various figures reaching toward one another. Or possibly toward their dreams. I didn’t know the show’s plot, but I knew I didn’t need the theatre’s staff hearing whatever this conversation was about to be. Fortunately, as far as I could tell, none of the coverage of the Duchess’ stolen jewels had included any pictures of me, and though Enid was rather distinctive, she was gone. I hadn’t expected trouble in Ruelka.

Then again, I’d thought I would arrive here with Enid, impress Cleo, turn over the ring, and head home to Adona. If only the rest of the world could be bothered to follow my plan.

I glanced upward, struck by the sensation the theatre’s awning was about to cave in and trap me any moment now. “Why don’t we—”

“Stroll?” Renata offered, with a thin veneer of good humor over calculation. 

“Uh huh.” 

I let nervous energy propel me down the sidewalk. Large hats in a panoply of bright shades shielded the faces of most of the passersby, but that wouldn’t keep them from hearing what we talked about. 

Nothing in this part of Ruelka was far from the sea. One end of the road the theatre was on, Effervescent Avenue, led directly to the beach. The scent of saltwater suffused the air, mingling with the sweet perfume of the vining plants crisscrossing the facades of many of the buildings. Some ways down the shore loomed the Ruelkan palace, perched on a bit of upward-rising land so that it looked simultaneously like it was watching over the city and hovering uncertainly.

Had I actually thought everything would go so smoothly? Or had I been unwilling to admit to myself that I would need help from Cleo, and maybe also from my sisters, the way I always did? I shoved those thoughts away in favor of the person in front of me. 

“What do you want?” The light breeze of earlier had died, leaving the air to press closely on my already-aching head. “I don’t remember becoming an expert in enchanted items, so the odds of me giving away whatever you’re trying to pull are really high if you don’t clue me in.” 

Renata continued, “I’m the third daughter of my family. The one the Duchess’s curse coordinator deemed the correct champion to retrieve her stolen jewels.”

“Ah,” I said faintly. No wonder she didn’t like me. Among the numerous pieces of incorrectly delivered mail had been the Duchess’ summons to take on the quest. A summons which I had chosen to answer myself.

I would like to add that this opportunity for substitution was hardly the sole flaw in the Duchess’ plan to get her jewels back. Enid was meant to be one of the helpful animals I met along the way. Not that I’m not endlessly grateful for my feathered partner in crime, but I suspect the Duchess wasn’t interested in helping me show up my sisters. 

“I didn’t know you’d left on my curse quest until I went to deliver one of your letters and ran into your neighbor Liza, who told me all about your ‘vacation’.”

A flare of guilt reminded me our house might still be empty, since neither of my sisters ever bothered letting me know their travel plans. No, I reminded myself, let them see how they like being uninformed for a change. Besides, I’d asked Liza to collect any mail that arrived for us. Ugh, which meant she could tell Renata I was out of town...

“Well,” Renata continued, “I realized at once what had happened, and was so annoyed with you I forgot to return the letter I was holding. Turned out with that letter and the help of some... contacts, it didn’t take long to finally piece together who you three really are.”

I wracked my brain for everything I knew about her family, but we’d barely interacted beyond vague “thanks for returning our mail!” waves on both our parts. Magazines, I thought, almost everything I’d had to return to them had been magazines. Home decoration magazines.

That was it! But... how did a small furniture restoration company have that kind of contacts?

“So it seems the Duchess found you eventually,” I said, desperate to appear like I still had some kind of control over this situation.

“After you stole her enchanted ring.” 

I didn’t answer, attempting to channel my sister Sybil at her most stoic. It was outrageously annoying when she did it during an argument and made me look like the unreasonable one. But somehow Renata didn’t seem as affected. Maybe I needed practice. 

“So now you’re here to, what? Scold me? Because that’s not the way to ensure I return any more of your mail in future.” 

“The Duchess is fed up with you,” Renata said crisply as we reached the end of the road and the beginning of the paths covering the first part of the beach. For some reason, a walkway of green-tinged wooden planks was laid atop the uneven sands, giving the impression of the city reaching tentacles out toward the ocean. A multitude of lightweight fabric structures were set up as temporary storefronts. From one nearby, a small brazier emitted the smoky-sweet scent of grilled vegetables and seafood. It might have made me hungry if my stomach hadn’t been involved in a nerve-inspired dance that made the bits of Battlements’ choreography I’d seen look simple. 

“Therefore,” she continued, “when I offered to do what somehow none of her staff had managed thus far and track you and the ring down, she both accepted and offered me the full force of her resources. So far, I haven’t shared with her what I know about you and your family.” 

“How did you find me?” I needed to stall, to give myself time to think of a way out of this before whatever those “resources” were got involved. 

“Let’s just say I’ve been suspicious of you three for a while. You’re not the only ones getting someone else’s mail by mistake. Then once I saw the piece in Cursechaser Weekly, I knew I was right.” She scoffed. “Funnily enough, you can’t impersonate a well-known curse caster at a magic workers’ convention, steal a magical necklace, be caught, and then escape with the help of a flock of prose birds without a few people noticing.”

I grinned despite myself. I really had been something in Mirrowill. But reality crashed back all too soon.

We’d already reached the end of the path we were on, now confronted by a large sign bearing an admonitory “X” over an illustration of waves. I looked around, seeing that oddly enough, none of the paths extended much further onto the beach than ours did. 

A song bird swooped downward very close to Renata’s face, singing with all the force of its little avian heart as it flew toward the recipient of the message attached to its leg and Renata flailed in its direction.

She tossed her head as if insisting we forget about the bird encounter, “Do you think the Duchess doesn’t realize you ‘rescued’ her ring from Eglantine Hopcyn, only to take off with it on your own? She’s livid. By the end of the day, she’ll have her guards at the train station and the roads out of the city, in case you slip past me, but I eventually convinced her to let me try retrieving it on my own. Lower the odds of publicizing how wrong things went in the first place. So, I’d much rather you hear me out than run. Where are you staying? I’ll need to keep an eye on you.” There was no cruelty in her face, only the satisfied sense that she knew she was going to get everything she wanted. 

The worst part was, I didn’t know how to prevent exactly that. Cleo wasn’t here. My sisters weren’t here. Enid wasn’t here. I didn’t know what Ruelka meant for me if I was only me.

And Renata knew more than enough to hurt us all. Badly.

“I do hope to present the Duchess with the ring, which will probably staunch her ire enough that she won’t mind my not being able to capture you.”

“Because you’re kindhearted enough to let my sisters and I continue on as we have?” I asked, resigned already to not liking whatever was about to come next.

“No.” She stilled, facing me. “Because you and your sisters are thieves. So, if you want the Duchess to leave you, and them, alone for good, you’re going to steal something for me.” 
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Chapter Two
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“I keep having this dream where the battlements run me over. I’ve barely slept for days, and I’m not even in the number!”

I gave what I hoped was an understanding nod to the third person that night who’d complained to me about A Knife Upon the Battlements’ big Act Two number, the one I’d seen them rehearsing earlier that day.

“If we can’t get the battlements on stage in time, the whole number’s doomed! The audience will never have a good view of us all without the levels the set gives us, and it’ll get confusing with how many people are singing.” Another person chimed in as she filled a plate with shellfish and bread from the long refreshment table near us. “Besides, it’s right there in the title!” 

The first person frowned. “If they’d be willing to change the title, we could scrap the whole thing.”

“Can’t.” Enormous dismay accompanied the second person’s dipping of a piece of bread into creamy, tarragon-scented dip. “Bad enough we made the printers wait until we were sure Lenora was coming back before the programs could go to print. We ask them for any more changes...” the bread crunched between her teeth, “mm! Whoever this ensorceller is, he knows how to cater.” 

“Change the title!” A woman whirled around from where she’d been pouring herself a drink from one of several pitchers on the table. Drops of peach-colored liquid splashed onto her hands as her eyes widened with indignation. “The title references the most dramatic moment of the show! All the characters are threatened by the sharp edges of emotion and actual weapons alike as they survey the castle from the wall tops!” Her eyes closed in brief artistic rapture before they snapped back open. “We are not changing the title. Would you have our characters declaim their devotion and determination and dread atop a staircase, and let everyone think we can’t do anything more than mimic Staircase of Sorcery?” She reached to grab the elbow of a man with his back to us, whose head bent near in agitated conference before he started with alarm. “Change the title?!”

“It would be infinitely less complicated!” 

The argument, combined with the hearty sips everyone was taking from their drinks, thankfully meant they didn’t notice when I drifted away from them. 

Though I was still thoroughly unsettled by Enid’s absence and Renata having the ring, my anxiety had at least receded enough that I felt hungry for the first time that day. I didn’t want to miss the chance to eat, especially when the spread here looked so delicious. I took contented bites of something consisting of dough wrapped around savory cheese and berries, which was almost tasty enough to make me forget what a disaster this day had turned out to be. It didn’t, but I decided I still needed another one. Hector might not have been Cleo, but he knew how to feed a crowd. The long table was topped with platters of fish and shellfish, along with still-warm breads scented with rosemary and lavender and delicate flakes of pepper. Small bowls held a variety of whirled dips streaked with herbs and spices. There were also varying preparations of the same fruit, which a small sign declared was “chime pear, Ruelkan delicacy” which had a pale pinkish-orange rind and purple-red flesh with faint gold tints to it. It was sliced raw and drizzled with honey and salt, or layered with fish, or wrapped around cheese or chocolate. The scalloped platters were inlaid with slender pieces of panel material, maintaining each dish’s ideal temperature even though hot foods sat beside cold ones.

Renata, who hadn’t let me out of her sight since we’d gotten here, looked as comfortable as could be a few steps away, laughing at another guest’s comment, though her frivolity sounded forced. You had to convince people they liked you, not force them. The circle of people around her glanced at each other, as if they weren’t quite unhappy at her presence but also not sure they wanted her there. 

I’d never been here before, since my sisters refused to let me do anything involving leaving Adona, but the room didn’t give the impression of being newly redecorated. Healthy-looking potted plants, including several I now recognized as chime pears, turned the windowsills into small patches of wilderness, their tendrils intertwining as if in alliance. 

I didn’t understand the magical process Cleo used to extract the jewels’ magic, or what was involved. Had Hector Yoxley arrived and found something in one of these rooms that gave her away, or that at least raised odd questions? He’d claimed he didn’t know where she was, but maybe that was ensorceller code for “She’s being punished and you’ll never hear from her again.” 

I tried to remind myself that whatever caused Cleo to not be here was not my fault. Almost certainly. But even so, I needed to make sure she was all right, and help her if she wasn’t. My composure was fraying, and the party’s chatter roared in my ears. 

“I need some air,” I said, heading for the balcony before Renata could stop me.

Only to discover someone was already enjoying its view of the ocean. A petite woman with thick red curls held a half-full plate of food in one hand, its contents wavering precipitously as with her other hand she reached toward the song bird perched on the balcony’s railing, the animal’s bright eyes locked on her. The woman sang a few soft lines of music, and in response the bird stuck out its leg, letting her retrieve the message tied there. 

“Watch out!” I moved forward, grabbing for the plate.

She looked at me, surprised, then grabbed the plate herself. “Oh! Thank you.” She blinked, clearly working out the chances of balancing the plate on the railing before looking back to me. “I’m sorry, would you mind?”

Bemused, I took the plate from her. 

She unrolled the message and scanned it quickly, all the while plucking morsels of fish from the plate to feed to the very contented-looking bird. Mumbling to herself, she drew a pen from her pocket and wrote on the back of the message before rolling it up again and attaching it to the song bird’s leg, then gifted one more piece of fish. The bird wiggled happily, but didn’t fly away yet. 

With a wry grin the woman sang again, and the bird echoed back the melody as it took off, quickly lost among the sky’s fading light.

I focused on the view of the ocean and the city’s curving shore. Swells of water were limned with the purple and red of sunset until they almost resembled the fruit on the table. I tried to breathe through the pain in my head. Renata was dragging me along in her own tide, and I didn’t know how to get out. There had to be a way to get around her, but until I found it all I could do was play along. 

The woman watched the song bird fly for a moment, letting out a breath as if reminding herself she couldn’t join it, and took the plate back from me. “Thanks. I’ve got an outrageous amount to do, but I didn’t want the ensorceller to feel unwelcome here. I’ll have to hope the local song birds don’t realize how limited my musical repertoire is before the party! Even that wouldn’t be so bad if it wasn’t for all these theatrical types angling to—” She grinned, able to laugh at herself despite how harried she was, and a flush rose on her pale skin. “Sorry. I’m Irina, Royal Curse Coordinator of Ruelka.” 

“Joan,” I said, remembering that no matter how nice someone here seemed, I still had to lie to them. “Enchanted objects expert.” To distract her from examining that statement, I asked “What party are you putting together?” 

“The engagement party of Princess Elodie of Ruelka and her beloved, Imogen.” An affectionate warmth entered her voice. “The two of them recently returned from the engagement curse I commissioned. I hired Perdita Morain, do you know her?”

Given I’d once masqueraded as Morain at the Mirrowill Magic Workers Convention, I settled for a simple nod. 

“She did wonderful work. There was this whole thing with keys, that had to be found in different ovens? Once Elodie gathered all of them—” Irina flapped a hand. “Sorry. I’m sure you could use a break from work as much as I could.” She glanced at her plate and forked some chime pear into her mouth, staring contemplatively outwards. “Well, I should track down our host, I haven’t actually seen him yet tonight.”

I grinned politely, relieved I’d have the balcony to myself. “Nice meeting you.” 

But as she reached the door leading inside, a familiar tune trilled nearby. The song bird had returned. Irina sighed but simultaneously looked relieved, muttered “At least someone’s paying attention” and returned to the railing. The ritual of singing and feeding the bird recommenced. Biting back my aggravation, I nodded to her and drifted back inside. At least someone had propped the balcony door open, letting a breeze into the room. Renata noticed me before I could avoid her. 

“How was the air?” she asked without bothering to wait for my response, eyes already scanning the rest of the guests. “Ah!” She raised a hand to wave, grinning brightly. “Clarence!” her voice arced directly toward the tall man who’d just entered and was speaking with Hector as he removed his coat. 

Hector himself wore a dark blue suit that gave the impression of being a costume, not quite comfortable despite being well-tailored. Even as he greeted the latest arrival, his eyes were flicking around the room, almost like he was waiting for something to go wrong. One of the mage panels set in the wall near him dimmed, struggling to change from day magic to night magic as the sun set, and Hector reached out to smack it discreetly. 

Renata muttered, “Told you he’d be here,” as she took off toward the newcomer, dragging me by my elbow alongside her. As we got closer I heard Hector ask “While you’re here, shall we set up a time for me to come by for that panel inspection?”

The newcomer folded his coat neatly in half and shoved it at Hector, who took it immediately. “Your obsession with this procedure is not endearing.”

“I told you,” I hissed to Renata, “this was a bad idea.” 

“Shall I tell the Duchess things instead?”

#
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“You can’t just point me toward a person and say ‘steal’ unless you’re awfully unconcerned with what I bring back to you,” I’d told Renata earlier that day. 

She had refused to give me any more details until I brought her to where I was staying and acquired an extra room for her. I hadn’t been sure if this was because the streets were getting busier as the morning progressed and she didn’t want to be overheard, or because she was tired of dragging around her suitcase, but either way she’d refused to budge on this point. I had plenty of my own need for secrecy, but that didn’t change how upset I was with her. I’d worked so hard, and here she’d waltzed in and made me feel more anxious than my sisters ever had. She could destroy everything my family had worked for, and it would all be my fault. And if she’d been able to figure out the truth about my sisters and I, who was to say she hadn’t tracked down our parents as well?

So, I spent the whole walk back to the boardinghouse making quiet guesses under my breath of what it was she might want me to steal for her. I really thought that after she confirmed it wasn’t the crown of the Ruelkan throne, and it wasn’t any of the pieces of art from the theatre’s lobby, and it also wasn’t the bells visible atop the building where the local ensorceller, who used to be Cleo, lived, she might have snapped and told me the truth to shut me up. But no luck. 

Sasha, who ran the small boardinghouse I’d found a brief walk from the ensorceller’s building, had been pleasantly surprised to learn that I would be extending my intended one night stay indefinitely, and that my newly arrived colleague desired her own room. I didn’t forget to add that my associate would be paying both of our bills, because I certainly didn’t have enough money with me to pay for us both for who knew how long. I tried hinting that Renata should take the room at the other end of the hall, rather than the one across from mine, but I quailed at the look Renata gave me, then immediately felt annoyed with myself for quailing. 

“Aha!” Sasha said as a small bronze key floated through the open window behind her desk and came to hover in front of her. “I do ask you all to turn these in when you leave... not my fault if they’re startled when they get far enough away and the key throws itself out of your pocket, and I will not pay your tailoring bill,” she said this with good nature, but also the sense it had been an issue in the past. She shook her head, returning the key to its spot on the wall behind her desk. It was a match for the key she’d given me when I’d arranged my room earlier that morning, panel material gleaming along its spine. 

She plucked another key off the wall and handed it to Renata. “You’ll be in room five. This will lock your door, and let you into the house if I’ve already locked up for the night and you get back late, but it’s attuned to the house. You leave the city with it, it’ll fling itself right back here.” 

I’d headed for my own room, hoping for a moment to myself when I could finally think, but Renata gestured sharply for me to follow her. She put down her suitcase, rolled out her wrists, and locked the door behind me. I glanced at the window. We were only two stories up here, but jumping out would draw too much attention and if I somehow survived uninjured, I’d still be stuck getting through whatever guards were lurking about waiting for me to try escaping Ruelka. 

I stifled a growl of frustration, not wanting Renata to hear. Even if I could evade the Duchess’ guards, Renata would still have the ring, meaning all my work to prove myself to my sisters would be for nothing, and we would still have to worry about Renata revealing what we were up to. All I would have proved was that my sisters had been right about me all along.

I missed Enid. 

“Do you not care what I steal, long as this person’s inconvenienced?” My patience was fraying. “Can I get rid of you by bringing back all this person’s curtains and spoons? If so, point me at the address and it’ll be curtains and spoons galore before you know it.”

She frowned, her annoyance tempered by the fact I was right. “You’re going to steal from a lair broker here in Ruelka. His name is Clarence Henslowne—”

I made a noise of mock disdain. “Not even I can steal an entire lair by myself. If you’ll allow me to put together a team—”

“He has,” her steely tone suggested she didn’t find me funny, “somewhere in his long, and from what I hear rather acrimony-inducing career, acquired a set of magical objects my family has been seeking. I’ve already reached out to him, as a representative of a lair firm based in Adona. I’ve represented myself as hoping to study these objects, so that I may create replicas to furnish my own lair properties.”

“With your favorite magical object expert at your side?” 

She nodded.

“He’s going to notice my utter lack of expertise. Though maybe not before he notices your lack of a firm? Not that I’m sure your family aren’t the best furniture restorers in Adona. I admit, my sister once purchased a very nice wardrobe from you.” 

“Well, you’re going to have to convince him otherwise, aren’t you? He believes we’re a newer firm, that’s why he hasn’t heard of us. Plus, Adona’s a bit out of his way. The fake stationary I wrote to him on seemed to do the trick.” 

“What are these objects you want?” 

She smiled. “A set of enchanted furniture.” 

“A set of enchanted furniture,” I repeated disbelievingly. “I really underestimated why you wanted all those home decoration magazines. When you say ‘set’...” 

“One desk, one couch, and three chairs.” 

I gaped. “Do you have to have all of them?”

“If you’re not up to it, I’m sure we can work out a furniture-to-sister exchange rate.” Before I could even attempt to formulate a response, she continued, “He’s got a reputation for keeping himself involved in local theatrical goings-on, so he’ll be at that ensorceller’s party tonight. What better place to introduce ourselves?” 

#
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“...and that’s the story of the most loquacious witch!”

My voice cracked on the last note, not for the first time since I’d stepped out onto my room’s small balcony to sing as loudly as I dared in the hopes a song bird might hear it but Renata might not. 

I was not a singer, nor was I a person who had a lot of songs memorized. As I was wondering if it was worth pushing my already-taxed throat and memory through a third attempt, a song bird winged downward toward me, providing a much more tonally accurate rendering of the closing number from The Most Loquacious Witch than I’d offered. 

I scrambled in my bag, finding a crumpled brochure from the Mirrowill Magic Workers’ Convention. There was a small empty space beneath an advertisement for waxing-moon horse fodder. 

I’d hoped to reunite with my sisters and tell them the whole story at once, ending in my astounding triumph where they had both failed. I couldn’t send this message without letting them know where I was, but annoyingly I couldn’t see a way around that. I was worried about Cleo, and I was worried about what this meant for my sisters. I also didn’t know what they’d heard about what I’d been up to, but the size of the paper forced me to restrict myself. 

In Ruelka. Cleo isn’t. Her replacement’s not helpful. Did you know she was leaving her post here? 

It would hardly have been the first time my sisters left me out of things. 
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At the sight of my newly acquired colleague, Clarence Henslowne the lair broker made the sort of expression that might as easily have been a frown as a smile. Yet he looked positively tranquil next to Hector, who took my and Renata’s arrival as an excuse to dart back into the party’s fray, scanning the guests as if waiting to attend on them, though I noticed he never actually approached anyone. What was he watching for? He was so agitated I wondered why he’d thrown this event, and his pale complexion was blotchy as if he was feeling feverish. Judging by the amount of food and alcohol disappearing from the refreshment tables, however, it seemed A Knife Upon the Battlements’ cast and creative team had been as badly in need of time to unwind as he’d predicted. 

If past experience was anything to go by, anxiety would kick in soon and twist my stomach until right after we left, leaving me ravenous without anything close to eat. Unfortunately, the dress Renata had lent me to wear to this event came with neither pockets nor an accompanying bag into which I could have stashed snacks for later. 

“So good to finally meet you in person! I’m Renata Bruson, of Bruson Lairs.” She proffered a small card, as I marveled at the extents of stationary she’d gone to for the sake of this deception. Most such cards could be tested to confirm the identity of the person carrying it. I once more wondered about these “contacts” who’d helped Renata find me. “And this is Joan, the enchanted items expert I told you about.” She gave me an unsubtle look. 

“I’m honored you acceded to our request to view your collection.” I parroted one of the lines Renata had fed me earlier, annoyed at her for introducing me. Now Clarence knew what I looked like, which invalidated several of the stratagems I might have used otherwise to get my hands on his enchanted furniture.

I did still have an ice transformation, the one I’d used to masquerade as curse caster Perdita Morain at the Mirrowill Magic Workers’ Convention. Pretty much the only part of this escapade that hadn’t gone weirdly awry was that between the general hubbub of the event and the uncertainty of the locals as to what they should do with me when I was unmasked, no one had bothered questioning the ring I wore on my finger, rotated so its central moonstone and smaller surrounding jewels were less noticeable. Not that the ring’s “truth sensing powers” were any realer than my Morain disguise had been. I’d told a quantity of lies in the time since acquiring the thing, and nothing had happened.

En route to Ruelka, I’d purchased a simple silver chain on which I’d stung the ring. Having it around my neck felt safer than on my hand — though of course I was now kicking myself for not anticipating the sort of infuriatingly straightforward trick Renata had used to take it from me.

In theory, I could use the ice transformation to change my appearance again, as it had the capacity to absorb a portion of someone’s magic and generate a disguise for the one wielding it. However, my first and only successful usage had been due to sheer luck, and the transformation had broken not long after. If Cleo had still been here, I’d been hoping she could help me repair it, restore the vessel’s power, and give me a new temporary disguise, which would’ve made getting home a lot easier. 

Instead, I was at a party, wearing a dress that did not fit comfortably around my shoulders. Renata had decreed that nothing in my minimal selection of clothing was appropriate for this event and that I should borrow an outfit from her. While we were similar heights, the rest of our measurements didn’t match enough to share clothes comfortably. 

Faced with the man whose magical furniture I was apparently going to steal and lacking better immediate options, I matched his austere expression with my own, hoping to temper some of Renata’s enthusiasm. And trying desperately to remember that as much as she knew about me and my sisters, she needed me to get what she wanted. Assuming her longing for this furniture was stronger than her longing for revenge. 

Renata’s elbow jabbed into my side. Apparently, I was supposed to talk again. In a way it was like having Enid around, except for the fact that Enid the prose bird who might balk at murder was actually pleasant. 

“I’ve spoken with many mages who’ve been very happy with the lairs you’ve sold them,” I said to Clarence, trying to stay aloof. “We appreciate your willingness to make time for us.”

He nodded minutely, though I thought the flattery landed as intended. “I’d certainly be grateful for your connections in Adona and environs. It never hurts to expand one’s circle of magical acquaintance. Though I’ve already been so busy in these parts, perhaps expanding any further would be too much.” The humility was a concession to those he saw as lesser beings. He didn’t for a moment believe anything was too much for him. I smiled to cover my ire. 

“I’m sure your expertise will be indispensable.” I gratefully accepted a cocktail from Hector, who was circulating with a full tray of them and looking even more flushed. “Might we arrange a time for us to begin examining the items in question? She’d love to begin making sketches, and I’ll need some time to examine the spells.” 

“Furnish your lair like the curse casters of old!” Renata declared, raising her hands like she was performing the button to a musical number. “We’re hoping to appeal to the curse caster who likes a vintage touch to their magic working. With how phenomenally popular curse musicals have become, I think we’ll be seeing more casters looking to curses of yore for inspiration.”

Clarence and I shared a look as Renata turned to respond to someone nearby who’d asked her a question. Good. Stealing from him would be a lot easier if he trusted at least one of us, though how I was supposed to move five pieces of furniture I had no idea. 

“Don’t mind her,” I murmured, “enthused, yes, but she’s very good at her, uh, lair work.” 

His eyes cut to her dubiously. “Perhaps, in the next few days—”

“Excuse me, everyone?” Hector’s voice suddenly filled the room, drawing everyone’s attention to where he stood before one of the open windows. The faint sea breezes acting on his hair and collar made him look even more agitated. He held a glass of pale violet crystal, matching the ones the rest of us held. 

I didn’t want to listen to speeches. I wanted to get this furniture, somehow, and get myself out of Ruelka. And find Enid. And make sure Cleo was all right. And impress my sisters. 

Argh. 

I fumed to myself as a still-flushed Hector repeated his entreaty and the conversational roar diminished. Get the Duchess’ magic ring, get the ring to Cleo here, go home to Adona and gloat until my sisters finally admitted I shouldn’t always have to be the one who stayed home and kept up the front of our family’s book business. There were going to be changes in how the three of us did things!

It had been such a good plan too. I figured once I returned with the ring, it would be easy to explain away its magic being drained. I’d been practicing my rendition of “Oh no, you mean I wasn’t the intended curse quester after all? What a terrible misunderstanding, and here I was so excited about the quest! The mix-up must be what depleted the jewel’s magic!” Until, of course, it became clear to me that there wasn’t the smallest bit of magic contained with the damn bauble.

“Thank you all for attending tonight,” Hector continued, his eyes moving around the room as if pinning everyone’s attention to himself. Glasses raised in preparation for the toast obviously looming. “I would first like to salute the talented and indefatigable team behind A Knife Upon the Battlements, for surviving all you have to get to this point. May the opening night be a success!”

“Assuming you’ve finished the renovations...” a guest joked before trailing off, as everyone around them cringed. 

“The renovations will be completed,” Hector said, with a mock affront that gave the others the excuse of humor to get through the awkwardness, though most of them neither laughed nor looked convinced. He raised his glass again, as I realized with horror he was looking directly at Renata and myself. “To my fellow magic workers who’ve newly joined us here in Ruelka, and who I hope plan to purchase tickets!” The laughter that greeted this had a distinctly serious edge to it.

Glasses were propelled upward, and silence briefly reigned as everyone sipped. I hadn’t tasted my drink yet and now found it tasted of peaches, with a hint of a savory, rosemary-like flavor as well. As I lowered my glass I discovered Hector’s distress had increased.

Suddenly the door into the room burst open, revealing one of the women I’d overheard earlier that day, pincushion still on her wrist. Every face turned to her, and then she said, “I just got a second letter from that horrible person saying they’ve poisoned me!”
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Chapter Three
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One of the actors gave a high-pitched laugh that quickly faltered out into a vague puff of air.

I glanced at Renata, who gave a small shake of her head in response to my unspoken question. Raising my voice to be heard over the mingled gasps, shrills, and splutters of outrage, I asked the newcomer, who I took to be a costumer, “What do these letters say?”

“You can read mine!” She placed it in my hands, then crossed her arms in front of herself and looked at me expectantly.

It was a plain piece of good-quality stationary, lacking in anything to identify who it came from. Atop the creases left from the paper having been folded into fourths, the writer had used a clear hand that applied equal pressure to every line and curve. I read aloud,

I know the terrible thing you’ve done. I also know it will be nearly impossible to prove. So, I have taken the initiative of poisoning you. The substance I’ve used will kill you within seven days. I can but hope your demise will help to mitigate the damage you’ve already caused. Rest assured, you will experience no symptoms until the poison takes you, save those inspired by your conscience.

I looked up, finding that for the first time since she’d upended my entire life, my own uncertainty was reflected in Renata’s face. I might have felt triumphant, if I hadn’t been surrounded by people concerned about being poisoned.
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