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      Frida was upset.

      She sat on the bench in the kitchen at Vasily’s eating house, in between the pans, and the whisks and forks and the bowls with beaten eggs and the cut vegetables.

      Her tail was bushed up like the type of brush that one uses to clean bottles and she held it straight up in the air. She wriggled her pink nose at Perrin, making squeaking noises.

      “Out of the way, Inspector!”

      One of the kitchen hands walked around Perrin, carrying a stack of metal bowls, which he plonked on the table with an unnecessarily loud clang. Frida, who sat a mere arm’s length away, jumped.

      The young man gave Perrin a sideways look to show that he was not happy, just as most of the people in the kitchen had not been happy to have Perrin there, prying into their business.

      But being a magic inspector was his job, and figuring out why Frida was unhappy, well, that was another job.

      To be honest, Frida had been upset for most of the day. She didn’t come to inspections so often any more, and might be upset at the rude fact that she had to do some work. She might be upset about having to leave her brood behind, even if they were old enough to look after themselves now.

      She might be hungry. She might simply be unused to being in noisy kitchens, and might have encountered a mouse or a rat to scare her off. She was probably also unimpressed by the establishment owner’s dog that barked incessantly in the courtyard.

      Or, alternatively, there might be magic in the kitchen. Because that was usually the reason magic sniffers were upset.

      In any case, Perrin had to make a decision about it.

      Normally, when the magic sniffer detected magic, it would sit on top of the offending item, and Perrin would confiscate the item to take back to the Bureau for testing.

      He would request the documents that went with the import of this item, because magical items were always imported.

      But Frida just sat on the table, looking very much upset, and everybody in the kitchen was upset about him being in the kitchen, and being in their way.

      All the while playing the game that, because this was also one of the town’s most classy establishments, they didn’t import illegal magic, and should be above scrutiny.

      “Are you done, Inspector?” asked a deep male voice behind Perrin.

      It was the inn’s owner Vasily himself, a broad-shouldered man barely short enough to still fall outside the giant category and classify as human. He held his arms crossed over his chest. The arm that faced Perrin bore coloured tattoos depicting fat ears of grain, big carrots, grapes, pumpkins and various types of fruit. The other arm displayed an octopus with its head on his hand and tentacles reaching along his arm to disappear under the short sleeves of his shirt.

      Perrin had to look up to him to meet his eyes.

      “Almost finished,” he said. “Just checking my magic sniffer here… It seems she has picked up something unusual.”

      “What’s… unusual?”

      “I can’t pinpoint it. It could be⁠—”

      “We are a respected establishment.” The expression on his face hardened.

      “Of course.” These inn owners all said that, especially businesses like this one. “But because my magic sniffer has picked up something unusual, I need to⁠—”

      “And we’re also extremely busy. We don’t have time to watch and give explanations while you scour through the entire pantry. We are the major kitchen contracted for organising the food for Lady Nitasana’s wedding to Som Pedoro’s son.”

      Yes, Perrin knew that, and it was even why he was here. During these large society events, many people from the realms visited the city. And since there were no other realms outside Tamba where there was no magic, all those visitors and their trinkets, their luggage, their gifts and any animals or food—or wedding presents—they brought were likely to be magical.

      On top of that, cooks working for the hosting party were always keen to show off their skills. That was precisely when they might be tempted to use magic ingredients or utensils to create something dazzling to impress their guests.

      They would hope to get it past the inspectors, who had to hold up the council’s laws.

      People from all over knew magic was illegal here. It made Tamba safe for all. It diminished the opportunities for deceit and cheating. While also lowering the chance that anyone would have to hop back to their accommodation after having been turned into a frog.

      Some distrustful people even made a habit of holding all their events in Tamba.

      And the ability to put on nice, safe events had turned into a booming business for the town that the mayor and council were eager not to lose because of a lapse in vigilance.

      That was where Perrin came in.

      Vasily counted on his fingers. “I need to make the soup, and need to finish the cake, then I need to start preparing the hams, and sweet sauces, and then we need to take delivery of the fresh fruit and vegetables, cut and wash all of them and make the sauces and roast the meat…”

      “I still have to do my work,” Perrin said.

      “And we have to do ours.”

      A young man in white with a cook’s hat walked past, carrying a bowl of dough.

      He wanted to put his bowl down on the table, but stopped and cursed. “Why is there a rat on the table?”

      “That’s Frida. My magic sniffer,” Perrin said.

      Frida hissed at the man as his hand came closer to her.

      “Whoa. And it’s even got attitude.”

      “Frida is quite placid.”

      The man held his hand closer to her, and she hissed again, standing on her hind legs and hitting out with her front legs.

      He laughed awkwardly and stepped back. “I don’t see anything placid.”

      Magic sniffers didn’t usually grumble at people, but for some reason, Frida really disliked the baker. Must be an unusual smell or a sound inaudible to human ears. Perrin didn’t understand what was going on. She was supposed to react to magical objects, not people.

      Under Vasily’s suspicious eye, he took his note pad out of his pocket and wrote a few words about Frida’s odd behaviour.

      Walking over the table top and Cannot see why she is upset.

      He had never experienced this before, but he could also not act on it in any way, because there was no clear item that caused her to behave like this. Having finished with the notebook, he slipped it back into his pocket.

      Vasily was still watching.

      He picked up the cage with his other magic sniffer still inside in his half of the cage and set it on the table. Coco, one of his young magic sniffers and a son of Frida’s, did the usual magic sniffer thing: hide in the straw.

      He opened the door to Frida’s half, but she had no interest in going inside. Perrin had to pick her up and work her into the cage, where she scurried under the straw, her tail still bunched up.

      What was wrong with her?

      The baker grabbed a cloth to wipe down the surface, glaring at Perrin.

      “Is there any item in the kitchen that you have imported recently?” Perrin asked Vasily.

      Vasily laughed. “Imported? For a major event? How about all of them? This backward town doesn’t produce anything useful. Which item are you talking about? You’ll need to be a bit more specific. There are a lot of things in this kitchen. They’re all imported.”

      “Something seems to have upset the magic sniffer. She is behaving oddly.”

      “Shouldn’t the creature be sitting on the thing that’s causing it to behave oddly?”

      He clearly had experience with how the detection of magic usually unfolded. Perrin would have to look into Vasily’s history with the Bureau to find out why that was.

      “In theory, yes. But since she isn’t doing that, I’m asking you if you use any recently imported items, like, within the past month?”

      The man snorted. “Of course we do. Who doesn’t? Let me know which item you want to look at, and I’ll have a look for you later.”

      “This needs to be done before the wedding.”

      Vasily spread his hands in a theatrical gesture. “Where am I going to find the time for that?”

      “I don’t particularly care. You’re operating under Tamba’s rules and by signing your business certificate, you’ve agreed to adhere to those rules. The business certificate is a legal document that states that we can—and will—inspect and demand proof of provenance of any item on your business premises.”

      “Hmph. You will have to ask the person who does our ordering.”

      “Can I talk to this person?”

      “When we’re as busy as this, we don’t keep people in the kitchen that don’t need to be here. He does the ordering in the morning, and we come in later to do the cooking. Those two things don’t go together very well.”

      “Can I arrange a different time to visit, then?” Perrin said.

      “Yes, but it will have to be after the wedding. We are much too busy before that time.”

      “I’m afraid that’s not really acceptable. The council requires that we inspect everything before the event and sign off on it.”

      “Tell me what you have found, then!” Vasily spread his hands. His face was red. He had spoken loud enough for some staff to stop working.

      “I need to investigate first.”

      “Is this issue serious enough to turn our guests into frogs?”

      “I don’t know yet.”

      He sighed. “Why can’t you sign off now? We have no magic in here.” He looked harassed and irritated.

      “The magic sniffer seems to think otherwise. I would like to arrange a further inspection at a time that it’s not so busy, so that my animals can inspect this place without being disturbed or distracted.” He cast a glance at the door into the courtyard, where the dog was still barking.

      Vasily laughed loudly. Several people in the kitchen looked around at him.

      “You’re not very demanding, are you?”

      Perrin was going to answer that, but he realised that the man was joking. His face was red. His forehead was sweaty, and he had smears of flour and other substances all over his apron.

      “You truly have no quiet time available?”

      “No! Not now. We’re cooking for four hundred people and are completely run off our feet. We have every moment of the next days planned out, day and night. We have supply issues with the bakery. They’re being vague and playing hard to get. But if they don’t bring the order of bread rolls we’ve put in, then…” He spread his hands. “I’ll have to change the menu so that it doesn’t include soup. Soup is an easy entrée. It means I’ll have to make something else at the last minute. Something that will take me more time to make. If you want to do any further inspections, you will either have to do it while we’re all running around here or after the wedding. When you come before, I also can’t guarantee that there will be somebody to speak to you about the origin of the items in the kitchen. My staff don’t know. My staff don’t have the time to look at it right now. We can deal with it after the wedding.”

      And because Perrin couldn’t offer him any more information, he was forced to leave. He walked through the kitchen, looking at the piles of things being prepared.

      The society wedding of the year. Indeed.
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      As soon as Perrin left the establishment, Frida calmed down and behaved normally. Her tail hairs flattened. Her coat became smooth and shiny again, and she curled up in the straw in the bottom of the cage to go to sleep.

      “Well, it’s very handy for you to do that,” he muttered to her while walking down the street. “You’re being most unhelpful.”

      Congratulations, he had finally become one of those old inspectors who talked to his magic sniffers.

      It was Perrin’s conclusion that definitely something at the venue had upset her. And that he would be forced to go back once he wrote up his report, no matter how much Vasily and his staff didn’t want him to. They could be hiding something deliberately, or they genuinely didn’t know.

      Few business owners liked it when he came to pry in their kitchens and store rooms, and after working as a magic inspector for a year and a half, Perrin was used to it. Sort of. Vasily’s aggressive appearance might be a result of the pressure of the event, but that, and his impressive size, made Perrin nervous.

      Anyway, he was glad to be out of that kitchen.

      It was still a bit early to knock off for the day, but there was also not enough time to visit the next venue on his list—Som Pedoro’s bakery—today, so Perrin went back to the Bureau’s office, anyway.

      The large room on the top floor where the inspectors had their desks was still fairly quiet, with only a couple of inspectors having returned from their inspections.

      Perrin put down his cage on his desk and went to the shelf with the large books where they recorded their findings every day, thinking about how he was going to phrase his report.

      There clearly was something magical going on in the kitchens, but without clear behaviour on Frida’s part, it was impossible to pinpoint what it was. And likely Vasily knew exactly, was trying to hide it and played dumb when Perrin asked about it.

      Talking about Vasily, he remembered he intended to look up the kitchen’s report history at the Bureau. He went back to the shelves to collect another book. It was a thick red volume with a bookmark stuck between the pages nearly at the end.

      The label on the cover said that this report book started a bit over two years ago, so that went to show how much magic the Bureau’s inspectors uncovered. They’d almost had to start another book.

      He pulled the index sheet out of the front of the book, and found that Vasily’s establishment featured in no less than five magic reports in the time period covered by the book. He checked out the relevant pages for each of those reports.

      An inspector had found a bag of magic nuts inside a much larger shipment of goods. The nuts were ordered by the venue, but the colleague who had done that inspection judged that the venue owners and manager genuinely weren’t aware magic was involved.

      The inspector had confiscated the nuts, and then when another inspector had come back two weeks later, they’d found more magic, caused by the fact that one of the nuts had rolled under the bench. Unfortunately—or fortunately, depending on your point of view—any further investigation had to be dropped because the magic sniffer had eaten the nut.

      Another time, the Bureau’s inspector had found cupcakes imbued with magic which Vasily had bought from a bakery which had made them—unwittingly—with golden quail eggs. Those eggs were far more expensive than regular ones, so it seemed someone had mixed up the deliveries.

      Perrin remembered that. There had been a lot of businesses affected by that. Even Dorella’s tea shop had earned the first magic report for years.

      Nothing in the reports from Vasily’s business made him extra suspicious. There were businesses with far more reports in the book for far more serious reasons.

      It was just that…

      When important events were on, Tamba’s kitchens were always stressed and tried to put their best foot forward with the most spectacular dishes. They imported ingredients and didn’t always know where those came from, and more often than not hoped that no one would notice and they could present the wonderful menu with a sprinkling of magic that no one pretended to notice.

      And now that it was one of their own—bakery owner Som Pedoro’s son Cato—marrying Lady Nitasana from the well-off old-money Tellano family, they would try their very best.

      Except their very best was likely to involve illegal magic, whether the importers, or the bakers, or the kitchen hands, knew about it or not.

      The magic inspectors of the Bureau of Magic Abuse had the unenviable task of rooting out that magic, because not all of it was as harmless as a few magic sprinkles on a cake.

      Magic illusions could hide weapons or other contraband. Or they could hide poisons or magic spells designed to create chaos, or worse, to kill a rival.

      And the problem was that while each magic realm had their own magic and own rules, the city of Tamba linked them all and therefore all types of magic worked in Tamba.

      Perrin was so deep in thought that he didn’t notice that his colleague Regis had come back. While most of the Bureau’s inspectors were quite young, Regis was another mature employee, who had worked as an inspector far longer than Perrin had.

      “I heard that you were the poor guy who got to inspect Vasily’s kitchens for the wedding,” he said to Perrin.

      “Yes. It looks like they’re pulling out all the stops. A lot of mayhem going on in that kitchen.”

      “I’ve heard it say that Lady Nitasana’s family are going all out because they want to be in the good books of the citizens, especially the food providers.”

      “Hey, any idea on why these two are getting married, and they are getting married so suddenly?” another colleague by the name of Daron asked.

      Regis laughed. “Well, you know what they say about sudden, unexplained weddings, don’t you?”

      They all laughed.

      Daron was a serious young guy, and he didn’t give up. “But I mean, genuinely. We can joke about it, but nobody could deny that this is a very unusual couple, and there doesn’t seem to be a clear way how they got to know each other, and why even her parents are so keen on them getting married. I mean, he’s well below her station.”

      “Oh, well, I don’t know about that,” a young inspector Kai said. “Lady Nitasana likes to pretend she’s something, and blast nastiness at people when they challenge her, but in the end, they’re still a farming family.”

      “But they’re a very rich one,” Daron said. “Rich enough to leave the farming to their managers and live in town themselves.”

      “And make life miserable for their servants,” Kai said. “I heard that Lady Cara Tellano had the housekeeper hang the curtains four times because each time she wasn’t happy with the fabric and she would yell at the poor woman, even if the lady herself chose the fabric. And did you hear about the one where she returned bread to the bakery for being too crunchy. And when they went to the neighbour’s son’s wedding, she left the flower girl in tears because she said she looked plain.”

      Perrin said, “Why repeat those nasty rumours? Have you heard any real evidence about any trouble with the family?”

      Kai turned to him, his cheeks red. “Well, that’s terrible behaviour.”

      “If it’s true, and it may well be, but many people we investigate behave appallingly, but that’s not necessarily punishable. And none of it is ours to judge.”

      “Maybe not, but you only have to think about it. Why would a noble family allow their daughter to be married to a baker, of all things, a baker’s son, even. He doesn’t even own the business yet, and hasn’t built up a name for himself.”

      Regis said, “The Pedoro family is quite well off. They’ve had that business for years. It’s always done quite well because they’re good.”

      “But still, you know what I mean. These are not two families to mix.”

      Another inspector chimed in. “Can’t you see? Lady Nitasana’s family wants to get into the business of selling food. They own lots of farmland, so they can sell their own produce and grow what people want.”

      “No, they’ll grow what makes the most money,” Perrin said. “I know people like that.” He’d had plenty of experience in his previous life.

      Regis nodded. “That, too.”

      Perrin continued, “They’re getting married because they’re both families very keen on improving their income and influence. Next thing, they’ll be employing all our city’s youth in their bakeries and eating houses. And they want to put on the most lavish and luxurious wedding to impress people.”

      Kai snorted. “Just poor us having to inspect everything.”

      “Well, I managed to get an invitation,” Regis said.

      Kai’s eyes went wide. “What? You have to be kidding.”

      “No, half the town is invited.”

      “Not this half.” The inspector further down the room who said that almost sounded indignant.

      “I expect to be working there,” Perrin said. “Which means I will attend anyway. I’ll just be paid for it. The way things are going, I expect most of you to be working as well.”

      Several people groaned. It was very difficult to get out of these types of shifts, because they were usually rostered at times when the Bureau was really busy and didn’t have the spare capacity.

      “I don’t want to work,” Regis said. “Then you don’t get to try all the food. It is said to be amazing. The bakery is making an amazing cake.”

      “Too much food makes you fat.“

      In fact, Perrin did feel that if it came to pass that he was on duty, and was not allowed to eat any of the food, he would be sorry, because Pedoro’s bakery was genuinely very good, and the baker was sure to pull out all the stops for the wedding of his son. And Vasily, the head of the Cooks and Bakeries Guild, was sure to do everything to make a good impression with the rest of the menu.

      Even if eating too much also made you fat.

      And if there was likely to be the odd magical ingredient or two.

      He sat down at his desk and wrote his report, but he still hadn’t quite decided how much he would say about Frida’s behaviour. He did want to try to go back, but he was certain that Vasily would not appreciate his return. It was not so much that the man had behaved suspiciously, it was that Frida was a very good magic sniffer, and she was experienced. So if Frida had noticed anything strange, she was unlikely to be wrong.

      He wrote down a couple of generic comments about it being very busy, and having to wait for the right people, and he said that he would go back for another inspection at a different time.

      Then he put the book back, and picked up the case with the magic sniffers.

      By the time he was on his way out, most of the inspectors had come in, and then he noticed that a desk across the room was empty.

      Where was Verbena? He hadn’t seen her at all today.
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      No one in the office had seen Verbena that day. In fact, when Perrin asked about it, no one had seen her the previous day, either. And he had been so insanely busy he hadn’t noticed.

      Perrin should ask Inspector Carbin, but a look through the window into her office revealed that she was in a meeting with some people from the council, likely also to be about this wedding.

      Verbena would have notified Inspector Carbin of her absence, likely because she was sick. Verbena was much too thin and lived in a run down and musty apartment above an inn in the harbourside district with her sister and her sister’s seven children. In Perrin’s limited experience, children always had snotty noses and tended to pass their diseases onto the adults who lived with them.

      But he still didn’t feel good about not having made sure Verbena was all right over all of the past two days.

      He’d better go and check.

      So on his way home, he walked through the harbour district, past the busy inns with drunken patrons already spilling out over the street. They were mostly sailors, having arrived on ships that came in from the realms. Apart from being a place with no magic, Tamba was well-known for its local breweries, popular with visitors and locals alike.

      The only time Perrin would normally come in the harbour district was during the day, when these establishments were quiet, and the innkeeper and the staff would be busy getting ready for the night and would be unhappy about his visit with his magic sniffers.

      At this time of the day, it was quickly becoming busy. As yet, the crowds were still well behaved, sitting at tables with mugs of beer and plates of food.

      Perrin knew where Verbena lived, on the top floor of a building above an inn called The Horny Seahorse.

      That just about said it all.

      It was a large inn on a street corner a block back from the quay.

      Its interior was well-used, fast approaching that point where upgrades no longer became a matter for the owner’s budget, but became a matter of patron safety in all kinds of wonderful ways.

      Oil lights glowed in the dining room, showing what would be affectionately known as a “meat market” corner. Its soft faded red velvet cushioned chairs were still empty, but someone had already placed a tray with a couple of glasses on the table.

      In a little while, a handful of pretty ladies would sit in those chairs and any man could put the right amount of cash on the table and the lady of his choice would lead him off to the rooms at the back of the establishment.

      As far as Perrin understood, Verbena’s sister worked in this corner of the floor of the drinking room at night, selling herself to the parade of sailors and other lewd characters who came through the establishment.

      Places like these were a weak spot in the Bureau’s coverage.

      Inspectors did visit, but magic in beer or wine was easy to hide, because magic sniffers were far too keen on alcohol and, yes, they got drunk.

      So all of those sailors who came from the realms still brought their magic trinkets and items of dubious and dark magic to sell, because far too many people paid good money for it in Tamba.

      And they often paid their dues in magic items, whether that be board and lodging, food, purchases of items or services like those Verbena’s sister provided. And those exchanges resulted in magic items being traded, or sometimes magic halfling children being born to women from Tamba like Verbena’s sister, who had never been married and provided for her half-magic brood by creating more of them.

      And powers higher up in the council and the Bureau had clearly decided that cleaning out these places was likely to lose the town more than it gained.

      As long as the problems stayed in the seedy harbourside communities.

      Perrin didn’t like any of this, but such was life.

      He climbed the wooden stairs that lead up to the upstairs apartment. They were old and kind of wobbly, and the planks were in dire need of some paint.

      He could hear the voices of children before he came to the small landing at the door, and when he arrived there, he noticed that the door was ajar.

      Perrin pushed open the door, and found himself looking at two young kids, a boy and a girl. He wasn’t much good at guessing ages, not having any kids himself, but he guessed these to be about four or five.

      With their slender build, large eyes and narrow faces, these were half elf or fairy children. He guessed fairy, because elves tended to keep to themselves and tended to look down on those of their kind who “consorted” with non-elves. Heaven forbid.

      The kids wore a variety of mismatched clothes and striped socks. The girl wore one blue and white and a red and white striped sock, and the boy wore a black and white and blue and white striped sock.

      The girl stared up at Perrin and said, “You come to bring news from mummy?”

      Before Perrin could answer, Verbena’s voice came out of one of the rooms off the hallway. “Daisy, dear, are you talking to the ghosts again?”

      “There is a man,” the girl said.

      “A man?” Footsteps sounded in the room, and Verbena came to the door.

      Her eyes widened when she recognised Perrin.

      “Oh, it’s you.”

      “You haven’t been at work for two days. I was just coming to look what was going on. I thought you might be sick, and I came to look if you wanted anything.”

      To be honest, Verbena didn’t look sick, so he didn’t know what else to say.

      “I’m not sick. I have to look after these guys.”

      A couple more children had come out behind her. This included a slender girl on the cusp of adolescence. This had to be the eldest one, called Clover.

      Her blond hair looked like a nest of straw that would not be misplaced in Frida’s cage. She wore a very short sleeveless dress that exposed her pale-skinned, bony shoulders and much more of her skinny legs than Perrin thought was appropriate. The dress was made from gossamer-like sheer material and the little buds that were her developing breasts pushed against the fabric. The way she leaned against the wall, her back arched and her head at an angle, observing Perrin from under long eyelashes, made his skin creep.

      That girl… was asking for trouble of an entirely inappropriate kind. And she was far too young for that.

      “What do you mean, you have to look after them? What about your sister? She is their mother.”

      From stories Verbena had told, he gathered that her sister was a half-decent mother.

      Verbena’s eyes glittered. “No one knows where my sister is. She disappeared two days ago.”

      “Disappeared?”

      “Yes, she went out in the afternoon. I wasn’t there, but Ivy said she had told them that she wouldn’t be away long. She was going shopping and meet someone briefly. When I came back from work, she wasn’t here. I looked in a few of the usual places, but I couldn’t find her. Then the men came to the door.”

      “Men?”

      “Yes. Her customers. She hadn’t turned up for her appointments with them, either.”

      A big feeling of dread came over Perrin. The disappearance of a lady of ill repute usually came with an unspoken truth. Most of the time, these women were found floating face down in the harbour, but many times they were never found at all.

      He looked at Verbena, and she looked at him. Her eyes twinkled. “I will probably have to give up my job.”

      “But you can’t. How will you afford the rent?”

      “I can help,” Clover said. Even her voice was far too sweet and seductive for her age.

      Perrin and Verbena both said, “No!” At the same time.

      Clover looked at them in mock-surprise. “But I can.”

      Verbena turned to her. “No, you can’t. Do you want to end up in the same trouble as your mother?”

      “But you just said⁠—”

      “No. We will figure something out. We will try to find her.”

      A small voice said, “Has the evil man magicked mummy away?”

      “Oh, Ash, we will find her. She will come back. I promise.”

      Verbena lifted the tiny boy onto her arm, meeting Perrin’s eyes. The worry in her face disturbed him.

      “I’m sorry, Perrin.”

      “You will absolutely not give up your work, no matter what happens. I will help you and we will sort this out.”

      “But how will I afford the rent?”

      “I will pay for it.”

      “No. I can’t ask you to do that.”

      “Then I will make it a loan, and you can pretend you’ll pay it back when you are able. I am not going to let a good inspector leave against their will.”

      Verbena looked down. She would normally protest that she could do everything herself and that she didn’t need help, but Perrin suspected that she was secretly happy for his presence.

      A tiny little girl of four or five said, “‘Bena, if someone comes, you’re supposed to ask if he wants tea.”

      Verbena chuckled. “Yes, that’s right, Azalea. Well, I’m sure we can all make tea for Perrin.”

      “Sure,” Clover said in a drawl while looking over her shoulder while going into the kitchen.

      In the kitchen, they settled around a table that was too big for the space. Clover had to push past Verbena’s chair to get to the stove.

      The other children found spots around the table, most of them looking wide-eyed at Perrin.

      Perrin asked Verbena questions about her sister.

      Had she reported her missing?

      She had, but she said the guards had laughed in her face. They hadn’t said the words why would you expect us to find a whore? but it was written on their faces.

      “Tell them that it is their duty to look after all citizens,” Perrin said to her.

      She shrugged. “We’re busy enough simply surviving. I don’t want guards to come here, or people might start asking questions. I’m not like you, Perrin.”

      “Yes, you are.”

      “No, I’m not. No one wants to listen to us, or take our side. As soon as the landlord hears about this, he’ll increase the rent and put us on the street.”

      “We will find your sister,” Perrin assured her, but in all honesty he barely knew where to start.

      Where had she gone, he asked, but Verbena didn’t know. Primrose rarely said where she went and who she met up with. It was all part of the discretion of the job, Perrin guessed.

      Who were the men who had come to the apartment because she missed her appointments?

      They were regulars, Verbena said, most of them local men who worked in the city. They’d been concerned, and Verbena didn’t recall her sister talking about anyone who might be violent.

      Did Verbena know anything about what sort of person her sister had gone out to meet?

      Verbena said she didn’t, but said her sister had let it shine through that it was about some business involvement.

      “What do you mean?” Perrin asked.

      “I don’t know much about it, but she said if she could get this deal, she wouldn’t have to work anymore.”

      “You mean, not work the inns anymore?”

      “Oh no, she hasn’t done that for a long time. Not for some years, at least. But she wouldn’t have to serve customers anymore.”

      It was kind of awkward talking about what Verbena’s sister did in the presence of the children, especially since Clover was listening. Perrin didn’t know enough about that business himself, since he was not into women and probably held many incorrect assumptions.

      “Don’t worry, Verbena. We will find her and you won’t have to give up your job or move out.”
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