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Anyone can sing a melody, but harmonies are where the magic happens.

I’m a fantastic curse caster, and I love my work. What I do not love is when people hire me to cast a curse, lie to me, screw with my magic, and then act like I’m the one at fault.

As I studied the map of Delvadrev stretched out on my kitchen table, I could only hope this latest curse wouldn’t follow that same obnoxious pattern as some of my recent commissions. For the moment, all I could do was craft a stunning piece of magic and hope my clients realized how lucky they were.

This particular client’s desired goal was to improve the quality of their sleep. Apparently, the original owner of what was now their house had been quite paranoid. Enough to use a combination of acoustical techniques and cannily placed spells so that things said in every room of the house could be overheard within the largest bedroom, simply by standing on particular parts of the bedroom’s floor. Unsurprisingly, later owners had lacked the necessary paranoia to devote time and money to these measures’ upkeep, and they had begun breaking down. By now, my client said, it was nearly impossible to get through the night without loud interruptions from both inside and outside the house.

Fortunately for me, the Delvadrev area was full of ambient magic — it even had its own ensorceller collection station nearby — meaning I could leverage that naturally-occurring power alongside my own night magic to craft something really impressive.

The kettle shrilled and I stood to pour it out without looking away from the map, then swatted at the gathered sludge trying to twitch its way out of its basket. I’d deal with that later. Cool autumnal wind gusted through the open window, intensifying the fragrance of the dried rosemary and lavender hanging in bunches.

Steaming mug in hand, I settled back down, only to twitch as a high-pitched noise intruded on the dull, comforting sound of the winds blowing around my lair.

Now that’s strange... I’d only recently gotten the unending spooky keening to stop, and hadn’t I already dealt with that thing in the basement?

However, the sound died away quietly, and I put it down to the natural oddness surrounding any lair. It’s amazing most of them are as stable as they are, considering how much magic they experience.

As steam from my tea beaded on the tip of my nose, I shut my eyes and listened for any magical disturbances, relieved when I found none.

I refocused on the curse construct above my table, and continued the process of singing the individual notes I needed to shape it and gently nudging the thin strands of gray-silver magic that shifted in response, echoing back the notes I sang and allowing me to build chords. After a few failed tries, I finally found just the right combination of intervals for a chord that had been evading me all morning.

I grinned. This curse was going to be nifty.

Unfortunately, just as I took my first sip of the hot tea, a form winged through the open window to perch neatly on the end of the table. With its little feathered head thrown back, the song bird sang an annoyingly familiar series of notes.

Seriously, had someone made it their life’s work to teach song birds the score from The Most Loquacious Witch? 

Peeved, I sang back a few lines from Cast Aside and held out a hand for the message attached to the song bird’s leg, where a dark orange ribbon stood out starkly against its purple and silver feathers. The bird shied away from me, pecked at one of my spice jars, then repeated the phrase from Loquacious.

I glared. “You’re nowhere near as cute as you think.” I considered how long I felt like arguing with a bird, then sighed and sang, 


When a witch with a wish wanders out of the woods

there are things to remember and things to forget

for an aspect that’s so often misunderstood

is that magic can wound, it can sunder, and yet!



Puffed up smugly, the bird stuck out its leg for me to untie the ribbon, then winged upward and back out through the window before I’d even gotten it open, all while managing a parting shot of a final Loquacious phrase. 

So much for sending a reply. I unfolded the message, finding the familiar orange seal of my current sleep-deprived client.

Curse Caster Perdita Morain,

Our previously-contracted curse is no longer required. Surely you will understand why payment is not necessary. 

Sincerely,

Judith Ogierel

What? I reread the note, then stared out after the bird as if it might come back with an explanation. I did not, in fact, understand this cancellation.

While this was aggravating, it was the client’s loss, and the gain of someone on my waiting list. I frequently had to tell curse coordinators I was too booked to fulfill their curse requirements in their desired timeframe, but that I’d let them know if I had any cancellations. I never had cancellations, because no one before this fool had given up their chance at a Perdita Morain curse, but now I was extra glad I maintained my waitlist.

The waitlist was in its usual place, the second drawer of the escritoire in my library, but the list’s contents were disheartening.

That one had needed a caster by summer and we were into autumn now... I didn’t know who’d been hired for that one, but I’d heard there was already a musical about it in development...

There were no actual potential clients on the list, and even the most recent additions were from as far back as the spring. When had people stopped clamoring for my curse work?

I crumpled up the list. Well, then, this was an excellent time to deal with my to-do list.

I’ve never understood how people get through life without lists. How do they recall every necessary detail needed to be productive, and how do they replicate the particular thrill of crossing things off?

I fetched my to-do list from its place in the library and resettled myself in the kitchen, only to find that all but one of the items was already crossed off. Apparently I hadn’t noticed how much extra time I’d had on my hands recently. That was disconcerting. Well, I could get started on the remaining item, the latest batch of my allergy potion —

The floor shuddered under my feet and I grabbed onto the table to steady myself. Strands of herbs fell from where they hung and the kettle clattered obstreperously into the sink as the remains of my tea soaked into the map of Delvadrev. The spice containers that had been pinning down the map toppled off the table, and I sneezed as clouds of their seasonings filled the air.

Even before my initial wave of alarm faded, I sang three notes, building the chord linked to my lair’s protections. A construct of silver light and soft pink haze assembled itself in the air in front of me, forming a miniature, hovering image of my lair.

How...

All of my protective spells appeared undisturbed.

Another shudder and I heard a clanking from elsewhere in the lair that made me grit my teeth. I’d just gotten that hall clean after the nonsense with the porpoise prince who kept dragging seaweed everywhere. Not that he and his love, who’d dragged in plenty of sand herself, had offered to stay and help clean up, no, it was break the curse immediately and fly back home. So what if I’d written the spell to work that way. They still could have offered. 

The construct’s edges flared a dark pink as the lair’s travel spells activated. 

Anchoring myself on the counters, I dragged myself to the window and grumbled in exasperation. The murk surrounding the building bubbled and roiled, and the sludgy ground undulated in patterns that echoed the complaining groans of the building’s individual stones.

Lairs aren’t so much anchored in physical space as they are anchored in the world’s natural magic, which is what allows them to travel as fast and freely as they do.

Except I hadn’t asked the lair to move anywhere.

Nonetheless we were moving, and with nothing like the usual grace this place was capable of. The view through the windows had taken on the normal combination of real visages and map illustrations, indicating the lair was traveling. Normally, no one on the lair’s path would notice unless they were both extremely magically astute and looking specifically for me, but I didn’t know what to expect in the middle of this weirdness. I lay a hand on the nearest wall and was immediately overwhelmed by a wave of distress that coursed through my fingers into the rest of my body, making my stomach churn and my muscles ache. 

Darling lair, I’m so sorry...

I tried humming one of my lair’s favorite songs, only to grow more furious as the continuous wrenching diverted my voice from its usual near-perfect pitch. Someone was hurting my lair and when I figured out who, they were going to pay.

Pinching the construct’s outlines, I drew my hands outward. Simultaneously, I sang an arpeggio to expand my scrutiny to include the full expanse of my lair, instead of only the building I stood in.

The outermost perimeter, where the lair connected itself to the physical space of the rest of the world, was wavering...

After a final teeth-clattering wrench, the lair stilled. This was swiftly followed by a series of toppling, crashing noises throughout the halls, and I winced at the thought of how much cleaning I would have to do. According to my still-hovering construct though, the protections themselves were undamaged, as was the lair’s structure. This was because I was a hell of a lot more competent than whoever thought this an even remotely acceptable way to move any lair, much less someone’s else without their permission.

Still humming to keep the lair calm, I pulled the still-hot kettle out of the sink, hissing in pain as I got it back onto the counter. It had acquired some dents but would probably be fine. I rescued the strings of garlic bulbs and herbs that had fallen to the floor and righted the spice containers, which had contributed particles of various colors to the tea permanently staining the now-drenched map.

Picking my way through the debris in the hall into the next room, I pulled a heavy, dark purple book of maps from a shelf, wrinkling my nose at the dust pluming off it. I swear, the thing bred its own dust for the thrill of irritating my sinuses. I’d had it off the shelf just a few days before. It was daytime, meaning as a night mage I couldn’t access much magic, but for just such occasions, this book had magic permanently worked into it. I ran my fingers along the curling umber-and-crimson border surrounding the pages. Faint puffs of light rose from each corner, coalescing above the book’s spine in a whirlwind of light before finally settling on a portion of the map I hadn’t needed to reference for quite some time.

Whoever had done this had brought me to...

Eldwinoc City?

Before I could sort through the miscellany of emotions this inspired, a knock sounded at the lair’s front door.

No one should have been able to reach my lair unless they were connected to one of my curses, which at the moment was no one. But given how screwed up this day had gotten, I took pleasure in the thought of berating whoever was here. Book still in hand, I took a deep breath to support optimal excoriation, and marched to fling open the door.

“Perdita!” Sophie Timauve, member of the Curse Casters’ Perennial Council and long-time pain in my ass, smiled cheerfully and gave my shoulder a less-than-gentle push, making room for her to enter. A burst of floral perfume accompanied her, making me wrinkle my nose. “Delightful to see you.”

A woman I didn’t know stood just outside. She whispered, “Nice to meet you,” and followed in Sophie’s wake.

I gaped. “You’re... you’re the one who moved my lair?” I’d been expecting, perhaps, another caster misguided enough to try unseating me as a way to cement their own reputation. Maybe that lair broker from Ruelka, out for another doomed revenge.

Both Sophie and the stranger carried suitcases. Why were other people in my lair with suitcases?

“Hmm.” Sophie cast her eyes around the kitchen. “You work in here, do you? No workroom in this lair?”

As if she’d never been in this lair before. It had a workroom, appointed with every luxury the previous resident had felt necessary, most of which were both overpriced and superfluous.

“I prefer it in here,” I said, almost matching the false sweetness in her tone, “gives me a better view of any approaching nuisances.” More importantly, this was the heart of the lair, and I always felt better with the kettle in reach.

The stranger looked between us as if wondering whether she should take cover. Sophie smirked and smoothed back her hair, as if any of it would dare escape from the neat combs holding it in place. Flurries of golden day magic flew from her fingers and dried the spilled liquid on the table with a faint, smug hiss.

Picking up my mug, I forced myself to calmly sip the remaining tea. “If this is your way of asking for help with a casting,” I said, “I fear your failings may be beyond even my abilities to tutor you out of. I didn’t realize your position gave you license to damage other casters’ lairs and slow down their work. Or are you just playing to your strengths?”

Her eyes fluttered, letting me know I’d won the point, but her distress quickly faded. “I brought you here because the Consortium requires your assistance, and I’m sure you will be thrilled to comply.”

“Thus your polite, nondestructive arrival?” I scoffed. “Get out of my lair.” I’d already put up with enough harangues from Sophie in the years we had known each other, and I was out of patience.

“So you can get back to your overwhelming workload?” she asked brightly. “Haven’t you wondered, dear Perdita, why you’re suddenly less in demand?” 

Inadvertently, my eyes went to the note from my now ex-client, which had somehow remained untouched in the chaos. Its text seemed to scream at me.

It was one cancellation. I insisted to myself. It didn’t mean anything. 

“Because we’ve all been hearing plenty about you,” she continued with false concern. “You’ve acquired quite a reputation. Seems after that Lorzionne upset, coordinators are wary of someone who’s so difficult to work with.”

“You mean the ‘upset’ where a curse coordinator screwed with my curse to build herself a power source, with no regard for the person whose life it would destroy?” I asked through gritted teeth.

Sophie continued as if I hadn’t spoken, “And then that spell for the Countess of Hestinox, which so imperiled that talented actor!”

“Because the excuse for a lair broker who sold me this place decided to sabotage me when I told people the truth about him! If you ever bothered to read beyond the headlines of Cursechaser Weekly, you might have noticed I assisted the people who handled that situation!” 

“Not to mention,” and her tongue clicked disapprovingly, “you allowed enough of your magic to be imitated for an impersonation via ice transformation!

“If the Mirrowill organizers bothered with decent security spells,” I could hear myself fuming but I couldn’t seem to pull my feelings back, “maybe that woman wouldn’t have gotten away with it!” Even as I said it, I knew it was my weakest rebuttal yet. I still had no idea who had stolen my ice transformation and along with it the ability to masquerade as me. That spell had been expensive to craft, too. 

The satisfaction on Sophie’s face just made everything worse. “Now,” she began, “the Consortium is respected enough that if we of the Perennial Council were to publicly come out in support of you, making known these mitigating factors,” —And also leveraging their significant connections, went unsaid but clearly understood— “I suspect this trouble would alleviate rather swiftly. Now, our annual winter meeting is on the horizon, though I know you don’t normally bother gracing us with your presence. But such would be just the right time to remind everyone how committed you are to our group.”

“And how thoughtful of you all to do this for me out of sheer good will,” I interrupted.

She laughed. “I do love your sense of humor, Perdita. No matter what anyone says.” She shook back her hair with a practiced movement and declared, “The Consortium has decided the time is right to launch our own Theatrical Extravaganza, right here in Eldwinoc City this autumn! It’ll put the Coordinators’ Theatrical Festival to shame.” Grandeur practically oozed out of her pores. “Now, which rooms should Fenella,” she gestured to the still-silent stranger beside her, “and I take?”

I stared at her.

Sophie glanced from side to side, as if humoring me. “You don’t have any questers here at the moment. Surely there’s space?”

“You’re not staying in my lair.” It was an insufficient summation of my feelings, but it was all I could manage.

She laughed again. “Oh come now, you know how pricy hotels in Eldwinoc are! Besides, it’ll be so much more convenient for all of our planning, and there’s so much to organize—”

I stopped listening to her and reached for my lair’s travel spell, but found myself thwarted. As if an impenetrable shell was sunk into the earth all around my lair, fixing it in place. 

“How did you possibly—”

“With the assistance of the Perennial Council. We’re all very eager for your help!”

“What makes you think I’m the person to help you with this?” I refused to think about my lack of commissions and empty to-do list.

“Because you’re Perdita Morain!” Fenella spoke up finally, eyes alight. I took a step back, alarmed without being quite sure why. “One of the original company members of the beloved musical, The Most Loquacious Witch!”
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Fenella’s statement was enough to replace my outrage with the feeling of uncomfortable exposure. I laid a hand on the nearest counter, hoping to borrow some of the lair’s strength. My first instinct was to deny her statement, but her face shone with the fervor of a musical theatre fan who knows their trivia, so I didn’t bother trying.

“‘Opinions’ remains one of the best numbers Chalvesk and Adriostein ever put on stage, if you ask me,” she continued, undaunted. “Are you still in touch with Tracy Nossberg?”

“We’re partnering with Fenella and her contacts to produce this event,” Sophie said as she idly opened one of my cabinets to look inside.

“You can’t imagine how thrilled I was to learn you’re part of the very organization putting on this event! Ah,” Fenella made an apologetic gesture, “I ran the Mirrowill Musical Festival, you may have heard of it?” 

Numbly, I shook my head.

Fenella sighed, brow creasing. “An all-too-frequent answer, I’m afraid. Our sole glorious year wasn’t enough to generate sufficient interest in a return, despite our truly stunning production of Seven Hearts, but this is my chance to make up for that. I wish I could find one of the old festival’s banners, to add to one of the exhibits now, but I don’t know where they got to.”

“I haven’t performed since Loquacious,” I said, relieved I could still infuse acid into my voice. “If I’m the best attraction you’ve got on offer, my hopes for this event aren’t too high.” Not to mention, I had absolutely zero experience organizing events, of this or any kind. One of the reasons I love my work is because it largely allows me to work alone, aside from the assorted lovers-turned-into-animals I periodically have to put up with.

“You originated a role in the Key Premiere of one of the most popular musicals of our time.” Fenella’s voice dropped to a sanctified murmur. “You were one half of an original Chalvesk and Adriostein duet that famously stopped the show every night! You’re a piece of theatrical history!”

I couldn’t tell if that statement had been calculated to make me recall just how many years had passed since that premiere, but it definitely managed it.

She was right about Tracy and I stopping the show every night, though. I stifled a grin, determined not to give these two any encouragement.

Sophie gave Fenella a vaguely quelling look and said, “Your presence will be enough of a draw for many musical theatre...” her eyes lingered on the as-yet-undimmed Fenella before she chose her word, “enthusiasts. The publicity will be enormous and will help us to attract other talent.” She rubbed her fingers together as if they’d gotten dusty. 

“It was cleaner before you trashed the place,” I commented.

“You’re going to be the mistress of ceremonies!” Fenella exclaimed.

“I’m going to what?”

“What a time it will be,” Sophie said, “seeing you back at the Eldwinoc Virtuosic all these years after you originated your role, alongside other such luminaries.”

“Uh huh. And who, precisely, are these luminaries I’ll be sharing the stage with?” 

Sophie hesitated. “All of whom will be even more excited to participate once they learn of your involvement!”

“In other words,” I said, “you have no one.” 

Eldwinoc wasn’t visible beyond the grounds of my lair, but all the same I felt it pressing in on me, years-old memories beckoning for me to re-immerse myself in them. 

For better or worse, the frustrations of the last few months were sharper still.

My curses are the sort that make musical theatre writers dream of putting them on stage. It wasn’t a coincidence that the curse I cast for the Prince of Lorzionne gave some costumer the chance to build a showy, beautiful bird costume. But lately things had changed. In recent months, two different people had figured out how to manipulate the remnants of my curses to work their own evil magics, a thing that shouldn’t have been possible.

And while that was extremely unfortunate, it had not been my fault. My work had been flawless and would have remained so if they hadn’t screwed with it. Why couldn’t people just let me do my work and leave me alone?

However, while my longing for solitude hadn’t changed, my view of the magical situation had. The first manipulation of my magic might have been a fluke, but after the second, I had some serious conversations with the other people involved with thwarting the evil purposes my casting had been turned to. Combined with some research of my own into both recent theatrical productions and curses, I couldn’t deny it; the rampant popularity of curse musicals had, at least in part, contributed to a shift in the world’s magic, and with that shift came new dangers. Curse musicals were becoming strong enough to change reality.

“I will help you,” I said, regretting the words even as they came out of my mouth, “but here’s what I need in return.”

“The restoration of your reputation isn’t enough?”

“When we’re at the winter meeting,” I gritted my teeth, “you’re going to back me up about curse musicals. I’ll talk you through all my research, everything I know, but I need you to make them listen to me.”

Sophie gave a long-suffering sigh. “Is this more of that business you wrote us about over the summer?”

Well, there was the confirmation I’d been missing that the Perennial Council had read my letter and entirely ignored me.

“The Coordinators are already beginning to take this problem seriously,” I said, hoping it wasn’t a bluff. The last time I’d spoken with Bertrand Amtrelion — the brilliant mage who’d helped me to realize what was going on — he and his allies had been planning to present the Bureau of Curse Coordination with their findings, but I hadn’t heard anything from him yet about how that meeting had gone. I knew some individuals, both on the magical side and the theatrical side, had been convinced, but we were going to need the big magical organizations on board to have any hope of changing things. “You wouldn’t want the Casters to be seen as lagging behind, would you?”

Sophie narrowed her eyes at me. In the following silence, Fenella shifted uncomfortably, and I wondered what this conversation sounded like to her.

Finally, Sophie said, “Very well. But I’ll expect nothing less than your full commitment to our Extravaganza.”

“Fine.” 

She grinned, her enthusiasm unruffled. Then she linked an arm through mine and started dragging me toward the front door, another casual gesture of day magic further tidying up the kitchen and bringing with it another gust of floral scent.

“Please stop that,” I said. “It bothers my allergies.” My eyes were already starting to itch.

“Your mess bothers my sensibilities,” she said.

“Where are we going?” I asked, detaching myself with a warning look at her. I picked up my usual bag of supplies, a worn and shapeless thing of pale green that I’d been toting around for years. 

Near the front door I rested my hands along the wall, trying the reassure the still-unsettled lair. When I finally joined Sophie and Fenella outside, I locked the lair both magically and mundanely. No one should have been able to even reach the place, but given the course the day had taken so far I thought caution prudent. 

“To see the theatre, of course!”

“Do you remember any of the original choreography from Loquacious?” Fenella asked.

I bit my tongue and strode through the sludge.

#
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After a few minutes of walking while Sophie complained about her shoes getting ruined and Fenella asked me more questions without even waiting for answers, I noticed a shimmer hanging in the air where there had never been one before, curiously crisp against the lair’s murk. The place was designed to seem ominous and difficult to navigate, though in truth anyone who entered and walked far enough without finding the building wouldn’t ever leave the lair. Rather, they would end up going in circles until they reached it. From experience, I didn’t necessarily trust curse questers to find something as obvious as an entire building without first haring off on some courageous or romantic or plain ridiculous idea first. 

“We’ve wasted enough time already,” Sophie said, noticing I’d slowed. 

I paused, squinting. Along the top of the shimmer was the suggestion of an arch. “What did you do?”

“This will simplify everything for the Extravaganza’s staff and guests.”

Her words chilled me. “They will not be staying in my lair.” Their presence was not going to help the lair, not to mention me, calm down.

“No, no,” she chided, impatiently gesturing for me to walk through the shimmering space. “Only Fenella and I are staying with you.”

Wasn’t that reassuring.

The space beneath the arch was alternately hot and cold as we progressed through a brief passage, soon taking on the sort of humidity that indicates incoming rain. I couldn’t fix my eyes on the space around us and refused to give Sophie the satisfaction of looking bewildered, like some sort of lovestruck quester encountering their first travel spell. Nevertheless, I was startled by this spell that was unlike anything I had encountered before. I strove to pick out the sounds underlaying the magic but couldn’t latch on to any sense of what had been created here.

When we emerged, it was to the sight of a sumptuous garden, buzzing with bees and redolent of lavender, ending in a balcony jutting out from an imposingly tall building. Instinctively I turned to my left but found the benches had been replaced by newer ones since the last time I’d been here. The two gardeners near the other end moved with the quickness of people hoping to finish their tasks before the rain promised by the masses of greying clouds looming above. I heard one of them mutter “frog weather” and couldn’t help but grin.

For the first time since The Most Loquacious Witch, I was back at the Eldwinoc Virtuosic Theatre.

The force of what Sophie had done suddenly hit me with all the force of an actor realizing they’ve missed their entrance. It put an end to my happy memories. “You brought a lair this deep into a city? And I suppose you’ll let me be the one to take the complaints from locals?” Not that I wouldn’t have understood their aggravation. I, too, found it obnoxious when people introduced large magical workings into my life without asking me first. 

“There won’t be complaints,” Sophie said.

So much for that tactic.

Annoyed with myself even as I did it but too curious to resist, I studied the arch we’d come through. Pieces of mage panel were worked into its curves, the magic-storing material emanating a faint haze of both golden day magic and silver night magic. The empty space below the arch was shrouded by a translucent piece of pearly gray fabric, but I could see well enough beyond it to tell there was no part of my lair in sight. All it framed was the facade of the restaurant next to the theatre, which had received a new coat of paint since I’d been here last but, even after all this time, still bore the same sign proclaiming it to be “Vera’s Virtuosic Tavern.”

“The arch itself is anchoring and containing your entire lair,” Sophie said, with the kind of casualness that demands the listener be impressed.

The worst part? I was impressed. Not that I’d tell Sophie that. 

Even I normally just let my lair create new space for itself wherever I wanted to go, rather than condensing it as the arch’s magic seemed to have done, and I had more than earned my reputation as a highly skilled curse caster.

At least before various peoples’ evil schemes started getting in my way.

But that, I reminded myself as I struggled to maintain a thoroughly unimpressed expression, was why I was doing this.

“This way.” Sophie took off without looking back to see if Fenella and I followed. Fenella, unsurprisingly, fell into perfect step beside me. 

“Is it very different from the last time you were here?” Fenella asked, breathing in deeply as if she took as much joy from the plants as the bees did. “I can only imagine, opening night in such a beautiful setting, the orchestra striking up the overture’s first thrilling bars...”

I sped up, not that Fenella seemed to notice, until I was equal with Sophie. 

“One of the first things we did was get this garden space back up to scratch,” Sophie said proudly. “You know Petronella, the one who does all those botanical curses? Oracular potatoes, dancing pinecones? We brought her in to manage it.” She waved to a short, round woman at the garden’s far end, who I thought I recognized from a previous winter meeting, and who appeared to be wearing as much greenery as clothing.

Sophie signed, How’s progress?

Petronella grinned and signed back, Great! All spells implemented, the bees are happy, and — 

Next came a sign I didn’t recognize, presumably something botanical, but Sophie seemed to, as she replied, Thank you! I’ll stop by later and you can show me.

Petronella nodded, then pointed to me.

Sophie spelled out the letters of my name, and the two casters shared a look of triumph before Petronella returned her attention to the nearby shrubs.

Sophie dragged me away almost immediately, saying, “Our guests will need plenty of pleasant spaces to mingle and share how impressed they are with the Extravaganza. She’s putting together a similar area on the roof...”

I hadn’t been back to Eldwinoc City since Loquacious, but that didn’t keep me from hearing things. The Virtuosic had been largely out of use for the last six or seven years, ever since the larger and fancier Incandescent Theatre had been built, so close you could see it from certain parts of the Virtuosic’s grounds. I couldn’t remember whether the Virtuosic had changed ownership, but clearly no one had tried to make the space into anything else. Whenever I’d thought about the place, it had been with regret, imagining it as either an entirely different building or languishing with the forces of time and mold. But now, the place seemed loved.

Throughout all of this, Fenella never stopped talking.

Sophie gave me a wry look. “Enthusiastic, isn’t she?” We passed under the overhanging balcony and inside, into the Virtuosic’s lobby.

“Only until she spouts enough trivia to make me do her in.”

The lobby was full enough for a sold out house, though none of these people conversed languidly or critically or enthusiastically, as audiences did. No, all of these people had a purpose to their steps. 

Intervening years notwithstanding, the lobby was its same muggy self, though at least someone had thought to prop open the main doors and let in the autumn breeze, also dragging bits of crisp umber leaves into the entryway. The spaces on either side of the box office were bare of posters, the rectangles of walls within the empty frames darker than the sun-bleached areas all around them. On the floor lay a stack of rolled-up posters, ready to be installed. 

“How large is this event?” I asked, as a woman walked past with her arms burdened by a pile of costumes she could barely see over. 

“Extravaganza,” Sophie corrected. “And why do you think we needed your lair? We’ve got all of the Virtuosic’s spaces, but it’s not enough for everything we’re planning. We’ll have guest speakers, exhibits...”

As she spoke, someone unrolled one of the posters and began fitting it into a frame. I read it, blinked, read it again, then gasped.

“This opens in a month?! You can’t be serious.” I almost asked how much still had to be done but wasn’t sure I could handle the answer.

Between my own theatrical experience and many more stories heard secondhand, I knew every production has a period of time in which everything seems to be hurtling towards doom. No one knows their lines, all the tempos are screwy, and that one scene change is arduous enough that people start making increasingly serious “jokes” about cutting the thing entirely. The vast majority of productions get past that stage and work out into something more or less all right, if not actively excellent. But there still needed to be time for that period of chaos to finish, and I did not think this event had that much time left. 

“All the more reason,” Sophie said, “you should assist to the very best of your ability.” 

“About that. What role have you convinced yourself my lair will be playing in all this?”

“Why don’t we pop into rehearsals and introduce you to everyone!” she said, as if I hadn’t spoken, steering us toward the large doors leading into the theatre’s ground floor.

The Virtuosic’s stage was where we’d done Loquacious. The music playing as we entered, however, sparked a different memory.

“You’re doing Mirrors!!!?” I asked, impressed despite myself. Mirrors!!! was one of the many musicals based on the stories of curses like those I cast, and was most famous for its complicated Act Two number “Versions of Me.”

Sophie nodded. “It will play five performances here on stage, during the evenings of the Extravaganza.”

“Ambitious.”

I winced at the all-too-relatable sound of someone hitting a note without total confidence. Sophie waited for the song to end before she pushed open the door. The stage was in that midpoint between having no set and having the set ready to go. The actors were using the downstage half to work on, while the areas upstage and in the wings currently held a motley collection of partially painted furniture and props.

“Well done, Cyril,” said a woman who I guessed to be the director, seated in the front row. From the look on both Cyril’s face and those of the actors around him, I wasn’t the only one who’d noticed how the last few notes of his solo had sounded.

The director continued, “I want everyone to get something to eat, and we’ll be back here in an hour to pick up where we left off.”

“Good morning, all,” Sophie declared as we made our way toward the stage. “We’re not going to cut into your much-needed break, but I thought you’d all like to meet caster Perdita! Morain!” 

Did she really need to put that much emphasis on my name? No one responded with anything like amazement, unsurprisingly. 

“...Who will be serving as our mistress of ceremonies!”

This was greeted with a series of tentative greetings. Sophie stiffened, as if disappointed no one had fallen over in delight at my very presence. 

I tried to look like someone who wanted to be there, though it had been many years since I’d needed to do that much acting. However, Sophie’s nonsense wasn’t any of these people’s fault.

People began dispersing through the aisles and wings, but I noticed Cyril quietly talking to a tall man with rigid posture who held an open script. The second man’s face was strained with annoyance.

Sophie tugged on my elbow. “There’s a lot to see.”

“Hold on,” I said.

Her eyes flashed with annoyance. “Perdita —”

“Did you bring me here to make this thing successful or not?” I didn’t give her time to reply, instead heading toward the two men.

“If you’ll just let us take it down a key, there’s plenty of time to let the orchestra know and I really think —”

“This is the key it’s always been sung in!” Cyril hissed. “I’m not going to let anyone say I can’t live up to the original!”

I couldn’t help myself. “If I may?” I asked, drawing close enough to see the second man’s script was full of penciled notes. “Are you the musical director?”

He nodded stiffly and extended a hand. “Raoul.”

“Perdita, nice to meet you.” Some instinct caused me to hold back my last name, even as it made me feel silly for worrying. After all, I did my curse work under the same name under which I had conducted my, albeit short-lived, theatrical career.

Instead of examining that instinct, I asked Cyril. “Are you having trouble with this number?”

His embarrassed expression was answer enough.

“You should not feel badly about that!” I said. “I guarantee the writers placed it in the key that best suited the original actor. Would you feel more confident about the number if it was transposed down?”

“But that last note—”

“Will sound infinitely more impressive if you can actually hit it,” I interrupted. “Simply being a high note doesn’t endow it with virtue.” I’ve never understood the obsession with making actors sing as high as they possibly can, rather than highlighting the strongest parts of their range.

He tried again, “Anyone who knows the song—”

“Anyone with the ears to know you’ve lowered the key won’t bother making a fuss as long as you sound good.”

All right, some people were just pedants no matter what, but he didn’t need to be thinking about that right now.

From the look on the music director’s face, I knew he was on my side.

I could see Cyril thinking about it, which told me I was most of the way to convincing him. “Here’s all I ask. Try it lower next time, and then if you still want to use the original key, I’ll never bring it up again.”

Cyril sighed, looked to Raoul who nodded encouragingly, then said, “All right.”

I grinned. “Good. I’ll stop back later and see how things are going.”

I caught up to Sophie, who watched me with a calculating expression. “That was well done.” She nodded toward Cyril, who was striding off with moderately more confidence to join a huddled group of other cast members.

“Any actor who’s more concerned with living up to some prior take on a character than they are about being themselves has been misled,” I said without thinking. Then, at the sight of Sophie’s raised brows, I asked, “Where to next?”

“Stairs?” Sophie asked as we returned to the lobby. The lift was full of three people hoisting set pieces.

“Stairs are fine.” I gestured for them to go on without us. The doors closed and they lifted upward as Sophie and I ascended the purple-carpeted stairs. I felt the need to burn off extra energy, and while I would have preferred a nice complex casting, the mindlessness of step after step was better than standing still. 

Fenella seemed to have wandered off elsewhere, so I took advantage of the moment to say, “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you?”

Sophie opened her mouth, closed it again, then raised her chin and continued up the stairs. 

“Have you ever even been involved in a musical? In any capacity?” I tried to remember any big events I’d known her to work on, but that was the thing. The casters didn’t really go in for big events. Even the annual winter meeting could barely be called a “collaboration”, being mostly a venue for arguments among the Perennial Council and whoever showed up to watch.

Now that I was thinking about it, I had trouble recalling the last instance I knew of when Sophie had actually cast a curse. Every time I heard about her, she seemed to just be scurrying around reminding casters she had power over them. 

With the greatest reluctance, I remembered that in this instance, she truly did have power over me. And that might have made some people quietly compliant, but I have never in my life claimed to not be prickly.

“When you said mistress of ceremonies,” I said, “you meant person who deals with everything you can’t handle?” It made much more sense than Fenella’s reasoning for my involvement. Even assuming I had any clout left in the theatrical community, it surely was nowhere near enough to ensure the success of this event all on its own. 

“You will also emcee the concert on the final night.”

The Most Loquacious Witch told the quasi-historical story of the titular character attempting to mend a longstanding feud between the royal courts of two small realms. I had played one of those court’s heralds, and Tracy’s character had been my opposite number in the other court. The two of us schemed, we snooped, and since we were both mezzos we contributed hard-to-hold harmonies in the group numbers. All of which culminated in our duet in Act Two, which did in fact consistently bring down the house. This success was due slightly to its well-timed placement in the act, but mostly to the fact that the two of us played off each other really, really well.

But since then, there had been dozens of production of Loquacious. Dozens of people playing my role and approaching it their own way. And all of that was good. A show should be able to stand up to different interpretations and still be entertaining.

That did mean, though, that unless someone was the kind of fan Fenella was, their association with my role would be the last person they’d seen play it in a local production. It was the only role I’d played at that level of prestige, and the last one I’d played at all. I was fine with my particular degree of theatrical obscurity, but Sophie clearly had a different opinion.

“I admit my practical experience is limited,” Sophie interrupted my thoughts by snapping her fingers in front of my face, “but just think about how many great works have been bolstered and nurtured by their association with the Coordinators’ Festival!”

“Why are you doing this?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure if knowing the answer would make any of this less annoying. “And why me? You’ve never had a high opinion of my performing ability before this.”

Sophie and I had known each other for years, ever since I’d enrolled in one of the casting programs the Consortium ran. She had been taking a break from active — whatever that meant to her, I still wasn’t sure — curse casting to teach.

The program was less regimented than some of the equivalents for curse coordination, because casting was particularly personal as magic went. Most people spent anywhere between two and five years in that first stage, figuring out both how casting worked best for them along with all the other things you needed to learn — lair manipulation, travel spells, turning people into animals, etc. — before they apprenticed to a working caster until either they were ready to head out on their own or that working caster got sick of them, whichever came first.

Most casters — at least it had seemed to me back then — had wanted to be nothing but casters from the time they were old enough to understand such a profession existed. That wasn’t me, and Sophie had known it.

From the moment I arrived, the year after finishing my run in Loquacious, Sophie wasn’t afraid to express that she believed I was merely an actor who’d gotten bored or couldn’t get work and had instead decided to waste the entire Consortium’s time by playing at casting.

When I learned that she was going to be on the board that judged my final thesis, thereby allowing me to leave the program and apprentice, I’d been sure I wouldn’t pass. And if she’d had her way, I wouldn’t have. Four out of five passes were required, and all but her had approved me.

Running into one another since then had been unavoidable, but before this it had thankfully been restricted to the winter meeting where we both dutifully ignored each other.

Her mouth flattened into a grudging line.

“You’re not the only one who’s been having a difficult time lately.”

She seemed to think that was explanation enough, but I gestured for her to continue.

“We, too, need an image boost,” she admitted. “There have been some... rumors, as of late.”

“Oh, you mean like rumors of curses used to hurt people? If only someone had warned you!” I couldn’t help myself.

She sniffed dismissively, but I was certain I was right.

Sophie continued, “While I do tend to believe that the coordinators aren’t nearly as much use to us all as they would like to think, I must admit that their yearly festival has done a lot of good. Think of how many technicians, artists, actors, directors, writers have received work and recognition because of that event! Think of the opportunities for people in the community to see those shows, whether old favorites or newly-discovered ones! Think of the positive impact on so many lives!”

“Uh huh. And your primary concern is exposing people to the arts?”

She rolled her eyes. “Perdita. Can I not desire both a deeper popular appreciation for the theatrical arts alongside the increased boost to the Consortium’s public image?”

“So this is mostly about showing up the curse coordinators.” 

“I would think for you this is mostly about putting together a stunning event that leads to the mending of your reputation and the return of your once busy schedule of commissions.” 

The second and third level were composed only of balconies and halls leading into and around the higher levels of the main theatre, but the fourth level contained a number of smaller rooms that were alternately used for rehearsals and storage.

“We’ll be using these spaces for our lectures and exhibits,” Sophie explained. 

From below came singing as Mirrors!!! rehearsals reached a crescendo. “So you’re just doing the one show?” I asked. “Don’t the coordinators normally have at least a few productions going?”

“We have put together what we can given the time allotted to us.”

I opened my mouth to reply but Sophie chose that moment to remove a perfume spritzer from one of her pockets and puff a cloud of rose-scented particles into the air directly in front of my face.

As I choked, she said, “Ah, that’s better. Now come along, there’s much to see!”
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Chapter Three
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At the opposite end of the lobby from the garden, a second terrace extended outward, containing an arch like the one Sophie had installed in my lair. This one was done in shades of green, with the same translucent fabric swaying in the noticeably more blustery air. I shivered as a first raindrop hit the back of my neck.

I circled the arch and found the balcony was still accessible on the other side of it, which only made the magical working more impressive. 

I leaned over the edge of the balcony and realized the rival Incandescent theatre was slightly visible.

“We need these costumes inside now!” someone shouted.
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