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“A mandrake,” Iz said, tugging a half stick of chalk from her khaki breeches.


“I’ve never seen one so large. But don’t worry. They’re quite docile. He probably just got lost during his migration. Let’s try to herd him back down.”


With hands raised, Warren advanced upon the mandrake, nattering pleasantly as he inched toward the heaving golem that resembled an ambling yam. “There’s a sport. Thank you for keeping off my rug. It’s an antique, you know. I have to be honest—it’s impossible to match and hard to clean. I haven’t got one of those newfangled carpet renovators. The salesman, wonderful chap, wanted three hundred and twenty gallets for it. Can you imagine? And those suck-boxes are as big as a bureau. I have no idea where I’d park such a—”


The moment War inched into range, the mandrake swatted him with a slow, unyielding stroke of its limb, catching him on the shoulder and throwing him back across the room and violently through his tea cart. Macarons and petits fours leapt into the air and rained down upon the smashed porcelain that surrounded the splayed host.


The mandrake raised the fingerless knob of one hand, identifying his quarry, then charged at the royal secretary, who sat bleating like a calf.
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Alman, Horace, Royal Secretary — One of King Elbert’s advisors who has taken it upon himself to investigate the king’s malady.


Atterton, Florian, Duke — Rudolph Atterton’s older brother.


Atterton, Lily, Lady — Rudolph Atterton’s older sister.


Atterton, Rudolph “Rudy” Elias — Lance corporal in the Luthlandian Armed Forces and batman to the future king, Captain Yeardley.


Blessed, Henry — Jessamine Bysshe’s son and ultimate participant in Victor Cholmondeley’s orphan experiment.


Bysshe, Jessamine Rutha — A nurse at Winterbourne who was given the appellation “Jess Blessed” by her peers as a result of Prince Sebastian’s connection to her.


Cholmondeley, Victor — An industrial alchemist and famed social experimentalist who adopted ten children. Formerly impoverished under the name Victor Gill.


Constance, Princess of Yeardley — The king’s younger sister, a noted socialite and proponent of the study and practical applications of hexegy. Mother of five children.


Darlington — Nurse Percy Slorrance’s hotheaded henchman.


De Lee, Charlotte — A midwife and monthly nurse who witnesses a terrible crime.


Dursun, Emin, Captain — Captain of the Sangfroid Hand of Heaven, husband of Nimet, father of Sema.


Dursun, Nimet — Wife of Emin, mother of Sema.


Dursun, Sema — Nimet and Emin Dursun’s daughter who was abducted by chimney wraiths and rescued by the Hexologists.


Elbert III, King of Luthland — Formerly Sebastian, Prince of Yeardley, Captain Yeardley in the Luthlandian Armed Forces.


Eynon, Ms. — Victor Cholmondeley’s housekeeper.


Gwatkin, Beatrice — A midwife and monthly nurse.


Hollins, Arnold — The groundskeeper of Honewort Cemetery.


Joyns, Lenard “Len” — A gravedigger at Honewort Cemetery.


Katsaros, Sherman — Warren’s tailor who is leery of buttons.


Larkland, Valerie, Lady — Jessamine Bysshe’s cousin and adoptive mother.


Larkland, George, Sir — Jessamine Bysshe’s cousin and adoptive father.


Magnussen, Lorcan — A journalist for the Berbiton Times and vocal critic of Isolde Wilby’s methods. Author of The Hexed Court: A Rationalist’s Critique of the Gray Arts.


Mary, Queen of Luthland — Formerly Lady Mary Soames of Keene. Married to Elbert before her death.


Morris, Emma — One of Victor Cholmondeley’s adopted daughters and current seamstress.


Mayer — One of Victor Cholmondeley’s protective alchemists.


Neesland, Louis — The new royal secretary to King Elbert.


Obelos — Formerly known as Alexander Larkland, student of Wynn University of the Thaumatic Arts. A wizard.


Offalman, Annie — Warren’s adopted sister.


Offalman, Irmmie — A butcher and Warren’s mother.


Offalman, Morris — A butcher and Warren’s father.


Old Geb — An incubus that haunts the drunk regulars of the Spillway Public House. The imp shares a special attunement with the dead, specifically those who’ve been buried.


Pyle, Eric — The publican of the Spillway Public House.


Reames, Jonathan — A prolific art forger exposed by Isolde Wilby.


Silva — A devoted guard and alchemist to the industrialist Victor Cholmondeley.


Slorrance, Percy, RN — A nurse, formerly employed by Winterbourne Military Hospital and the current leader of an antiroyalist faction that presently squats within the abandoned grounds of Winterbourne Military Hospital.


Snag, Mr. — Professor Wilby’s mysterious benefactor who is only identified by a simple glyph of a dead tree.


Tamm, Margaret, Dr. — Doctor of Phantasmagoria, faculty member of Wynn University of the Thaumatic Arts.


Timmons-Wilby, Luella, Dr. — Librarian at the Cardinal Library, Doctor of Letters, Isolde’s mother.


Wilby, Isolde “Iz” Ann Always — One half of the Hexologists, private investigators of the paranormal, and former head of the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations. Married to Warren.


Wilby, Silas Roner, Prof. — Isolde’s long-absent father, once the nation’s foremost explorer and collector of antiquities.


Wilby, Warren “War” — The second half of the Hexologists. Married to Isolde. Formerly known as Warren Offalman.
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“The king wishes to be cooked alive,” the royal secretary said, accepting the proffered saucer and cup and immediately setting both aside. At his back, the freshly stoked fire added a touch of theater to his announcement, though neither seemed to suit what, until recently, had been a pleasant Sunday morning.


“Does he?” Isolde Wilby gazed at the royal secretary with all the warmth of a hypnotist.


“Um, yes. He’s quite insistent.” The questionable impression of the royal secretary’s negligible chin and cumbersome nose was considerably improved by his well-tailored suit, fastidiously combed hair, and blond mustache, waxed into upturned barbs. Those modest whiskers struck Isolde as a dubious effort to impart gravity to a youthful face. Though Mr. Horace Alman seemed a man of perfect manners, he sat with his hat capping his knee. “More precisely, the king wishes to be baked into a cake.”


Looming at the tea cart like a bear over a blackberry bush, Mr. Warren Wilby quietly swapped the plate of cakes with a dish of watercress sandwiches. “Care for a nibble, sir?”


“No. No, thank you,” Mr. Alman murmured, flummoxed by the offer. The secretary watched as Mr. Wilby positioned a triangle of white bread under his copious mustache, then vanished it like a letter into a mail slot.


The Wilbies’ parlor was unabashedly old-fashioned. While their neighbors pursued the bare walls, voluptuous lines, and skeletal furniture that defined contemporary tastes, the Wilbies’ townhouse decor fell somewhere between a gallery of oddities and a country bed-and-breakfast. Every rug was ancient, ever doily yellow, every table surface adorned by some curio or relic. The picture frames that crowded the walls were full of adventuresome scenes of tall ships, dogsleds, and eroded pyramids. The style of their furniture was as motley as a rummage sale and similarly haggard. But as antiquated as the room’s contents were, the environment was remarkably clean. Warren Wilby could abide clutter, but never filth.


Isolde recrossed her legs and bounced the topmost with a metronome’s precision. She hadn’t had time to comb her hair since rising, or rather, she had had the time but not the will during her morning reading hours, which the king’s secretary had so brazenly interrupted, necessitating the swapping of her silk robe for breeches and a blouse. Wearing a belt and shoes seemed an absolute waste of a Sunday morning.


Isolde Wilby was often described as imposing, not because she possessed a looming stature or a ringing voice, but because she had a way of imposing her will upon others. Physically, she was a slight woman in the plateau of her thirties with striking, almost vulpine features. She parted her short hair on the side, though her dark curls resisted any further intervention. Her long-suffering stylist had once described her hair as resembling a porcupine with a perm, a characterization Isolde had not minded in the slightest. She was almost entirely insensible to pleasantries, especially the parentheses of polite conversation, preferring to let the drumroll of her heels convey her hellos and her coattails say her goodbyes.


Her husband, Warren, was a big, squarish man with a tree stump of a neck and a lion’s mane of receded tawny hair. He wore unfashionable tweed suits that he hoped had a softening effect on his bearing, but which in fact made him look like a garden wall. Though he was a year younger than Isolde, Warren did not look it, and had been, since adolescence, mistaken for a man laboring toward the promise of retirement. He had a mustache like a boot brush and limpid hazel eyes whose beauty was squandered on a beetled and bushy brow, an obstruction that often rendered his expressions unfathomable, leading some strangers to assume he was gruffer than he was. In fact, Warren was a man of tender conscience and emotional depth, traits that came in handy when Isolde’s brusque manner necessitated a measure of diplomacy. He was considerably better groomed that morning only because he had risen early to greet the veg man, who unfailingly delivered the freshest greens and gossip in all of Berbiton at the unholy hour of six.


Seeming to wither in the silence, Mr. Alman repeated, “I said, the king wishes to be baked into a ca—”


“Intriguing,” Isolde interrupted in a tone that plainly suggested it was not.


Iz did not particularly care for the nobility. She had accepted Mr. Horace Alman into her home purely because War had insisted one could not refuse a royal visitor, nor indeed, turn off the lights and pretend to be abroad.


While War had made tea, Iz had endured the secretary’s boorish attempts at small talk, made worse by an unprompted confession that he was something of a fan, a Hexologist enthusiast. He followed the Wilbies’ exploits as frequently documented in the Berbiton Times. Mr. Horace Alman was interested to know how she felt about the recent court proceedings. Iz had rejoined she was curious how he felt about his conspicuous case of piles.


The royal secretary had gone on to irk her further by asking whether her name really was “Iz Ann Always Wilby” or if it were some sort of theatrical appellation, a stage name. Iz patiently explained that her father, the famous Professor Silas Wilby, had had many weaknesses—including an insatiable wanderlust and an allergy to obligations—but none worse than his fondness for puns, which she personally reviled as charmless linguistic coincidences that could only be conflated with humor by a gormless twit. Only the sort of vacuous cretin who went around asking people if their names were made-up could possibly enjoy the lumbering comedy that was the godless pun.


Though, in all fairness, she was not the only one to be badgered over her name. Her husband had taken the rather unusual step of adopting her last name upon the occasion of their marriage. He’d changed his name not because he was estranged from his family, but rather because he’d never liked the name Offalman.


Iz had been about to throw the royal secretary out on his inflamed fundament when War had emerged from the kitchen pushing a tea cart loaded with chattering porcelain and Mr. Horace Alman had announced that King Elbert III harbored aspirations of becoming a gâteau.


His gaunt cheeks blushing with the ever-expanding quiet, Mr. Alman pressed on: “His Majesty has gone so far as to crawl into a lit oven when no one was looking.” The secretary paused to make room for their astonishment, giving Warren sufficient time to post another sandwich. “And while he escaped with minor burns, the experience does not appear to have dissuaded him of the ambition. He wants to be roasted on the bone.”


“So, it’s madness, then.” Iz shook her head at War when he inquired whether she would like some of either the lemon sponge or the spice cake, an inquiry that was conducted with a delicate rounding of his plentiful brows.


“I don’t believe so.” Mr. Alman touched his teacup as if he might raise it, then the fire behind him snapped like a whip, and his fingers bid a fluttering retreat. “He has long moments of lucidity, almost perfect coherence. But he also suffers from fugues of profound confusion. He’s been discovered in the middle of the night roaming the royal grounds without any sense of himself or his surroundings. The king’s sister, Princess Constance, has had to take the rather extreme precaution of confining him to his suite. And I must say, you both seem to be taking all of this rather in stride! I tell you the king believes he’s a waste of cake batter, you stifle a yawn!”


Iz tightened the knot of her crossed arms. “I didn’t realize you were looking for a performance. I could have the neighbor’s children pop by if you’d like a little more shrieking.”


War hurried to intervene: “Mr. Alman, please forgive us. We do not mean to appear apathetic. We are just a bit more accustomed to unusual interviews and extraordinary confessions than most. But, rest assured, we are not indifferent to horror; we are merely better acquainted.”


“Indeed,” Iz said with a muted smile. “How have the staff taken the king’s altered state of mind?”


Appearing somewhat appeased, the secretary twisted and shaped the points of his mustache. “They’re discreet, of course, but there are limits. Princess Constance knows it’s a secret she cannot keep forever, devoted as she is to her brother.”


“Surely, you want physicians, psychologists. We are neither,” Iz said.


The secretary absorbed her comments with an expression of pinched indulgence. “We’ve consulted with the nation’s greatest medical minds. They were all stumped, or rather, they were perfectly confident in their varying diagnoses and prescriptions, and none of them were at all capable of producing any results. His condition only worsens.”


“Even so, I’m not sure what help we can be.” Iz picked at a thread that protruded, wormlike, from the armrest of the sofa.


The secretary turned the brim of his hat upon his knee, ducking her gaze when he said, “There’s more, Ms. Wilby. There was a letter.”


“A letter?”


“In retrospect, it seems to have touched off His Majesty’s malaise.” The royal secretary reached into his jacket breast pocket. The stiff envelope trembled when he withdrew it. The broken wax seal was as sanguine as a wound. “It is not signed, but the sender asserts that he is the king’s unrecognized son.”


Warren moved to stand behind his wife’s chair. He clutched the back of it as if it were the rail of a sleigh poised atop a great hill. Iz reached back and, without looking, patted the tops of his knuckles. “I imagine the Crown receives numerous such claims. No doubt there are scores of charlatans who’re foolish enough to hazard the gallows for a chance to shake down the king.”


“Indeed, but there are two things that distinguish this particular instance of blackmail. First, the seal.” Mr. Alman stroked the edge of the wax medallion, indicating each element as he described it: “An S emblazoned over a turret; note the five merlons, one for each of Luthland’s counties. Beneath the S, a banner bearing the name Yeardley. This is the seal of Sebastian, Prince of Yeardley. This is the stamp of the king’s adolescent ring.”


“He identified it as such?” Iz asked.


“I did, at least initially. Of course, I like to believe I’m familiar with all the royal seals, but I admit I had to check the records on this occasion. Naturally, there is much of his correspondence that His Majesty leaves me to open and deal with, but when something like this comes through, I deliver it to him unbroken.”


“The signet was no longer in the king’s possession, then?”


“No, the royal record identified the ring as lost about twenty-five years ago, around the conclusion of his military service, I believe.”


“That’s quite a length of time to sit on such a claim.” Iz reached for the letter, but the secretary pulled it back. She looked into his eyes; they glistened with uncertainty as sweat dripped from his nose like rain from a grotesque. “What is the second thing that distinguishes the letter?”


“The king’s response to the correspondence was … pronounced. He has thus far refused to discuss his impressions of the contents with myself, his sister, or any of his advisors. He insists that it is a hoax, that we should destroy it, though Princess Constance won’t hear of it. She maintains that one doesn’t destroy the evidence of extortion: One saves it for the inquiry. But of course, there hasn’t been an inquiry. How could there be, given the nature of the claim? To say nothing of the fact that the primary witness to the events in question is currently raving in the royal tower.”


“The princess wishes for us to investigate?” she asked. Though Isolde held little affection for the gentry, she liked the princess well enough. Constance had established herself as one of very few public figures who continued to promote the study of hexegy, touting the utility of the practice, even amid the blossoming of scientific discovery and electrical convenience. Still, Isolde’s vague respect for the princess was hardly sufficient to make her leap to her brother’s aid.


Mr. Alman coughed—a brittle, aborted laugh. “Strictly speaking, Her Royal Highness does not know I am here. I have taken it upon myself to investigate the identity of the bastard, or rather, to engage more capable persons in that pursuit.”


“I’m sorry, Mr. Alman, but what I said when we first sat down still holds. I am a private citizen. I serve the public, some of whom come to me with complaints about royal overreach, the criminal exploitations of the nobility, or the courts’ bungling of one case or another. I don’t work for the police—not anymore. Surely you have enough resources at your disposal to forgo the interference of one unaffiliated investigator.”


“I do understand your preference, ma’am.” The royal secretary rucked his soft features into an authoritative scowl. “But these are extraordinary circumstances, and not without consequence. The uncertainty of rule only emboldens the antiroyalists, the populists, and our enemies overseas. You must—”


Isolde pounced like a tutor upon a mistake: “I must pay my taxes. I may help you. Show me the letter.”


Mr. Alman tightened like a twisted rag. “I cannot share such sensitive information until you have agreed to assist in the case.”


“There is another way to look at this, Iz,” Warren said, returning to the tea cart. He poured water from a sweating pitcher into a juice glass and presented it to the dampened secretary, who readily accepted it. “You wouldn’t just be working for the Crown; you would be serving the interests of the private citizen who has come forward with the claim … perhaps a legitimate one.” The final phrase made Mr. Alman nearly choke upon his thimble swallow of water. “If the writer of this letter shares the king’s blood, and we were to prove it, I don’t think anyone would accuse you of being too friendly with the royals.”


Isolde bobbed her head in consideration, an easy rhythm that quickly broke. “But if I help to prove that he is a prince, I’d just be serving at the pleasure of a different sovereign.”


“True.” Warren moved to the mantel to stir the coals, not to invigorate them, but to shuffle the loose embers toward the corners of the firebox. “But if you don’t intervene, our possible prince will remain a fugitive.”


“You think we should take the case?”


“You know how I feel about lords and lawmen. But it seems to me Mr. Alman is right: If there’s a vacuum in the palace and a scramble for the throne, there will be strife in the streets. We know who suffers when heaven squabbles—the vulnerable. Someone up on high only has to whisper the word ‘unrest’ and the prisons fill up, the workhouses shake out, the missions bar their doors, and the orphanages repopulate. And when the dust settles, perhaps there’ll be a new face printed on the gallet bill or a fresh set of bullies on the bench, but the only thing of real consequence that will have changed is the number of bones in the potter’s field. Revolution may chasten the rich, but uncertainty torments the poor.”


Isolde patted the air, signaling her surrender. “All right, War. All right. You’ve made your point. Mr. Alman, I—”


A heavy, arrhythmic knock brought the couple’s heads around. The Wilbies stared at the unremarkable paneled door as if it were aflame.


Alman snuffled a little laugh. “Do knocking guests always cause such astonishment?”


“They do when they come by my cellar,” Warren said.


The door shattered, casting splinters and hinge pins into the room, making all its inhabitants cry out in alarm. It seemed a fitting greeting for the seven-foot-tall forest golem who ducked beneath the riven lintel.


Its skin, rough as bark and scabbed with lichen, bunched about fat ankles and feet that were arrayed from toe to heel by a hundred gripping roots. Its swollen arms were heavy enough to bend its broad back and bow its head, ribbed and featureless as a grub. The golem lurched forward, swaying and creaking upon the shore of a gold-and-amethyst rug whose patterns had been worn down by the passage of centuries.


“A mandrake,” Iz said, tugging a half stick of chalk from her khaki breeches. “I’ve never seen one so large. But don’t worry. They’re quite docile. He probably just got lost during his migration. Let’s try to herd him back down.”


With hands raised, Warren advanced upon the mandrake, nattering pleasantly as he inched toward the heaving golem that resembled an ambling yam. “There’s a sport. Thank you for keeping off my rug. It’s an antique, you know. I have to be honest—it’s impossible to match and hard to clean. I haven’t got one of those newfangled carpet renovators. The salesman, wonderful chap, wanted three hundred and twenty gallets for it. Can you imagine? And those suck-boxes are as big as a bureau. I have no idea where I’d park such a—”


The moment War inched into range, the mandrake swatted him with a slow, unyielding stroke of its limb, catching him on the shoulder and throwing him back across the room and violently through his tea cart. Macarons and petits fours leapt into the air and rained down upon the smashed porcelain that surrounded the splayed host.


The mandrake raised the fingerless knob of one hand, identifying his quarry, then charged at the royal secretary, who sat bleating like a calf.
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The analogy most often used to explain magic to the children of Berbiton was that it was like a mountain spring—a thing that burst from the earth, emerging from mysterious depths but producing a reliable flow. The cascades that leapt from magic’s fountainhead were full of bounties and hazards, both of which were perfectly indifferent to the scholars and fools who frolicked along their slippery shores …


The truth, of course, was far less elegant and more frightening. But schoolchildren did not need to learn about the death of the Yoked God, the Great Putrefaction, and the Transmutation of Spleen. Suffice it to say, those who knew of the visceral origins of Magic’s Bubbling Font generally wished they did not.


Four primary streams split from magic’s ancient wellspring: wizardry, necromancy, alchemy, and hexegy.


Wizards were powerful conjurers that, among other wonders, were renowned for calling lightning from the unexcited air, immolating careless apprentices, and reading themselves to a state of near blindness. Necromancers, who communed with the dead in ways that unsettled the living and departed alike, were broadly untroubled by morality and sentimentality, a quality that served them well in their efforts to breathe new life into old bones. Alchemists, emerging from a tradition of chemistry and metallurgy, bent the physical laws to their wills, which more often than not were financially inspired. Alchemists could puncture the skins of dimensions and harvest the coals from hell—a chancy though profitable business model.


Of all the brooks of magic, hexegy was but a runnel, a shallow rill that contained a multitude of practical, if not awe-inspiring, functions. The hex-caster, whose power lay in the drawing of complex rosettes, could ease ailments, improve environments, facilitate studies, and assist births.


Wizardry and necromancy, whose practitioners were once considered magic’s upper crust, had since the conclusion of the Meridian War been regulated into obscurity. Wizards had been reduced to stage entertainers who pulled strings of scarves out of a variety of orifices, and necromancers had reinvented themselves as behaviorists who treated the ill-tempered pets of the aristocracy. The students of those who’d once animated armies of fallen soldiers now found themselves tasked with discouraging Miss Mittens from eating (and subsequently coughing up) the house plants.


In the boom years that followed the war, alchemy had ascended as the dominant form of magic because of its industrial applications. The lights of the nations were fired by fuel pulled from the alchemists’ halos. Several of the alchemists had more money than the monarchy, which was a growing point of royal concern. But while alchemists rose to prominence, and wizards and necromancers had been all but mandated from existence, hex-casters had been allowed to continue to practice because they were benign—and increasingly irrelevant, as they were, bit by bit, being obsoleted by technological innovation. The call for practicing hexegists, which had once been considered a craft as prestigious as lutherie, had been answered by a host of emerging gimmicks and medicaments. The financiers and bourgeois of the capital city of Berbiton increasingly looked to the pioneering efforts of engineers—who had already supplied the city with the miracles of motorized jaunts, electric lights, voxboxes, and hyaline receivers that piped news, melodramas, and music into the nation’s parlors and cabs.


The only professions that still commonly employed the delineation of charmed patterns were midwives and dentists, and even they were beginning to swap out their hexes for opiates.


The essential trouble with hexegy was this: The art was unforgiving and often ineffectual. A hex, whether done in the air, chalked on a headboard, or carved upon the soft earth, was as impotent as a scrawl if a circlet bulged from its focus or a single cross leaned one degree this way or that. Even a perfectly traced hex could fail for any number of reasons: an intolerant environment, an unsettled practitioner, or a disinclined subject, to say nothing of interference from other wards, jinxes, and spells.


So, when Isolde Wilby drew before the charging woodland golem a knot of circles and chevrons that colored the air like a sunbeam, she was hardly surprised to see the mandrake dispel her Hex of Tranquility like a runner snapping the ribbon of a finish line.


She would’ve been trampled by the enchanted creature had she not thrown herself over the ottoman that supported a carefully squared stack of letters. She had been studiously ignoring them for weeks even as her husband found increasingly inconvenient locations to place her looming obligations. It was with some satisfaction that she observed the root golem kick the footstool full of correspondences, enlivening a blizzard of pages. She might’ve shaken the mandrake’s hand if it had had one, and if it were not plowing onward toward the baying royal secretary.


To his credit, Mr. Alman appeared to be trying his best to get out of the way; to his disadvantage was the significant divot Warren had carved into the seat of the club chair over years of daily possession, which left the secretary in something of a hole.


Warren intercepted the mandrake at speed and an angle, tackling its trunk with shoulder lowered and head turned, a daring stroke that proved only slightly more effectual than tackling an oak. The woodland golem listed a little, staggered a step, then straightened again. It hammered upon Warren’s back, laying him out like a bearskin. The mandrake raised the great boughs of its arms high overhead, loading a stroke that would undoubtedly ruin Mr. Wilby’s organs and consequently his antique rug.


Iz closed the ring on a second hex, and the budding roots that whiskered the mandrake’s bulbous hands shot outward, upward, tangling and growing, piercing the plaster of the ceiling and blowing out leaves along the way. The same Hex of Fecundity that made her droughted flowers stand up in the window box now made the mandrake’s roots snake from its feet and worm into the hand-knotted rows of the antique carpet.


Seeing that the golem was stuck, at least for the moment, Iz thought to interrogate it. Though mandrakes possessed no vocal cords, they could still communicate a range of emotions to an attuned ear. Plucking another half stick of white chalk from the pocket of her breeches, she rushed forward to draw upon the golem’s warted ribs, which were only accessible because its raised arms were presently entangled with the lath in the ceiling. As she formed the first figure of the Hex of Empathy, she wondered if mandrakes were ticklish, though the idle thought was quickly pressed aside by a glimpse of something strange: A colorful rope banded the golem’s waist. It appeared to be some sort of belt, one that was almost entirely obscured by the creature’s overgrown bark.


Clambering to his feet, Warren swayed like a man straddling a sea-thrown raft. His tumble had tussled his pomaded hair, which now stood out like a witch’s broom. “Perhaps we should give our guest a little more room, Iz,” he said thickly.


“Just a moment. I want to see what’s got it so riled up.” Isolde continued to scratch a ring of arcane figures upon the creature’s ribs, even as it twisted and writhed with mounting impatience. “Hold still.”


Flakes of plaster snowed down upon their shoulders, as the mandrake’s branches began to dislodge from the ceiling. It strained its mighty legs, and the dozens of roots that had drilled into the floorboards began to snap, one after another, like brittle wicker.


“That’s it. I’m fetching Grandad.” Warren rushed to the mantelpiece: an ornate arch crowned by an elaborate bas-relief. The carved scene depicted a many-armed leviathan overwhelming the deck of an ocean liner. With one hand, War hauled the petrified royal secretary up from his eggcup of a chair; with the other, he knocked upon three distinct spots on the mantel’s right pilaster. The center tablet of the decorative frieze slid down, making the monstrous squid appear to sink into the sea. In the uncovered alcove there stood a carpetbag—unassuming, and seemingly unpacked. It had a corroded clasp and cracked leather handle. Dozens of patches colored its sides. War extracted the unhandsome bag in the same instant Iz piped a single note of surprise. The mandrake, having freed itself amid a helter-skelter of gypsum and wood, turned to embrace her. She ducked its grasp and ran toward her husband, who stood with his arm deep inside the carpetbag. Chin dimpled from the effort of his concerted rummage, Warren said, “A bit sticky today.”


The woodland golem lunged, shedding its roots and canopy as it came. Though the loss robbed it of a little height, it did not appear to diminish its resolve in the least: The mandrake shambled toward the royal secretary, who cowered at Warren’s hip.


“Ah, here we are!” War said, grasping something from the purse’s impossible depths. With a graceful stroke, he drew forth a claymore, some six feet in length, veined with a fuller that shone like sheet lightning. “Catch, dear!” He tossed the carpetbag into the air to free both hands to better manage the blade. Iz caught the bag and sprang to one side, diving for the sofa, even as War raised the Archsword of the Cloven God and brought its blazing steel down.


The blessed blade carved the storming mandrake from neck to crotch, robbing it of momentum. In the exposed wound, Iz saw what seemed a boiling swarm of luminous mites, blue sparks that crazed between the golem’s internal fibers. Cocking the sword to the right, Warren swung again, nearly severing the creature’s arm at the joint, and knocking it over into the iron cradle of the fire grate. Even as they collapsed into the blaze, the mandrake’s limbs and trunk shriveled. Those diminished logs burst into embers that fled up the chimney and out into the parlor. With toes upon the hearth and head among the coals, the mandrake burned quick as straw. Even as Iz called to her husband to save some part of it, the rapid spread of the flames resisted Warren’s efforts to save even a twiglet. The golem’s cremation, utter and entire, was scored by the whistle and pop of boiling sap.


Squelching with his heel a cinder that had fallen onto the rug, Warren surveyed his devastated parlor with slouching resignation. He fortified himself with a deep breath and looked to his wife, who sat with the patched carpetbag in her lap and a look of consternation on her face. Still in a thoughtful daze, she opened the bag’s clasp to assist Warren as he returned the long blade to its unlikely sheath. He shut the case and, repeating the sequence of probing several discreet switches embedded in the mantel, Warren returned the unnatural luggage to its cloistered shelf.


He righted the chair the royal secretary still cowered behind and invited him to resume his seat before the fire. The quaking, blinking Mr. Alman was quick to answer: “I think I’ll stand.”


The fire snapped like a party cracker, and the secretary gave one final squawk.


It came as some surprise to discover that mandrake wood smelled remarkably like clove.


While the golem cheered the parlor with fragrance and dancing shadows and Warren excused himself to prepare a tray of gin fizzes, Mr. Alman sat in silence—the result of shock, it seemed—while Ms. Wilby inspected the remnants of leaves and roots that littered the floor and examined what remained of her cellar door that had been so roughly blown out. Eventually, the royal secretary remarked, “I thought it would be a bit grander … the portalmanteau. I always pictured a leather satchel.”


Gathering some of the letters that lay strewn about, Iz replied, “We’re lucky the bottom hasn’t fallen out.”


“Does it have a bottom?”


“No,” she murmured.


The portalmanteau—which the Wilbies sometimes referred to as “Grandaddy Long Arms” or simply “Grandad”—was a piebald bag that originally belonged to Iz’s grandfather, a piano tuner who once upon a time loaded it with the trappings of his trade, though that was before Iz’s father had inherited and filled the bag with more curious accessories. Now, the bag’s inauspicious exterior concealed a portal that led to an apparently boundless storehouse. That vault was filled to the rafters with the magical artifacts and charmed relics that Professor Silas Wilby, Iz’s father, had collected over the course of his life. The physical location of that depot was a secret that Professor Wilby had taken with him to his untimely grave. The “portalmanteau”—another of her father’s puns that Iz detested—served as a sort of dumbwaiter to Professor Wilby’s fabulous collection of magical esoterica, the extent of which remained largely a mystery. Over the course of years, Iz had only managed to familiarize herself with a fraction of the depository’s objects, many of which were as dangerous as they were undocumented. Still, she and Warren borrowed the portalmanteau’s treasures as their adventures required, much to the amazement of their admirers and the envy of their enemies.


Warren arrived with two tall glasses of effervescing forgetfulness, the first of which he offered to his wife, the second to the secretary, who still bore the rumple of their ordeal. One wing of his detachable collar had lost its stud and now stood out at a rakish angle. A thorn of his mustache bent downward as if in commiseration. The knee of his trousers was dark with damp, presumably from the contents of his teacup, which had been reduced nearly to its atoms during his efforts to escape his rutted chair.


Equipping himself with a tumbler of ice water, Warren joined his wife on the sofa, and said, “That was a close shave.”


“I suppose it’s about time we beefed up security around here,” Isolde said, eyeing the windows speculatively. “A couple more defensive wards, I should think. Maybe a boobytrap or two. How do you feel about a guillotine over the door?”


“I’ve always been partial to scimitars myself.” Warren chuckled, then snapped his fingers. “Oh! Remember that trap at the Temple of Kordi? What about an axe-headed pendulum?”


“A classic,” Isolde agreed.


“Hardly seems like the time for jokes.” Mr. Alman’s inconsequential lip jutted with bemusement.


Iz hardly broke the sparkling surface of her drink before depositing it upon the now barren ottoman. “Who said we were joking? And what gives you the right to critique our behavior in our own house? First, we didn’t shriek enough for your liking and now we’re laughing too much. See, this is what I don’t like about you lot—you’re presumptuous and bossy and boring on top of it. And let me remind you, we weren’t the ones cowering and screeching just now. That’s because we don’t throw up our hands when we’re blindsided. We punch back. Now, show me the letter, or go away.”


The royal secretary lightly smoothed the waxed furrows of his hair. “Yes, of course.” He extracted the missive from his side pocket where it had been incautiously crammed amid the assault.


Isolde accepted the letter. “Who has seen this?”


“His Majesty, myself of course, and his sister.”


“What did Princess Constance make of it?” Isolde asked.


Mr. Alman bit his lip. “I know she, as the older mother of younger children, is sometimes presented to the public as an unflappable maternal force, but she has been quite upset by her brother’s illness. The letter, the possibility of an illegitimate prince—none of it seemed to concern her as much as her brother’s fragile state.”


“Says a lot about her priorities. Family over reputation. Can’t say I disagree.” Isolde inspected the broken seal of the letter with squinting attention. “While at university, I attended several of the princess’s orations on the place of hexegy in a mechanized world. She had that famous speech … what was it called?”


“Hex to the Future,” Mr. Alman supplied.


“That’s it! She made quite an impression.” Isolde unfolded the stiff sheet and, leaning toward her husband, read the missive aloud:




Sir,


You may have cast my mother aside, but you cannot so easily dispose of the blood that boils in the cauldron of my heart.


We are an avaricious line, Father, and so in keeping with tradition, I shall neither surrender nor be dissuaded from my claim to your attention, recognition, and crown.


Irrefutably Yours,


X





Isolde made a face as if she were tugging a hair from her dinner. “A touch melodramatic, but it does get the point across.” She held the page up to the light of the chandelier, searching for a watermark but discovering none. “I presume it arrived in an envelope.”


“It did.”


“May I see it?”


“I’m afraid I threw it away.” Mr. Alman’s receded chin retreated further into his neck as Ms. Wilby arched a reproachful brow. The secretary hastened to add: “There was no return address, of course.”


“Did you note which post office canceled the stamp?”


“I did not.”


Isolde scowled at the secretary. “In the future, should any further evidence fall into your lap, please try to keep it out of the waste bin.”


Alman’s shoulders slouched. “Yes, ma’am.”


Isolde brought the letter nearly to her nose, then stretched it out to the limit of her arm like someone playing a trombone. “So, we have a theatrical threat, a signet that’s been missing for twenty-five years, and a regent who wishes to pop himself into the oven. I suppose the list of suspects is myriad.”


“I’m afraid so. Since the king has no heir, there are any number of nobles who would like to see the line of succession reconsidered: the Evanhams, the Waterlies, the Clarks, the Attertons … There’s his sister of course, but she effectively took herself out of contention when she married a Belloc Islander.”


“Ah, the tireless bigotry of those whose greatest accomplishment was being born!” Warren said.


“Sir, you understand, these are not my own judgments. I’m just repeating what has been widely said. Personally, I believe a more likely culprit would be a member of some antiroyalist faction who got their grubby hands on the king’s old ring.” The secretary sucked his teeth in anger. “Those malingerers! They witness the prosperity of our nation from the horizons of their neglected fields and shake their fists at any mention of the king, who—for shame—has failed to rain jewels down upon their naked children and faithless wives!”


“That’s quite an unkind characterization of your fellow Luthlanders.” Warren’s smile stiffened into a polite grimace. “Not everyone who dislikes the royalty is a sluggard or a traitor.”


Seeing that his outburst had not found a sympathetic audience, Mr. Alman recovered his temper. “Yes. Well. The point is, there are any number of persons who’d like to see the king humbled. What I would ask is that you discover the identity of the cad who penned this outrage and prove the illegitimacy of his claim.”


“You think the signet is a fake?”


Mr. Alman put his hands together as if in prayer. He pressed the steeple of his fingers to his chin. “Perhaps. But even if it is the genuine article, it proves nothing. The ring may have been lost or stolen or—”


Isolde interjected: “Or it may have been given as a gift, a token of affection. The king’s behavior seems to indicate both shame and guilt, does it not?”


The royal secretary seemed to inflict his frustration at Ms. Wilby’s point upon his cocked-up collar, though the article rebuffed his taming. “So, we’re entertaining wild speculations, are we? Well, then perhaps he gambled the ring away in an alley or pawned it for a new jaunting carriage or—”


“Perhaps he did exactly what the author of this letter asserts. You’re asking for proof and assuming it will exonerate the king, but what if I prove the bastard’s claim?”


A sort of defeated calm washed over Mr. Alman’s face: an impression of poise. “If that is the case, then we will deal with the consequences.”


“And Princess Constance—she is against this investigation?”


“No. Not against, not opposed, not at all. She is just unconvinced of the urgency. Or perhaps I should say she is more attuned to the urgency of hope. Her Royal Highness would prefer to wait for the claimant to come forward, to announce himself, and let the burden of proof fall upon him. But what she does not appear to understand is that though he—or she—may not present inarguable proof, they will most certainly introduce doubt, and that misgiving will spread through the nobility—and quickly. There is a ready audience for this sort of scandal. The accusation does not have to be true to torment the king, and he is already in such a diminished state. No, I believe we must confront the villain head-on, Ms. Wilby. We must expose the fraud. I don’t think the king’s sister will resent being presented with a solution to her brother’s crisis.”


Isolde tapped the edge of the folded letter upon her knee. “As far as I’m concerned, the most compelling argument for my involvement in this case climbed out of my root cellar. Someone, it seems, disapproves of your effort to engage my services. I don’t respond well to intimidation. So, I will help you, but all my usual fees and provisos apply: I won’t tolerate interference from my clients; I am not responsible if anyone is inconvenienced by the facts I uncover; and I will not, under any circumstance, appear before a judge, cooperate with the police, or accept questions from the press. I deliver answers, but I answer to no one.”


Isolde Wilby picked up her gin fizz and sipped it as she strode from the room.


Mr. Alman observed her departure with an expression of amazement, which he turned toward a beaming Mr. Wilby. “I suppose she’s keeping the letter, then?”


“So it would seem.” Warren slapped his thighs and stood with an avuncular grunt. “Well, sir, I don’t wish to keep you. I’ll fetch your hat. It must be around here somewhere … ah!”


Warren stooped to retrieve the article from among the smithereens of his tea things. It had been such an august chapeau before someone had trampled it. War dusted the porcelain shards from its crimpled brim and dashed a blotch of egg salad from its caved-in crown before presenting it to the secretary. “There we are. It really was a pleasure to meet you. Let me get the door.”
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Trolley rails, power lines, and overflowing gutters stitched the capital city together with all the forethought of a field surgeon. As is often the case with so many old towns, Berbiton seemed to have been assembled by accident and as an afterthought. What had three hundred years ago been the desire path of goats being herded to market had been transformed by ensuing generations into a cockeyed boulevard. Horse stables had been retrofitted to accommodate tram cars and rubbish trucks, though neither quite fit. The family plots of original settlers had been buried under malls, theaters, and cafés. The sidewalks, which had in bygone years been scantly delineated by rows of hitching posts, had been fortified with curbs to spare pedestrians the meat grinder of modernizing traffic.


Complicating this thoughtless patchwork were the strata of neighborhoods that often bore inappropriately grand or jolly designations. It was telling that the street most riddled by violent crime lay at the heart of Dove Town. The oldest and poorest neighborhoods, those identified by shipyards, tar-paper roofs, and blight, lay bunched along the river docks. As one ascended the watershed, the treeless blocks began to bloom with grocers and tearooms. There, the middle class in their mid-terraces put out window boxes, which they called gardens, as if those fragile roots could keep their homes from sliding downhill. Above those modest rooftops, the city’s towers swelled along the ridge, their golden shoulders pressed together in huddled opulence.


The Wilbies’ abode stood out from the colorless mid-hill rowhomes like a painter’s signature—a thing at once incongruous and essential, overshadowed and emphatic. In keeping with the interior, the facade was a fussy oddity amid the bluff of somber dwellings. Crimson shutters brightened white cedar shingles like a pinched cheek. The eaves were numerous, severe, and embellished with bargeboard. A precarious widow’s walk soared over the home’s roof, affording visitors a cramped platform to enjoy the agoraphobic view. From there, one could see the three foggy bridges—each higher and broader than its forerunner—that spanned the River Zimme. Assisted by a pair of field glasses, one could peer past the eastern bank, cluttered with mills, and make out the distant blue thread of the Garrean Sea, or one could just as well drop their binoculars and marvel at the poisoned clouds that roiled over the storied city.


Mounted beside the Wilbies’ front door, innocuous as an earthquake bolt, was a plaque of greening copper. That unremarkable shingle was emblazoned with two words: one simple, the other strange: THE HEXOLOGISTS.


Something like snow clung to the city’s streets, the sidewalks, the lamppost hoods, the roofs of the parked jaunting cars. Though it was chilly enough for some form of frozen precipitation, the snow that coated the city was in fact an exotic type of ash, the pollutive silt of the alchemist mills. Individually, the flakes resembled fish scales—they were lucent, opalescent. The resemblance also carried over to their fishy odor, a quality that inspired the colloquial name “carp snow.” The air fairly shimmered with the regular morning shower.


Warren shut the front door, locked it, checked his work twice, and snuggled Grandad firmly under his arm. Scowling and stamping a waterlogged shoe, Isolde emerged from the slim alley on the north side of their house. “Downspout came loose again.”


“Nothing amiss, then?” War asked.


“The basement windows are unbroken. The storm door is still rusted shut. The chain on the coal chute is intact. You’d be hard pressed to squeeze a spud down it, never mind a golem. What about the cellar? Did you find any turned earth, any holes?”


“I’m sorry to report our cellar is in fine shape. I wish I could say the same of our parlor.”


“Then someone must’ve pushed the mandrake through a portal. It would be tricky to open one of those, sight unseen, underground, and through all my hexes. We’re not dealing with an amateur.” Iz stomped up the three steps to their front door, removed her stick of chalk from the brocaded pocket of her gray wool coat, the lapels of which ran to the hem, making it look a little like a formal bathrobe.


She drew upon the door a Hex of Aegis—a florid maze like a cross section from an artichoke. It gleamed briefly, then turned dark as a brand. “I suspect we may be dealing with an advanced alchemist. Perhaps a wizard.”


Warren shook loose the carp snow that had already gathered on the broad shoulders of his overcoat and tipped his bowler hat down against a gust of river wind. The cap, like his tweed coat, was twenty years out of fashion, but he thought the popular boaters made him look too much like a butcher. “Aren’t all the wizards dead?”


“I’m sure that’s what they’d like us to think.” Stepping toward the street, she raised a hand to hail a jaunt. The horse and cart had been banished to the countryside decades ago, making way for electrahol-fired jaunts: four- and six-wheeled, long-hooded cars with profiles as svelte as a slipper. They produced a pearlescent vapor and a steady stream of grievous injuries to pedestrians, passengers, and chauffeurs alike—a fitting if tragic tribute to the grim bargain the city had struck to dress itself in lights. A straight line could be drawn between the refinement of electrahol from thalanium and the bilious snow that rose in drifts about the town.


Out from the purring blur of traffic, a black stoat of a jaunt braked and cocked toward the curb, leaving its rear bumper to block the lane. Over the blat of horns, the capped driver called through his lowered window, asking where they were heading.


“The Cardinal Library,” Iz answered, opening the door for Warren, whose weight made the jaunt’s shocks dip and squeak. Following him in, Iz snatched the cloche from her head, shook the shimmering flakes from it, and raked her fingers through her short curls. “Me, working for the Crown again. God. I’m going to get an earful.”


Warren rocked to one side so he could lightly pat his coat pocket, “Don’t worry, dear. I packed a peace offering.”


From the street, the Cardinal Library resembled an alien crown. Crossing peaks ringed the white facade, golden rays thorning each summit. In the expanse between arches, tapered windows punctured the marble, suggesting the organic perforations of a dried sand dollar. It was at once striking and estranging, a common impression that had prompted an early review of the architecture to coin the phrase “pitiless magnificence.”


As the Wilbies exited their jaunt onto the forecourt outside the library, Warren continued his train of thought. “It was just odd. I reached for the Archsword of the Cloven God as I’ve done a hundred times before. Then there was this sort of—I don’t know what to call it exactly—reluctance? Stickiness?” He paid the driver, patted the roof of the cab, and jogged to catch up with Iz, who’d already begun her march up the wide, curling steps. “Do magical portals need to be oiled? Perhaps we should seek out an interdimensional chimney sweep.”


“I wouldn’t worry too much about it, War. Sometimes a door sticks; doesn’t mean the house is going to fall down. I’m more interested in our friend Mr. Alman. I had the impression that he wasn’t telling us everything. He seemed nervous.”


“I think he has every right to be on edge. He came with a monster on his heels. He’s obviously ruffled someone’s feathers. Besides, you make everyone nervous.”


“I don’t make you nervous.”


“That’s because I’m too busy being smitten.”


“Shh,” she said, barring her lips with a finger. She pointed to the sun-curled, hand-drawn sign taped to the outer door, which read: PATRONAGE ENCOURAGED; FOOD FORBIDDEN; QUIET ENFORCED.


The Berbiton Cardinal Library operated under the formidable covenant of “perfect preservation.” All materials scrawled, printed, published, or distributed found a home upon the stately shelves and voluminous drawers of the nation’s greatest library. The archive’s interior was a soaring rotunda, pierced by embrasures that spoked sunlight upon the stacked mezzanines. The layered floors teemed with browsers in search of diversion, scholars scrounging for vindication, indigents seeking comfort, novelists hunting for reclaimable material, and burgeoning adolescents diligently sifting for any reference to the carnal act in verse, narrative, or diagram. And at the focal point of this kaleidoscope of desires and book spines rose the archivist’s desk: a round battlement defended by a woman who wore a black shift, a monocle on a gold chain, and her white hair in a sharply angled bob.


As Iz and War crossed the expansive sea of zigzagging tile, they marked the distant echo of a young man’s voice, barking and cracking over some unaccountable hilarity. Warren tut-tutted under his breath as he scanned the upper floors in search of the poor fool. The circulation librarian spotted him first: He lurked on the third level, prodding a peer with a newspaper pole. The librarian drew from behind her desk a blowgun that was as long as she was tall. Clinching the monocle between brow and cheekbone, she climbed atop her desk and sighted the unsuspecting nuisance. The blown plug of hard wax struck him squarely on the back of his neck, eliciting first a squawk and then silence.


The librarian was in the process of dismounting her desktop when she spotted Isolde and Warren. She addressed them in hushed tones that they returned in kind.


“It’s Sunday. Must be something important to get you out of bed.” Raising her eyebrow to release the monocle, the librarian puffed into the blowgun to dislodge the residual crumbs of wax, then returned the weapon to a rack that was crowded with barrels of varying lengths.


“Mother,” Iz said, sharing a twitch of a smile with Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby. “I need your help with something.” Isolde placed the folded letter upon the desk, holding it closed, but so that the seal showed. “I’ve had an inquiry from the royal secretary to look into a delicate matter of—”


Luella Timmons-Wilby gave an arid little cough of surprise. “The royal secretary? What happened to all your convictions, your tender conscience that absolutely could not abide a compromise?”


“These are extenuating circumstances.”


“They often are, and that’s the point. Society is built upon the currency of concession, of give and take, of small sins for greater triumphs. You could be running the institutions you abhor, reforming the very failing agencies you could not abide. You could’ve been the chief of police by now.”


“And you could’ve been a politician.”


“Oh, they don’t read enough.” Dr. Timmons-Wilby tidied her station as she spoke, though there was very little that required straightening. She squared a stack of new acquisitions, recentered the pot of paste on her caddy, and drawered the bathroom key with its bulky fob.


Iz cast an eye about to make sure no one was lurking within earshot. The main floor of the library was all but deserted. “Anyway, you have Warren to thank for my change of heart, which is temporary. He convinced me.”


“Where were you, my dear boy, for all her youthful mistakes?”


“Out making my own,” Warren said with a wink.


The librarian snatched for the letter, but Iz whisked it back to her chest. Her mother squinted at her. “You know how the Cardinal Library feels about secrets. If it’s written down, it should be part of the record.”


“I’ll have to plead royal privilege, I’m afraid.”


“Look at you. You’re a natural functionary.” Dr. Timmons-Wilby turned to address her son-in-law. Her bobbed hair provided her probing expression with a silvery frame. “So, what is the general subject of the inquiry, Warren? International espionage? An assassination plot? Where there are royals, so follow harangues over money or sex or both.”


Warren’s hazel eyes rounded and fluttered as he choked on a reply. Iz interjected, “Naturally, we can’t share the details, but at the moment, I’m treating it as a case of missing jewelry—specifically, a signet ring. We believe it was lost approximately twenty-five years ago. I need your help looking into King Elbert’s time in the military.”


The two women stared at each other with a level intensity that might’ve wilted a flower. Clearing his throat, Warren relieved his coat pocket of a delicate parcel: a crumpet nestled between paper doilies and done up with a bow of silk ribbon. He set the offering on the counter between the ink-stained DUE DATE stamp and a stack of bookmarks that contained a short verse on the terrible fate that awaited readers who dog-eared the corners of pages.


Dr. Timmons-Wilby palmed the crumpet, secreting it beneath the counter with all the dexterity of a card sharp. “You’re as cagey as your father. You can wait in the Caffery Room. I’ll see what I can find.”


Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby, had been the world’s foremost explorer. He was famous for excavating ancient tombs, uncovering lost cities, and cataloging new species of behemoths who prowled the oceanic gorges. These gleaming accomplishments were somewhat tarnished by his penchant for losing interest in his own expeditions, often mid-voyage and without apparent cause. He’d once exited the search for a northern passage, an undertaking that had been years in the staging, with all the fanfare of a man announcing that he was popping off to the shops for a beef pasty. Professor Wilby had disembarked upon an ice floe saying, “It’s pretty much straight on from here, boys.” He waved gaily to his partners, who scowled down from the stern as their vessel steamed away. No one had the slightest idea how he got home.


He again made headlines throughout Luthland when he abandoned the hunt for the hollow biome that lay beneath the earth’s crust—the legendary lithoverse—where ancient creatures and primitive peoples were believed to thrive. The professor surrendered the effort mere hours from their anticipated destination, citing as the cause the party’s shortage of mustard. He quit mountains with the summit in ready reach, exited jungles with sketches of temples he had not bothered to breach, and departed uncharted islands without plotting the longitude and latitude of his discoveries. While the cause of his fickleness was never publicized, it could not be attributed to the melancholic urge to see his wife and daughter, who saw less of the patriarch than the train station’s baggage carriers. No, if anything, Isolde’s father seemed to abandon one adventure only to make room for the next. Professor Wilby was perennially restless and seldom at home.


When his wife and daughter did see him, he was elusive about his travels and underlying motives. Often, Isolde’s mother would mark his homecoming by asking him if he’d found what he was looking for. In answer, the professor would only shrug, wink, and kiss her cheek.


As a girl, Isolde had thought her father a romantic figure: a fearless, enigmatic genius who served the call of adventure. He certainly looked like an adventurer: Long exposure to the sun had only deepened the hue of his russet skin; his hair was untamed; his beard unruly and stripped like a badger with white. He was long of leg and broad of shoulder and did not carry on his bones so much as a pinch of fat. He struck Isolde as heroic, though it was an infatuation that dwindled as she matured, and discovered that her mother’s patience was not as effortless as she made it seem.


They had learned of Professor Silas Wilby’s death from his banker, Mr. Ecklous.


A tall man with milky hair and watery eyes, Mr. Ecklous sat in their kitchen, looking wrong in his three-piece suit seated upon a spindle-backed chair. Both Isolde and her mother had been perplexed to see the banker come with an article of old familial luggage: a carpetbag that had belonged to the professor’s father, and which they assumed was still moldering in the attic above.


Mr. Ecklous had looked neither of them in the eye when he’d said, “I’m very sorry to report that Professor Wilby is dead.”


Isolde, who was sixteen at the time, had been sure there’d been some mistake. Her father’s untimely demise was often speculated in the papers. The professor had the distinction of seeing his obituary printed on no fewer than three occasions over the course of his stubborn lifetime, the cause of his death having been attributed alternately to disease, disembowelment, and disintegration.


“You have proof? Who was the source?” her mother asked.


“No, in fact, I have the opposite of proof. I have an absence. You see, he left me with a device—a sand clock, a very curious one.” Mr. Ecklous peered at the small glass of grapefruit juice he’d been offered and accepted, and now ogled as if it were a rare gem. “The clock never needed to be turned. The sand flowed down, made a hill of an hour, and then when the last grain had rattled from the bulb, the flow reversed: the sand poured upward into an upside-down mound—a stalactite, if you will.” He looked at them finally, seeming to expect some glimmer of commiserative wonder, a shared awe with the oddities that seemed to orbit the professor. He flinched when he saw their unreadable owlish gazes. He continued: “The hourglass has sat on my bookshelf for more than a decade. Silas told me that as long as the sands continued to run, I’d know he was alive. Yesterday evening, I found the clock motionless, the sands frozen. I sat vigil all night waiting for the clock to drain again. I am sorry to be here, to have come with this news.”


Isolde looked to her mother to see if she appeared concerned. Dr. Timmons-Wilby looked bewildered but not despondent when she said, “I’m going to need more proof than a broken clock, I’m afraid.”


Isolde took consolation from her mother’s measured response: Her father was not really dead. But, as is so often the case, the bloom of hope was quick to wilt.


*


In the Cardinal Library’s Caffery Room, Warren stood by the window clucking affectionately at the starlings perched on the rounded sill outside. A flock wheeled through the haze beyond, stretching and gathering, mounting and breaking like surf.


Isolde sat at the stately table that dominated the small reading room with an expression of hazy consternation, a look that Warren recognized at once. He touched her shoulder, and she reached back to pat his hand.


“You all right?” he asked.


“I liked the diagnosis of madness for the king more before a golem appeared in our basement.”


“What are you thinking now? A curse? Poison?”


“I don’t know.”


Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby entered the room talking, much in the style of her daughter. She came relatively unburdened with tomes and documents. Iz had hoped to see her pushing a returns cart full of material. Instead, her mother bore only a pamphlet and a folio, though the librarian seemed sufficiently delighted with her retrieval.


“I think I know when he lost his signet. Or at least approximately so,” the librarian said, setting down her light burden and leaning upon the tabletop with the straightened arms of a general looming over a battle plan. The posture was one of such domination that Iz felt compelled to rise. It had been Dr. Timmons-Wilby who’d first introduced Iz to hexegy, and though the daughter quickly outshone her mother’s own talent for the craft, there were few in Berbiton who could fashion a more effective Hex of Acuity.


The librarian drew a circle of inverted ankhs upon the tabletop with the nail of one finger. Watching from her side, Isolde smiled at her mother’s intricate work. “How do you do that? Anything more than two rings, and I want my chalk.”


“Repetition. Also, someone’s always nicking my pens. I had to write a note to the director this morning with a crayon! Holding on to a writing implement in a library requires darker magic than I’ve mastered. All right, there we are.” The daedal lines of the librarian’s hex began to shine like moonlight through a dormer window. Setting aside the pamphlet for the moment, Dr. Timmons-Wilby opened the folio to reveal velum sleeves containing carefully cut rectangles and L’s of newsprint that had yellowed with age. “Of course, the library would never butcher its collection of newspapers like this, but these were donated by someone who was an enthusiast of the royal family. She collected and filed every story, picture, or bit of gossip about the royals for nearly fifty years.” Extracting one clipped column, she smoothed the brittle paper over her hex. The faded text and picture spangled and dithered like a mirage. Then all at once, the article snapped into perfect clarity.


Warren whistled softly. “That’s the king? So young! What year was this?” Though the header of the clipping lacked a date, the original collector had noted it in the side margin in a thin, slanting cursive. “June 12, 4032. Rather dapper, wasn’t he? Whenever I see his picture in the papers now, his face is all puckered up and sneery. He always looks like someone just stepped on his toe.”


Isolde read the copy for War’s benefit, as he stood peering over the crowded shoulders of the two women. “Captain Sebastian, Prince of Yeardley, to be honorably discharged from the Luthlandian Armed Forces after an extended medical leave. Captain Sebastian was awaiting deployment to the front lines when he was seized by a blood infection that nearly robbed him of his life. After convalescing at Winterbourne Military Hospital for three months, Captain Sebastian is expected to be released later this week. Though he will not have served in the Meridian War, the captain’s brief military career was not without distinction … ” Isolde trailed off as she read ahead. “The rest is just a summary of his time at academy.”


“Now, look at the picture.” Dr. Timmons-Wilby pointed at the row of four young men in parade dress uniforms. They were smiling, at ease, arms draped upon each other’s shoulders, a pose that brought into ready relief a particular hand and a familiar ring. Isolde’s mother presented her with her monocle, and Iz bent to inspect the ring more closely.


“It certainly appears to be our ring.” She turned her attention to the prince’s face: His knocked-back cap, full cheeks, and saucy simper made him look like a boy playing soldier. He bore the dimpled chin and sparkling eyes that were common among Yeardley men.


“Six months later, we have this.” The pamphlet, which commemorated the opening of a new speedway, featured a picture of Prince Sebastian and Lady Mary Soames, whom he would marry two years later. Behind them stretched the long bonnet of a black racing jaunt. The prince and lady were similarly posed; in one hand each held a large pair of tailor’s scissors, and in the other hand, the cut end of the ribbon. Here again, the prince’s signet was visible with the help of the librarian’s hex. The seal was quite obviously not the same as before: The oval shape had been replaced by a rectangle. “A new ring,” Dr. Timmons-Wilby said, her voice bright with triumph.


Warren sighed. “They made quite a fetching couple, didn’t they?”


“Did they?” Iz mused, reexamining the prince’s aloof expression. Gone was the playful smile. Though it would be years before he was crowned King Elbert III, already Prince Sebastian seemed to have embraced the solemnity of his future.


“Oh, I think you can tell they were already in love.” Warren reached between them to tap the bannered wreath that hung from the jaunt’s fender, which read: TO THE STARTING LINE! DECEMBER 11, 4032. “And it was, let me see, four years after this that she passed away. I don’t much care for the man, but the fact that he never remarried always seemed to me a testament to the depth of his heartbreak. What did she die of … the pox, wasn’t it?”


“A fever she caught from swimming in the Zimme,” Dr. Timmons-Wilby corrected in the sort of automatic drone one used to bless a sneezing stranger. Mother and daughter bore mirroring pensive scowls. “You would’ve had more opportunities to help with this sort of critical work if you’d not quit the OEI.” The Office of Ensorcelled Investigations had operated under the city police. Isolde had served as its inaugural and terminal head. Though her tenure at the OEI had occurred nearly a decade prior and not lasted a year, it still seemed fresh in Luella’s mind as she rarely allowed a visit to go by without mentioning it to her daughter.


“I didn’t quit,” Iz corrected. “Well, I did, but only because they forced me out. My superiors didn’t take me seriously.”


“Do you really think the board of directors that oversee this library hold me in perfect esteem? Hardly. Administrators are oblivious and generally get in the way; effective employees learn to work around them. That’s how it always is. Besides, it wasn’t really your commissioner’s approval that you wanted, was it?”


“This isn’t about Dad.”


“If you say so. But then, why do this? Why investigate this case? Is it that you’re flattered the Crown came to you instead of the police? Are you hoping to trot this coup under the noses of the old brass?”


Isolde straightened, bucking against Warren, who’d been leaning over her. “Someone put a monster in my basement, Mother. They invaded my home. They attacked Warren. All to discourage me from getting involved. This isn’t about Dad or my disappointing career. This is about uncovering who is behind the assault on our sanctuary, and the blackmailer seems the most likely culprit. I intend to hold them to account.”


“And make them buy me a new rug,” Warren interjected in an effort to cool the rising temperature of the room.


Moderating her tone, Isolde composed a peaceable smile. “Exactly. This is about a carpet.”


Luella shrugged. “If you say so, dear.”


Iz sighed. “Thank you, Mother. You’ve been very helpful—as always.”


“I’m sure I could be more helpful if you’d share the contents of that letter.”


“I have no doubt about that,” Iz said, and snatched up the newspaper clipping even as she turned on her heel and stamped for the door.


“That’s not in circulation,” her mother said in a hoarse stage whisper.


“Call it a royal dispensation.” Iz raised a declarative finger to punctuate what her restrained volume could not.


“I’ll call it theft,” the librarian replied.


“I’m sorry, Luella. I’ll make sure you get it back.” Warren picked up her hand and squeezed it. “Seeing you is always my favorite part of any case.”


Dr. Timmons-Wilby smiled thinly, her thoughts obviously still with her daughter. “Elusive and inclined to abuse of power. She would’ve made a fine commissioner.”
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