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chapter one

			Life goes on—which I have always felt was rude on life’s part. It comes crashing into us at full speed, leaves us reeling, and doesn’t spare so much as a backward glance as we drag ourselves back to our feet in its dust. It isn’t that life doesn’t care—although, to be clear, it doesn’t—it’s that life clearly has its own agenda, and no intention of pausing to let the rest of us catch our breath.

			I was already out of breath as I crested a hill looking out over the busy streets of New Fiddleham. My mentor had a naturally rapid gait, and it had been too long since I’d had any practice keeping pace. “A moment, if you don’t mind, Mr. Jackaby,” I called.

			“Of course.” He paused to stand in what he might have believed was a nonchalant posture, leaning stiffly with his shoulder against a lamppost and his hands in the pockets of his tatty old duster while he waited for me. His restlessness was palpable—it crawled under his lapels and clambered through his messy hair. The man’s impatience had little to do with today’s hike and everything to do with me. I couldn’t blame him.

			“I’m sorry,” I said.

			“Don’t apologize,” he chided, but his aura churned.

			Auras, for those who have the good fortune of not being able to see them, look a bit like a glowing light and a bit like wispy smoke and a bit like a dream you tried to hold in your mind after waking up. Auras are slippery. They’re also everywhere. Everything has its own energy. Sometimes that energy is simple—an average brick’s energy is ruddy and brick-shaped; an average pebble’s is small and pale. Other times, an aura is a hundred times larger and more complicated than the physical object generating it. A simple silver brooch could fill a room with waves of midnight and sadness, or a strand of hair could burn as bright as a bonfire. That might all sound like a dazzling spectacle, and it is, but one does not wish to be dazzled when one is trying to butter a potato. One wishes that a potato would just sit still and be a potato for five blessed minutes. Auras are exhausting. And I had spent my formative months as a Seer sequestered in a building packed with my mentor’s paranormal relics and crime scene mementos. They dazzled ceaselessly.

			Until recently, Jackaby had been the one to see auras, and he had been good at it. He had made a career out of it, solving impossible mysteries by following invisible clues. The sight should have remained his until the day he died—and technically it had. Fortunately, Jackaby’s untimely demise had only been temporary. Less fortunately, his supernatural sight had transferred itself behind my unready eyelids the moment his heart had stopped beating, and there it had remained even after his resuscitation. The power was mine now, whether I wanted it or not.

			“Shall we?” Jackaby asked.

			I nodded, following him under a narrow brick arch. My eye twitched as we crossed through the tight alleyway. The space was claustrophobic, and the air was thick with the electric grays of anxiety and fear. One wall had been splattered with dull red paint, in which someone had hastily scrawled the words MUNDUS NOSTER. Each letter thrummed angrily. It made me feel itchy, like scar tissue forming around a cut.

			“What’s that?” I asked aloud.

			“Hmm?” Jackaby followed my gaze. His lip twisted in a brief sneer. “Don’t pay it any mind. Just local gangs demonstrating typical New Fiddleham hospitality. At least they’ve put some effort into their Latin this time. Our world. Not particularly original. I’ve seen four or five variations in the past week.”

			I swallowed. “Is that normal?” I asked.

			Jackaby didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. His aura churned faster.

			“This is why you wanted me to get back out into the city, isn’t it?” I said. “To see things like that for myself?”

			“You are not responsible for stopping every vandal in New Fiddleham, Miss Rook,” Jackaby replied. He kept his eyes fixed forward. “I told you already, this trip is only for practice. No ulterior motives. No pressure. When you are ready, you’re ready.” A few agitated pinwheels of anxiety spun off his aura, but he kept his expression flat. “You’ve been cooped up for months. It’s good for you to get back into the world, breathe some fresh air.” He sniffed. “Or at least some New Fiddleham air. Mind that sticky-looking puddle, there.”

			He had a point. It had been ages since I had ventured more than a few blocks from home, and on those rare outings I tended to keep my attention on the cobblestones. The house had become my safe haven. Granted, it was also a safe haven to several species of supernatural wildlife, a handful of temperamental nature spirits, and at least one ghost—but none of those things were as frightening to me as the outside world. As it happens, the resident ghost of 926 Augur Lane had become one of my dearest friends of late. Her name was Jenny Cavanaugh, and she would have given you the coat off her own back, if that coat had not also been a spectral apparition incapable of passing to mortal hands.

			I picked up the skirts of my walking dress as I hurried to stay fast on Jackaby’s heels. “So this whole exercise isn’t even a tiny bit about the commissioner’s request?” I asked.

			“Hmm? What was that?” Jackaby deflected clumsily.

			“For a consultation? I saw the letter in your office.”

			“Ah. Well. No, this trip is certainly not about Commissioner Marlowe. Unless . . .” He raised his eyebrows at me. “Unless you felt like you were ready?” A faint hint of bright turquoise formed a hopeful little halo behind his head. “It’s only that the police are ill-equipped for a lot of the new cases coming their way. I’ve been assisting here and there when I can, but the sight would be particularly helpful right about now.”

			“I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “I’m so sorry. I want to be ready, truly. Jenny says—”

			“It’s fine,” Jackaby said, hurriedly. “It’s fine. His requests can wait.”

			“Requests?” I asked. “More than one? How many has he sent?”

			Jackaby’s mouth hung open for a beat. His eyes darted to the left. “Look at that! We’re here!” he declared. “Last stop for the day.”

			We had drawn up along the side of a wide building hewn from broad gray stones.

			“Well?” he asked. “What do you think?”

			An ordinary tour guide might have been encouraging me to take in the majestic sight of the Romanesque arches above us or perhaps the savory smells of the street vendors half a block ahead. I could tell that this was not my mentor’s intention.

			“See it?” Jackaby patted the wall beside him. “Should be just about here, yes?”

			I nodded. “I see it,” I said. “It looks like a stain—only it’s not really there, is it?”

			Jackaby beamed happily. “Of course it’s there. Well. I can’t see it—not anymore—but I remember it. What does it look like to you?”

			I took a deep breath. “It’s got layers,” I said. “Dark green underneath, but not a proper green. It’s a guilty sort of green? Like seaweed and shame. Then it gets lighter and more yellow as it warms up. It’s . . . sparkly? It’s like there are slivers of diamond mixed up in the bricks. They’re good sparkles, I think. Mostly.”

			“Well, Detective?” Jackaby prompted. “You’ve got all the pieces of the puzzle. Take a guess. What’s just on the other side of that wall?”

			I bit my lip. For months, I had memorized the unique tints of specific creatures. Elven magic, troll musk, pixie dust—they all gave off distinct energies, like footprints. But the sight didn’t stop at species. Every being, human or otherwise, had a history and memories that trailed behind them like swirling eddies, further coloring their energy. Fears and hopes saturated every passerby. Bang any two people together, and you’d find the air thick with a cloud of thoughts and emotions. Reading the residue that people left behind was like trying to tell what had been written on a blackboard based on the chalk dust coming off the erasers.

			“Behind this wall is . . . a room?” It was like I had inherited an artist’s priceless paints, but I could barely manage to scribble out a finger painting. “It seems like a place where a lot of people have visited.”

			“Okay,” Jackaby said. “Move past the obvious, now. Why do people come here?”

			“They come here . . . because they feel bad?” I ventured. “Except coming here makes them feel worse, I think. But feeling worse makes them feel . . . better, somehow?” My head was beginning to hurt. “Does any of that make sense?”

			Jackaby nodded. “Nearly there. What sort of place is it?”

			“A . . . pub?”

			“So close.” Jackaby snapped his fingers. Ripples of disappointment spread along his aura.

			“Oh, just tell me.”

			“We’re on the side of St. Mary’s,” he said. “Behind these bricks is the confessional. Remarkable how those heavy feelings have seeped all the way through solid stone over the years. Beautiful, too, isn’t it? I always found it so hard to describe. You should really see the particles of guilt when they catch the light around sunset.”

			I ran my fingers over the swirling energies that clung to the wall. It was oddly pretty. I closed my eyes, but the colors still hung before me in darkness—the sight a stronger force than my own eyelids.

			“Ready to head back?” Jackaby asked.

			“Why should guilt be beautiful?” I asked. “It seems like guilt should be ugly, shouldn’t it?”

			Jackaby shrugged. “I suppose it’s less about the emotion and more about the honesty of confessing.” He adjusted the strap on his satchel. “Honesty’s rare. Finding a place where you feel safe enough to be open and true—that’s something special. I think the sight responds to that.” He patted the wall once more, affectionately. “Shall we?”

			The walk back toward Augur Lane took us over wide, winding streets, down narrow alleys framed by tall brick buildings, and past the stately grounds of St. Pantaloon’s (the latter being a hospital that was supposed to be named for Saint Pantaleon, patron of physicians and midwives, but—due to a bit of sloppy cursive on the official documents—had been named, instead, for baggy women’s trousers). One of the things I had come to love about living in New Fiddleham was that it refused to abide by the logic of any other town—nor by any logic at all, most days.

			Since arriving, I had often mused that the city felt alive—that it hummed in the myriad voices of the people within its walls. In the past, the thought had been merely romantic. Now that I had the sight, the feeling had evolved into less of a metaphor and more of a firm observation. Walking through the city felt like clinging to the back of a great, powerful horse or burying my face in the soft fur of some gigantic bear. Even the cold cobblestones beneath my feet had a life to them, a history. They breathed. The air, perfumed by a mix of wash water and frying meats, carried with it something else as well—an essence that was more than scents on the breeze.

			Generations of people had hung their dreams and fears and hopes on this city—I could see them as plainly as I could see the laundry strung between buildings. To countless people, this bulky, bustling beast of a town had meant more than bricks and mortar—it had meant opportunity and second chances. This city would be different than the last. This city would make manifest the lives they had been waiting for. Faithfully, desperately, countless souls had made the choice to believe in New Fiddleham, and their belief had given the city life. New Fiddleham was alive. But it was also aching.

			“Is that Anton’s bakery up ahead?” I asked.

			Jackaby nodded, but his energy soured almost at once. “It might be faster if we cut up along Mason Street.”

			“Hang on.” I furrowed my brow. Something was off. “Why is it all boarded up?”

			Jackaby cleared his throat. “Erm. Anton decided it was time to move on,” he said. “Packed up shop a month or two ago. A feral brownie swarm nested in the rafters as soon as he was gone, so I don’t envy whoever tries to move in next.”

			My chest felt heavy as we continued past Anton’s. Other shops had shuttered as well, and a few of them had broken windows. A cherry tree with a halo of wild magic was growing sideways out of the wall of a used bookstore. The sidewalk beneath it was littered with broken bricks and rotten cherries, as if the thing had simply punched its way out, rather than growing gradually over many years. An axe was buried in the tree trunk, but the bark had swollen around the axe head and trapped it. A soggy newspaper hung in one of the branches. It was tattered from the wind, but the words The Paranormal Problem stood out in bold font at the top of an editorial.

			New Fiddleham had always been a city with troubles—its shadows had shadows—but I had been under the impression that things had been getting brighter. I eyed my mentor. “Is there something you’re not telling me?”

			“Loads of things,” he confirmed without hesitation. “An octopus has three hearts. Spiderwebs make excellent bandages, provided you take the spiders out first. Let’s see—interpreting cheese curds was a popular method of divination in the Middle Ages. It’s called tyromancy.”

			“You know what I meant,” I said.

			Jackaby’s jaw tightened and his pace slowed. “Seven,” he said. “Commissioner Marlowe has reached out on seven separate occasions asking when you might be ready to consult again. He needs help. Between you and me, his officers are in way over their heads. And it’s only getting worse.”

			“Why didn’t you tell me things had gotten this bad?”

			“Jenny felt it was best not to put too much pressure on you before you were ready.” He fidgeted with the strap of his satchel. “I promised. And she’s right. Besides, there’s always a bit of bad,” he added.

			“This is more than a bit, though, isn’t it?” I asked.

			Faded yellow flecks flickered in Jackaby’s aura as he wrestled with his answer. In the end, he settled for honesty. “It is concerning,” he admitted.

			I felt a numb weight in my stomach. “Is this all happening just because the Seer hasn’t been around to solve everyone’s strange problems?” I asked. “Were you always the secret linchpin holding this city together?”

			“Not so secret,” Jackaby grumbled. “I told them how important my work was as often as possible—not that anyone used to listen.” He must have caught the expression on my face, because his tone quickly shifted. “No. This isn’t your fault. Not even tyromancers could have seen things curdling quite like this. It’s complicated. The battle at the rift—it exposed a lot of magical beings, some of whom had been living here in secret for years and many more who crossed over for the first time through the new gate. It shook things up, that’s all.”

			“But paranormals stood alongside humans in that battle!” I said. “I was there! It united everyone.” The words sounded naive even as I said them.

			“Oh, the incident did bring people closer together,” Jackaby said, heavily. “It turns out people hate being close. Have you ever ridden on a crowded train car? People up close can be deeply unsettling.”

			We passed a wall from which a wine barrel was protruding at a rakish angle at about head height. The masonry around the thing did not look like it had shifted, nor had the wood been cut or broken. Bricks and barrel simply appeared to be occupying the same space. A scrap of a label was just visible, poking out of the place where they met. It looked scorched, as if melding with the bricks had heated it to burning. I could see residual traces of energy still swirling around it.

			“Things like this don’t help.” Jackaby patted the barrel as we passed. “Supernatural accidents, paranormal crimes, the occasional minor arson—this sort of thing used to come up every week or so, and I could typically handle each one quietly in a single afternoon. Except now they’re cropping up with troubling frequency, and I can’t . . .” He let the sentence trail off.

			“No. You can’t. But I could have,” I said. “And I haven’t been. I’ve been letting it all pile up for months and months.”

			Jackaby’s chest rose and fell. I could see that he wanted to disagree, but his weary aura betrayed him.

			“You should have told me,” I said.

			“Would knowing have made your training any easier? You weren’t ready.”

			I opened my mouth to speak, but then shut it again.

			After several paces, Jackaby rallied, willing himself to put on a halfhearted smile. “It’s fine. Progress demands discomfort. New Fiddleham is growing to become a better version of itself, just as we all are. Every scuffle in the streets or angry bit of vandalism is merely a growing pain. Throwing yourself at New Fiddleham’s problems before you overcome your own isn’t going to help anyone—least of all you. Although, if you think you might be ready soon . . .”

			Jackaby’s words gradually faded to the back of my mind. My attention had snagged on a blue-black aura in a shady alleyway ahead. Sadness. Fear. Desperation. It was so intense, I could taste the feelings at the back of my mouth. I slowed down and stepped closer.

			The figure in the alley was a child, slumped with her back against the bricks, her arms wrapped around her knees and her gaze fixed on the opposite wall. I glanced over to see what she was looking at. Facing her were several official-looking posters. They bore names and rough illustrations of half a dozen people, and each one was topped with the same bold heading: MISSING. A smaller, stiff script under each one encouraged citizens to report any information that might lead police to their whereabouts. Two of the posters had red paint splashed across them in crude Xs, and a third had the word DEMON scrawled across the drawing’s face. Not far off, the wall had been treated to another inscription of the dark red MUNDUS NOSTER.

			When I turned my eyes back to the girl, she was watching me intently.

			“Hello there,” I said, softly.

			The girl didn’t answer. Her eyes, rimmed with red, narrowed as she surveyed me. She had a smudge of soot on her cheek, and the hem of her dress was caked with dirt. Her hair was so black that it almost looked blue in the cool light of the alleyway.

			“It’s okay,” I continued. “My name is Miss Rook. This is my friend Mr. Jackaby. What’s your name?”

			“Are you with the police?” she asked.

			I glanced at Jackaby, who gave me an encouraging nod but remained silent. “Sometimes,” I said, turning back to the girl. “Not recently.”

			“I’m not supposed to speak to police.”

			“Sound advice,” I said. “They’re dreary conversationalists, on the whole. You’re much better off speaking to me.”

			“You talk funny,” the girl said.

			“I’m from England,” I said. “I grew up in a town called Portsmouth. Lots of people sound like me in Portsmouth. Would it be all right with you if I sat down for a bit?”

			She shrugged gloomily. “It’s anyone’s sidewalk.”

			I settled myself gently onto the ground a few feet away from her, our backs pressed against the same cool wall. “Portsmouth is a bit like New Fiddleham,” I said. “Ships in the harbor. Church bells on Sunday. But it’s different, too. There’s nowhere in the world that feels quite like home, is there?”

			The kid only watched me, warily.

			“I like the ways New Fiddleham is different,” I added. “It’s good to be different. Different is beautiful.”

			“Maybe in Portsmouth it is,” mumbled the kid.

			For several seconds, we sat in silence.

			“Do you know any of them?” I asked gently, indicating the posters.

			“You ask a lotta questions,” said the kid.

			“I suppose I do.” I nodded. “It’s sort of my job to ask questions. I try to help people, if I can.”

			She sniffed and rolled her eyes. “You’re not worried that you’ll get your fancy dress all dirty?”

			“Dirt’s nothing,” I told her. “You should have seen my skirts after I fought a whole dragon. I was a right mess.”

			“You didn’t fight a dragon.”

			“I did,” I said. “I’ve fought a lot of creatures.”

			She eyed me through narrow lids.

			“You don’t believe me,” I said. “But I can do loads of things. For example, just by looking at you, I can tell that you’ve got a headstrong aura.”

			She rolled her eyes.

			“And you’ve spent a good bit of time in a cemetery recently.”

			Her eyes ceased rolling.

			“I’d wager that’s where you’ve been sleeping, yes? Graveyard dirt glows much brighter than garden dirt. I’ve practiced a lot with dirts. You also ate a cherry tart not long ago—no—raspberry? It was stolen, which I always find makes them taste sweeter, don’t you?”

			The girl’s mouth pursed tightly, her brow furrowed, and she pushed herself up to her feet. “Have you been following me?” she demanded.

			“Nothing like that,” I said.

			“Stay away from me!” she cried, and bolted off down the alleyway.

			“Wait!” I climbed to my feet. “I didn’t mean—I only . . .”

			She was already out of earshot.

			“Yeah. You get used to that.” Jackaby sighed. “Would you like to give chase?”

			I shook my head, watching her vanish around the corner. With a sigh, I crossed the alley to get a closer look at the posters on the wall. The girl’s aura hung heavily off one in particular; it was a sketch of a woman by the name of Mary Horne. She had been reported missing two weeks prior. My eyes darted from paper to paper. They were all so recent—none of them older than last month. The ones marred by red paint were known paranormal citizens—their descriptions included species. The others, including Horne, appeared to be human.

			I took a slow, deep breath. “So,” I said. “You say Commissioner Marlowe could use some help?”

			Jackaby’s aura bubbled. He failed utterly to conceal a smile. “Welcome back, Detective Rook.”

		

	
		
			
chapter two

			The sun was high in the sky as we mounted the steps of New Fiddleham’s Mason Street Police Station. My mentor reached the door before I did. “You’re sure you’re ready?” he asked for the dozenth time. I wished he would stop asking.

			Obviously, I wasn’t ready. I brushed my hands along the pleats of my skirt, hoping no one would notice that my palms were sweating. I had not felt ready once in the past six months. Why should I suddenly be ready now? I would probably never be ready.

			“Of course I’m ready,” I said.

			In we pressed.

			The station house felt busier than usual—although everything felt busy lately. Afternoon tea felt busy. The atmosphere as we entered was rife with muddy yellow discomfort and blossoms of crimson anger and frustration. Layers of bureaucratic gray had been packed into every corner, agitated by a fresh, electric tension that rippled from body to body. Ahead of us, a processing officer slapped a stamp onto a set of documents in triplicate before glancing up at our approach.

			“Is he in?” my mentor asked.

			“He’s always in,” the officer confirmed.

			We made our way through a bustle of uniforms and unprocessed detainees, then down a hallway past the detention cells. I glanced in at the prisoners and instantly regretted it. The waves of energy rolling off the humans and nonhumans packing every bench hit me like a landslide—anxiety, shame, fury, despondency—there were just too many people and too much energy, all of it too intense. I felt dizzy. This had been a bad idea.

			I took deep breaths and stared at my mentor’s back, trying to ignore my peripheral vision. Jackaby was dressed in his favorite overlong duster, its sleeves scuffed and stained—the badges of a hundred curious cases—and its lining stitched with dozens of pockets that clinked and rattled faintly as he walked. Slung over his shoulder was a battered satchel, the contents of which would require an entire ledger to inventory. Mr. Jackaby was fond of saying that fortune favored the prepared. Trailing behind him in the close quarters of the hallway, I couldn’t help but notice that his preparation smelled distinctly of sage with accents of garlic.

			Several policemen glanced our way as we proceeded, but nobody stopped us. At the end of the last hallway was an inauspicious door marked with a simple brass plaque that read: COMMISSIONER MARLOWE. My mentor rapped twice and did not wait for an invitation before pushing it open.

			There had been a time, not too long ago, when the desk of New Fiddleham’s police commissioner had been housed in a regal office in city hall. That desk had been a broad, imposing piece of furniture, topped with fine leather and framed by two plaster busts of stately-looking figures who were clearly very important, albeit not important enough to merit full bodies or real marble. That had been a different desk, and the man who had sat behind it a very different commissioner.

			In place of gaudy busts, Marlowe’s desk was framed by a twin set of wire trays, both overflowing with files and paperwork. Behind the desk was a worn leather chair, and in the chair was Commissioner Marlowe himself. The commissioner was built as if he had been chiseled from an especially square piece of granite. He had a square jaw and square shoulders—even the circles under his eyes looked as if they were trying to square off. His brow rose as we entered.

			“Miss Rook.” He nodded in my direction, a yellow glint daring to pierce the storm gray of his aura like a timid mouse picking its way through an ash heap. “Good to finally see you out and about.” He turned his gaze to my mentor. “Jackaby.”

			“Marlowe.” Jackaby stepped farther into the office and leaned on a cabinet casually as he glanced around the room. “I love what you’ve done with the space—bleak, yet also dreary. I must admit, it’s nice to be back in the old workplace again.”

			Marlowe rubbed the bridge of his nose. “You don’t work here,” he grunted. “You were never officially employed by the New Fiddleham Police Department.”

			“Freelance, yes.” Jackaby nodded. “Wouldn’t have it any other way. All the freedom, flexibility, and financial insecurity of being gainfully unemployed, plus paperwork.”

			A uniformed woman poked her head through the door behind us, giving the frame a timid knock as she did. “Sorry to interrupt, sir,” she said.

			 “I’m in the middle of meeting with a consultant,” Marlowe grunted. His eyes flicked to me. “I am meeting with a consultant, yes?”

			“I—erm. That’s right,” I managed, eloquently.

			“Very sorry, sir,” the woman said. “I just need to know how you want me to write up that MacLir case.”

			Marlowe closed his eyes and let out a breath. “Call it a four-fifteen. Standard forms are in the basket in processing.”

			“I thought four-fifteen was for disturbing the peace?”

			“Yeah. Shockingly, we don’t have a specific code for accidentally transforming a random passerby into a goose.” Marlowe grunted. “But if that happened to me, I would find my peace pretty damned disturbed, wouldn’t you? Four-fifteen. Basket. Processing.”

			“Perhaps we’ve come at a bad time,” I said as the officer hurried away. I motioned to the piles on Marlowe’s desk.

			“This?” Marlowe chuckled. “This is a good day.” He leaned back in his chair, his eyes fixing on mine. “Things have gotten messy. I hate messy.”

			“What sort of messy, exactly?” I asked. “Other than the goose business.”

			Marlowe plucked a handful of files off the top of one of the baskets. “Petty theft by a vanishing hitchhiker. Caught her twice now, but we can’t make it back to the station without her disappearing again. We’ve lost two pairs of handcuffs already. Some creep has been selling deployable curse pouches to schoolkids. Carriage stolen on Hill Street—fairies implicated. That’s a phrase I wasn’t prepared to utter when I started on the force. Nature spirits are squatting in an old military training camp on the edge of town. Multiple complaints from neighbors about the noise, but the nasty things have a habit of turning into animals when we try to handcuff them, so that’s been fun.”

			“What sort of animals do they turn into?” Jackaby asked.

			“Pointy ones, generally.” Marlowe tossed the folders back on the top of the stack. “It’s always something. Last week, three pubs got robbed in one night by a sneaky little thief who could slip through keyholes and make off with entire barrels. Only caught the idiot because he knocked over a sackful of peanuts on his way out and then stuck around to count them all for some reason.”

			“Got to be a clurichaun,” said Jackaby. “Was he drunk? They’re usually drunk.”

			“Drunks I can handle.” Marlowe sighed. “I miss drunks. Dealt with drunks my entire career. But drunks who won’t stay put behind locked bars? Drunks who can kick down a wall? Drunks who mutter nonsense that turns out to be actual magical curses? Yesterday a little old lady waved a knitting needle at Allan and turned his tie into a live python. Well, mostly live. I think it was made of yarn. Fabric pins for teeth.”

			“Is Allan all right?” I asked.

			“He’s fine.”

			“And the python?” Jackaby said.

			Marlowe rolled his eyes. “Allan named it Susan. He’s been feeding it balled-up socks. Not every incident wraps up so nicely, though. These ones are just the misdemeanors and minor violations. Violent crimes and missing persons numbers are way up, too. Can’t always tell if the perpetrator is paranormal or not. Some cases we just can’t explain. That’s why I reached out.” He looked squarely at me again. “I know you asked for some time, but—”

			“It’s fine,” I said. “I’ve had time. I’m ready.”

			Marlowe might not have had my mystical magic eyeballs, but he had been working with criminals his entire career and had developed a talent for knowing when someone was lying. He raised an eyebrow at me, his aura prickling skeptically.

			“Really,” I insisted. “I can do this.”

			Marlowe nodded. “I’ve given Inspector Dupin command of the Paranormal Division. He can get you started. Go see what he’s got for you.”

			Inspector Dupin was just emerging from the evidence locker as we made our way toward his office. His aura sizzled like oil over a high flame.

			“Inspector!” Jackaby called. “Just the fellow we’re looking for.”

			Dupin glanced up from the clipboard he was signing. “Didn’t you quit?” he said. “Afternoon, Miss Rook. How are the visions?”

			I faltered only for a moment. “Unceasing,” I answered.

			“Fair.” He nodded, handing the clipboard back to the evidence clerk. “You here to help or get in the way?”

			“Help,” I said.

			Dupin gestured for us to follow as he made his way back through the hallways. “Let me know as soon as Thompson is back,” he said, tapping the duty sergeant’s desk. “I want him to take lead on the Humans First mess. We’re going to need statements. And could we get someone to clean out interrogation room one? It still smells like wet dog in there.” He continued moving through the station. “I thought you were broken,” he said, glancing at me as we walked. “I could use help, but the last thing I need is a project.”

			“I’m not broken,” I said. “And I’m nobody’s project.”

			He turned to Jackaby. “She ready?”

			“Ask her that.”

			Dupin turned back to me. “Well?”

			“I—I think so,” I said. The inspector’s aura did not resonate with confidence at my reply.

			“She’s ready,” Jackaby declared.

			“I was thinking I might be of use on a recent missing persons case,” I said, trying to sound more confident this time. “There’s a woman—her name is Horne. I was wondering if I could see her file?”

			“Mary Horne?”

			“That’s the one. You know the case?”

			“Sure.” Dupin shrugged. “Witch. She got caught peddling illegal substances and split before we could arrest her. Nothing exciting—some otherworld herbs and powders and things. We were looking for her suppliers more than for her, but I guess she got spooked. Neighbors filed the report when she didn’t turn up for a few days, but she’s most likely just gone into hiding somewhere. Not a high priority.”

			I scowled. “Did she have any family?” I asked. “Children? There was a girl.”

			“I don’t know. If she did, they ran when she ran. Look, they’re probably holed up in someone’s basement right now playing checkers. I’m not worried about her. All the petty Mary Hornes of this city are just symptoms of a bigger problem. We’re focused higher up the chain. Come here.”

			He walked us just around the corner to the detainment wing.

			“See that cell?” He nodded toward the lockup on the corner. I tried not to let my stomach get woozy as I peered in. “I’ve got a whole crew of tough guys in there right now who know more about a smuggling network than they’re saying. With any luck, those are the guys who are gonna lead us to the top of this thing. Mary Horne was just one of their many shady customers.”

			“I see. Would you like me to interrogate them?” I asked.

			“What? No.” Dupin shook his head. “I’d like you to stay out of the case entirely. It took us a month and a half to arrange the raid, and cracking these guys for information is delicate work.”

			“You don’t think I can do it?”

			Dupin raised an eyebrow. “Not exactly what I said.” His aura spun a hazy, dubious orange as he surveyed me. “You want a case? Great. I’m sure we can find something for you that’s not flagged for oversight and liable to start a riot if it goes south.” He waved over a constable from across the detainment hall.

			“I can do this,” I said. Not if you can’t even look at a handful of suspects without their auras making you woozy, my thoughts added, but I kept that to myself.

			“No,” Dupin said flatly. “We’ll find you something . . . smaller.” His lack of confidence in me resonated uncomfortably well with my own self-doubt. I took a deep breath, trying not to let my anxious thoughts spin out of control entirely and prove the inspector right. What would Jackaby have done?

			I stepped past Dupin into the miasma of auras that was the detainment area.

			“Miss Rook, please—” Dupin began.

			“They’re chock-full of interesting clues, this lot,” I said, trying to channel my inner Jackaby. The prisoners glanced up as I approached. There were goblins, trolls, elves, and humans all tucked into the cell together. Some of the paranormals maintained glamours to hide their inhuman features, their magical masks overlapping their true faces, like dizzying double exposures. It made me appreciate the ones who didn’t bother. My head was already aching, but I did my best to keep a confident tone as I glanced from face to face.

			“Let’s see. That one there has a pinkish, sparkly energy ground into his shirt cuffs. He’s been working with pixie dust. Lots of it. And the one on the end has been to the Annwyn recently—I can see the soil caking his boots.”

			“Already documented all of that,” Dupin said. “We have samples in evidence. If you please . . .”

			I swallowed. “What about secrets?” I said. “I can see them bubbling with secrets; can you? Those two on the bench together are sharing a secret—something about money, I think. And the fellow in the corner. He’s keeping an especially big secret. It’s dangerous—positively fizzing.”

			“That’s enough, Miss Rook,” Dupin said, but I was finally feeling the rhythm of it.

			I focused hard on the man in the corner of the cell. He had a stubbly chin and a mop of dusty brown hair, and his aura was swimming with nerves. He tensed under my gaze, his energy humming like a piano string about to snap.

			“He’s draped himself in lies,” I said. “But there’s one secret in particular that’s pushing all the others aside. He’s desperate to keep it hidden. It’s something about who he is—no, who he works for. That’s what you’re looking for, isn’t it, Inspector?”

			Dupin said something else, but his voice suddenly sounded far away. I was focused entirely on the twinkling light of the prisoner’s deep, dark secret, everything else fading into the background. This was it. I was doing it.

			“The man’s loyalties,” I mumbled, “I can feel them. They’re . . . well, they’re . . . here. How bizarre. It’s almost as if he actually works for . . . well, for you.” I blinked, and the police station gradually came back into focus all around me.

			“Did she just say Mick’s a cop ?” one of the other inmates hissed. I could feel every eye in the room suddenly fixed like arrows on the man in the corner.

			“Oh,” I said. “Oh.”

			“Get him out of there,” Dupin grunted.

			The room erupted in a flurry of shouts, threats, snarled curses, and a clattering of keys. My head spun as I was ushered back around the corner and shoved into an empty briefing room. It was several minutes before Inspector Dupin joined me. His lips were pursed. His aura was a tight, white-hot knot.

			“Sorry,” I whispered, meekly.

			“Two months,” he said. “He’s been undercover for two months, building up that identity, establishing trust.”

			“Yes.” I nodded. “That makes a lot of sense now.”

			Dupin pinched the bridge of his nose in very much the same way Marlowe tended to when Jackaby was speaking.

			“Right,” I said. “So maybe I should just work on that missing persons case I mentioned? Yes?”

			“He said no?” Jackaby asked as we stepped out into the sunlight together.

			“Emphatically,” I confirmed. “He doesn’t want me poking around anything that even brushes shoulders with his ongoing investigations.”

			“Not the most auspicious start.” Jackaby’s feet scuffed the cobbles as he led the way along Mason Street.

			“Not a complete loss, though,” I added. “He said that if I can manage to arrive tomorrow morning without starting another riot, he would still find me a nice petty crime to sort out. So that’s something.”

			“A step in the right direction,” said Jackaby. “You’ll be back up to monsters and murderers in no time.”

			“Hooray,” I managed, unenthusiastically.

			Perhaps starting simple was for the best. It was pressure enough to get my gift to work on demand; it would be another thing entirely to have matters of life and death resting on my abilities. And yet, my mind kept drifting back to that sketch of Mary Horne . . . and to the soot-streaked face of the girl who was missing her.

		

	
		
			
chapter three

			The trouble with the truth is that it sticks around, even when you’ve had enough of it. This is why good parents, as a rule, lie to their children early and often. Not cruel lies—quite the opposite. Lies can be kind. They can be soft and comfortable. They can weave into existence a world that makes sense and follows rules. There are no monsters, the lies coo. Everything is going to be okay, they purr. The grown-ups know exactly what they’re doing. The lies are a warm blanket.

			Inevitably, however, those lies begin to dry and peel away. They itch. Like frantic lizards shedding their skins, we scramble to free ourselves from the discomfort of the lies that no longer fit, not knowing that there are few torments in this world more harrowing than the naked truth.

			“Miss Rook?” my mentor called. He shifted the strap of his satchel, which cut across his chest. The midmorning sun beat down on the weathered flagstones as we walked. “Are you all right?” he asked.

			I swallowed. A million disconcerting images and wild apparitions danced in front of my eyes at all hours of the day and night. If they had simply been hallucinations, I might have had the slim comfort of being able to tell myself they weren’t real, but my visions were something much more insidious: they were the absolute, unrelenting truth.

			“I’m fine,” I lied.

			“Good.” He nodded. “Because we’ve arrived. It’s time to go to work, Detective.”

			New Fiddleham was a city that wore many faces. There was the stern, sober face of the Business District uptown, and the scarred, aging face of the Inkling District on the other side of the river. The one staring back at us as we rounded the last turn was clean-shaven and respectable, as metropolitan faces go. Shops lined either side of a broad lane, and the men and women making their way up and down the sidewalks were clad in fine hats, fitted waistcoats, and bright, clean dresses. Neighborhoods such as this one tended to wear their pedestrians like posh jewelry, showing them off proudly in the light of day. I had been down my share of another sort of street, the kind that wore its pedestrians more like knuckle-dusters, tucked away just out of sight, but always waiting and ready.

			When Jackaby had been the lead detective and I merely his assistant, our services had typically been requested in those shadier corners of town. I was silently grateful that this case, our first case in months—my first ever since inheriting his unique gifts—would begin in sunnier environs.

			The case that Inspector Dupin had plucked off the top of his inbox that morning had brought us to the stately storefront of Talman’s Timepieces & Fine Jewelry. A policeman held the door for us as we approached. His aura was a soft orange.

			“Officer . . . Schmitz,” said Jackaby, reading his badge. “Nice to meet you.”

			The man raised an eyebrow. “We’ve met, Mr. Jackaby,” he said. “On several occasions.”

			“Have we?” Jackaby looked him up and down. “Sorry. New eyes. Well—old eyes. Still getting used to them again. Hold on—I think I do remember you. Pumpkin-colored aura, right?”

			“I’m afraid I wouldn’t know about that,” Schmitz said. “Miss Rook.” He tipped his cap to me as I approached. “Thank you both for coming.”

			I nodded and took a deep breath before crossing the threshold.

			The door clicked shut behind us with the tinkling of a bell. “The manager should be out again in a moment,” Officer Schmitz informed us. “Feel free to have a look around, though.”

			The narrow shop was alive with the gentle, steady ticking of clocks and watches. Display cases lined the walls, proudly housing ornate necklaces and brooches set with fine diamonds. The sun had let itself in through the broad front window and was leaning lazily on glass countertops, carelessly smattering the walls with tiny splashes of color.

			At least rainbows hadn’t changed. Everything else in the world had gained a magical aura since I had inherited the sight—people, rooms, doorknobs—but rainbows were still just rainbows. This was probably because rainbows were mere tricks of the light. But a part of me wondered if perhaps rainbows had always been magic that common people could see. Rainbows did look like auras. Maybe they were auras that slipped through the cracks to dazzle average folks, allowing humans a peek at the magic we were missing.

			I let my gaze drift across the shop again. Catching only the tiniest colorful glimpse of magic in a mundane world sounded marvelous. Of course, auras weren’t even truly colors, not exactly. It was as if the sight had so much magic to feed into my unprepared brain that it just processed it all in whatever manner it could, rubber-stamping parcels of input with whatever labels my mind could accept. Sometimes, the ethereal colors of an aura would spill into smells and tastes, but somehow they still felt the same to me. It was like when you see a certain shade of blue and something inside of you just knows that it smells of peppermint and sounds like plucking violin strings.
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