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PART ONE NOTHING IN THIS TOWN BUT BAD LUCK AND MAGIC
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ONE


The Skinned Cat was a tavern down in Quartz Harbor with an unsavory reputation. Not coincidentally, it was also one of the few places I was still welcome. I sat at a scarred wooden table, sipping whiskey while I waited for Lysander to show up. He said we were meeting a new client he’d found, and I was curious to know who’d be willing to meet us in such a notorious dump.


There were three guys at the next table getting drunk on the horse urine that passed for ale around here. They looked like the sort who maybe did some honest labor unloading cargo down at the docks when they had to, but would take something less legal and better paying whenever they could find it. Not that I blamed them. Honest labor was for chumps. The trio was already impressively drunk for noon, and their voices had been rising in volume with each round.


Other than the knuckleheads, the tavern was pretty quiet. Two men in neat, dark clothes sat in the back corner and whispered suspiciously over their tankards. Hired assassins, if I had to guess. The barmaid, Julia, looked haggard for so early in the day. Maybe she’d gotten back together with that blacksmith from Henslow and spent the previous night making up for all the sex she’d been missing out on the last few weeks. Apparently, it was the one thing he was good for.


Chester, the owner, was behind the bar, serving drinks to the usual line of sad, silent old men who grimly downed pint after pint to quiet the losses and regrets they’d accrued over their long lives. Or maybe just to escape the harping of their equally sad old wives at home.


“Hey, chickie, what the hell happened to your hair?”


It took me a second to realize one of the knuckleheads was addressing me. I was nobody’s chickie, and most people in this tavern knew better than to suggest otherwise. It was the hair comment that grabbed my attention. I admit it didn’t look great—it was unusual for anyone to have such short hair, and almost unheard of for a woman. But it wasn’t like I’d intended to burn most of it off, and frankly, I was still a little sore about the whole thing.


I looked the guy over. He clearly hadn’t bathed in a while, and his skin was blotchy with rashes, open sores, and probably some kind of fungus. His white shirt was stained red and brown down the front from past meals, and yellow under the arms. He leaned forward and gave me a big leer that I was probably supposed to take for a smile. The teeth he still had in his mouth were even yellower than his pit stains, except for the ones that were gray. He was also missing his right eye, and the socket was open to the air, a shriveled, puckered hole as dirty as the rest of him.


“What happened to your face?” I replied. “Get a glass eye or a patch at least. You look like you’ve got an anus in the middle of your head.”


His eyebrows rose, like he couldn’t believe this chickie had talked to him like that.


I should have seen the sucker punch coming. But maybe I was a little drunk, or he was faster than he looked. I didn’t have enough time to dodge or block the quick jab to my face, but “luckily,” I had a lot of practice rolling with the punches.


I managed to rotate far enough that he hit me on the cheek instead of the mouth, which was nice because I really liked having all my teeth. But the force of the blow was still enough to send me toppling over backward. The furniture in the Skinned Cat had been through many fights before this one, and the chair beneath me groaned only slightly when we landed. My skull at least got some slight cushion from the sawdust strewn on the floor to soak up spilled ale.


I stumbled to my feet, feeling the pulse of pain on my face from where he’d clipped me. That would bruise up nicely. A trickle of blood ran down my chin, and when I touched my injury, I felt a small gash. I noticed he had heavy, ugly, metal rings on his fingers that seemed to exist for no other purpose than to make people who met his fists feel even worse. This guy was a real peach.


He was on his feet in a fighting stance, a grin on his face like he thought this was going to be fun. I looked down at the blood on my fingertips, then at the matching sigils branded into my palms: four triangles, each pointing in a different direction. Within each triangle was a symbol in the ancient language of Arch Pendoric that corresponded to one of the four cardinal directions, north, east, south, and west. Within the square in the center, where the four triangles met, was an eye and the Arch Pendoric word for “witness” or “watcher,” depending on context. The whole thing was enclosed in a double circle.


Those sigils could help me end this fight in the space of a single breath. It was tempting, but I didn’t want to burn down Chester’s tavern—like I said, the Skinned Cat was one of the few places I could still drink. And anyway, I’d hung my flame-resistant coat on the back of my chair, which was now pinned on the floor. The last thing I wanted was a stray flame from my hands burning my clothes off in public. That was an experience I didn’t care to repeat ever again.


I might have chanced it if his buddies had decided to join the fun. I was a decent enough brawler, but three against one would have been dicey. Thankfully, the other two seemed content to watch. So I decided to behave myself and just give this dickless piece of shit a good pounding.


He came at me with a big roundhouse. He was cocky, certain that since he’d landed the first punch, the fight was his. He didn’t realize that pain didn’t intimidate me, it just made me meaner.


I ducked under the roundhouse, blocked the left jab that I knew would follow, and slammed the heel of my heavy boot on top of his foot, feeling one or more metatarsal bones give way with a satisfying crunch. He dropped his guard as he howled in pain, so then I slammed my fist into his crotch.


There were people at various points in my life who had told me that I shouldn’t fight dirty. That there was a right way and a wrong way to fight, and punching a guy in the eggs fell squarely on the wrong side. The one thing all those people had in common was that they were entitled assholes who never had to go up against someone bigger and stronger than them. Not one of them was a petite, thirty-year-old woman with, let’s be honest, not a whole lot of upper-body strength. I did what I had to in order to not get clobbered or worse.


The guy gave a light wheeze as he bent forward and cupped his balls. I took the back of his head in my hands and kneed him in the face three times. He probably would have dropped after the second one, but I like to be thorough. I let him fall to the sawdust in a heap, where he lay, semiconscious and whimpering.


“You fucking bitch,” snarled one of the other two knuckleheads. They were both on their feet now, not looking nearly as entertained as before, and probably wouldn’t make the same mistake of underestimating me.


I looked down at the sigil brands on my palms again. Risk burning down my favorite tavern, or get my ass kicked? It was a tough call.


Fortunately, I didn’t have to make it.


“Whoa, hey,” came a familiar, deep voice. “Why am I hearing some less than gentlemanly language directed toward my partner?”


Lysander suddenly loomed behind the two knuckleheads. He was an unusually large guy, just shy of seven feet, with arms nearly as thick around as my waist. His parents had immigrated from the neighboring country of Lapisi, so his skin was light brown. He had calm dark eyes, a hard, chiseled face that was not unattractive, and a scar on his forehead that ran into his black hair, leaving a white streak to mark its trail. The thick handle of his claymore protruded from where it was sheathed on his back.


“Hey, Lye,” I said. “What kept you?”


“These two jesters bothering you, Roz?” He placed a beefy hand on each of their shoulders as they both slowly turned and saw what they were in for.


I gave them a level look, then said, “I don’t know—are you?”


They mutely shook their heads.


“Great. Then get out of here. You’re upsetting Chester. And take your friend with you. I don’t think he’ll be walking too easy for a while.”


They took their companion by his gamey armpits and heaved him up with a smoothness that made me think this wasn’t the first time they’d had to haul him out of a tavern. Then the merry trio staggered through the door.


I righted my chair, brushed the sawdust off the dark coat that still hung from it, and sat back down. Thankfully, my whiskey hadn’t spilled.


“Come on, Roz.” Lysander sat across from me with a big show of weariness. “A client on his way to meet us here, and you had to pick a fight?”


“I was tired of waiting for you,” I said. “You know, punctuality is a sign of respect.”


“That so?” He reached across the table and took a sip of my whiskey.


“Being on time says that you value my time as much as your own, and you don’t want me to waste it by waiting around in this shithole for your big fat ass.”


“My ass isn’t fat, though,” he said.


“Big shapely ass. That better?”


“Much.”










TWO


I shoved in between two old men at the bar to order myself another whiskey and one for Lysander.


“Sorry about the ruckus, Chester,” I said as he poured the drinks.


Chester was a heavyset guy probably in his sixties, with a bald head and a long, droopy mustache. Everything else about him was droopy too.


“Least you didn’t destroy nothing.” He handed me two glasses filled with liquid amber.


“That’s what I like about you, Chester. You’ve got perspective.” I winked at him. “And a great set of tits.”


He rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the old men at the bar.


As I sat down at the table with our drinks, Lysander said, “I don’t know why you tease him so much.”


“Are you kidding? He loves it. Probably jerks off to it every night. Why else do you think we get so many free drinks?”


“I think it’s more likely because of when we shut down that gang trying to squeeze him for protection money.”


“That too.”


“Another one of your nonpaying clients.” Lysander took a hard swallow of his whiskey.


“He pays us in top-shelf liquor.”


“I’d rather have the money,” said Lysander. “You know, for a mistress of the dark arts, you sure do have a weakness for sob stories.”


“Only ignorant pencil dicks call it the ‘dark arts.’ ”


“Sorry. The grimoric arts. Point is, you need to stop committing us to these barter jobs. You’re just indulging people.”


“We get all kinds of useful stuff out of it,” I said.


“A man only needs so many pairs of boots.”


I smirked. “Well, I got more than boots from that cobbler.”


“Don’t I know it. I thought we were supposed to split everything fifty-fifty.”


I held up my hands. “Hey, you had your chance. He was certainly open to the idea.”


“Portia would have killed me.” He nodded to my raised hands. “By the way, you should put your gloves on before our client gets here.”


“Oh yeah?” I asked. “You think he’ll know what they are?”


“I reckon he knows enough. Unlike you, I found us a classy client who’s willing and able to pay us the kind of money we deserve to make.”


“Well fuck me gently with a halberd, aren’t you posh.”


“Give me a break, Roz,” he said. “You know Portia and I have been talking about having kids soon.”


“I still think that’s a terrible idea,” I told him. “Kids will ruin your life.”


“I’ll take that into consideration if I ever ask your fucking opinion on the matter,” he said. “Anyway, we need some decent jobs with decent pay. I found us one, and I expect you to behave yourself.”


“All right, all right.” I leaned back and fished my leather gloves out of the deep pockets of my coat. “You’re turning into an old man on me, Lye. Maybe you’d be happier doing some honest work right here with Chester and Julia.”


His eyes stretched wide with horror. “Don’t even joke about something like that.”


I laughed as I pulled on my gloves. I was giving him a hard time because that was how our relationship worked, but I knew he was right. We needed proper, spendable money. I already didn’t like the sound of this “classy” client, but I decided I really would try my best to behave, if for no other reason than so Lysander wouldn’t have to wrap his dick in lambskin every time he wanted to fuck his hot wife. That’s the kind of thoughtful friend I am.


Apparently, Lysander’s client knew more about the courtesy of punctuality than he did, because I wasn’t even finished with my second whiskey before the guy arrived. Flanked on either side by burly men in polished plate armor, he swept into the Skinned Cat in a perfectly tailored lilac frock coat with dark breeches and silk stockings that showed off calves that at first seemed incredibly well formed, but at second glance were just padded to look that way. He held an embroidered lace handkerchief to his nose as his sharp, green eyes surveyed the tavern. His sculpted eyebrows arched in a way that suggested that the reason he’d agreed to meet us here was because he’d had no idea that places of such low standards even existed.


“That fop our guy?” I asked, knowing with a sinking feeling that he was.


Lysander shrugged. “You want to make money, you got to go where the money is.”


It was going to be harder than I thought to behave myself.


Our potential client gazed around the tavern in distaste, then caught sight of us, and his disgust lessened somewhat. Or maybe he was just making an effort to appear that way so we’d take the job.


When he and his bodyguards came over to our table, Lysander stood up and pulled a chair over for him. I remained seated. Lye always got a little nervous around upper-class types, but they didn’t impress me. I’d grown up a merchant’s daughter, and we’d been successful enough to get our fair share of posh customers. I’d also met a few more when I was in school. Even had a couple I considered friends. They weren’t all bad, but I knew firsthand that wealth and privilege didn’t make a person any better.


“Thanks for agreeing to meet us here, Mr. Quince,” Lysander said in that gentle way he had when he was talking to a prospective client. “I know it’s outside your… usual circles.”


Quince sat down, taking care not to actually touch the table, and smiled thinly through his handkerchief. “No, it’s quite all right. What I have to discuss with you is of a delicate nature, and it’s preferable that we not broach the subject in a place where I might be recognized, or my lord’s activities be of interest.”


“So you’re not the client, then?” I asked. “You’re his messenger?”


“Approximately,” he said.


“I don’t agree to jobs for anyone I can’t meet,” I told him.


“Roz…” said Lysander.


“No, no,” said Quince. “I quite understand. And rest assured that should we come to an agreement, you will have the opportunity to personally meet with my lord to finalize the arrangement.”


“So this is you testing us out?” I asked.


“In a manner of speaking.” He removed a small silver box from his coat pocket, opened it, and took a pinch of snuff. “You come highly recommended for… this type of work, but gossip and rumor alone are not enough for me to put my lord at risk.”


“And what kind of job is it?” I asked.


“A kidnapping.”


“What?” I turned to Lysander. “Goddammit, Lye, there’s no way I’m abducting someone!”


“Roz, relax,” said Lysander. “Let the man explain.”


“Yes, apologies, Miss Featherstone, I should have been more specific,” said Quince. “We do not want you to kidnap someone. We need you to rescue someone who was kidnapped the night before last.”


I leaned back into my chair again. “That’s a big fucking difference.”


“Again, I apologize. But it is gratifying to see your honest response regarding such an underhanded and revolting act.”


That made me wonder if he’d done it on purpose, just to see how I’d react. I didn’t like being toyed with. He might have decided we checked out, but I still wasn’t sure about him.


“So who got kidnapped?” prompted Lysander.


“The victim in question is my lord’s infant son,” said Quince.


“You hear that, Roz?” Lysander’s big brown eyes shone. “A baby.”


“Uh-huh.” All of Portia’s talk about wanting a child was really starting to get to him. I turned back to Quince. “Okay, so maybe that’s all on the level, but why us? We don’t specialize in kidnappings. Why did we come ‘highly recommended for this type of work,’ as you put it?”


“That’s more to do with the perpetrators than the crime itself.”


“Okay, I’ll bite,” I said. “Who did the kidnapping?”


“We believe it was done by a grimoric guild by the name of Alath.”


“Huh.” The guild’s name didn’t ring any bells, but it didn’t need to. If there was one thing in this life I couldn’t stand, it was grimoric guilds, and I had promised myself I would steer clear of them in the future. I turned to Lysander. “Did you know this part already?”


He looked guilty. “Roz…”


“Don’t ‘Roz’ me, you giant piece of—”


He clapped his big hand over my mouth and forced a smile in Quince’s direction. “Will you excuse my partner and me so we can have a quick discussion?”


Without waiting for a response, he picked me up, his hand still over my mouth. I kept my glare on him while I allowed him to carry me over to a corner of the pub.


“Do not fuck this up, Roz!” he hissed as he put me down and removed his hand from my face.


“I can’t believe you thought I’d be okay with this,” I shot back.


“Actually I knew you wouldn’t be okay with it, which is why I didn’t say anything.”


“That was stupid, because you knew I’d find out eventually.”


He looked pained. “Okay, you’re right… I’m sorry. Maybe I didn’t handle it the best way. I know you said you were done dealing with the guilds—”


“A grimoric guild.”


“Yeah, especially grimoric guilds, I know. I know. But you have to move past it.”


“I don’t have to do shit.”


“Fine!” His brow furrowed, and his nostrils flared. “I didn’t want to do this Roz, but if you’re going to dig in your heels like a goddamn child, you don’t leave me any choice. Either you do this job with me, or I do it without you.”


That brought me up short. “Wait. What are you saying?”


“You heard me. I’m sick of being broke all the time. You are not the fucking center of the world, Rosalind Featherstone, and if you won’t suck it up and meet me halfway on this one, then you and I are through.”


Lysander only used my full name when he was dead serious. This was it. He’d put up with a lot of shit from me over the years, and he’d finally had it. Was a large portion of this new resolve coming from Portia? Probably. Did I blame her? Absolutely not. I would have done the same thing in her place. It was no secret that I was bad news. Nothing but trouble for just about everyone I was close to. Portia knew goddamn well that if she could get him away from me, he’d be better off. But that didn’t mean I was ready to let go of my only real friend in the world. He wanted money; we’d get him some money. Hell, knocking around snobby guild members was the least I owed the big lummox. I could swallow my pride for one lousy job.


His eyes were steady as he looked down at me. “Do we understand each other?”


“Yeah, we do. But if this goes bad, then I get to say I told you so every day for the next fucking year.”


“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Then he grinned so wide I thought his face might split. “I’ll just stick money in my ears so I can’t hear you.”


I stalked back to the table where Quince and his metal-encased goons waited. I glared long enough for him to take another pinch of snuff, his eyes darting past me to look for reassurance from Lysander. Good. He understood that I was the scary one.


I said, “If we’re going to tangle with a grimoric guild, there better be enough money to make it worthwhile.”


“Miss Featherstone, I can assure you that the compensation will likely be beyond your expectations.”


I took my dark fireproof coat from the back of my chair and slid it on. It was a thick, shapeless thing that stretched down to my knees. I pulled up the collar and shoved my hands deep into the pockets.


“Then let’s go meet this lord of yours.”










THREE


The city of Drusiel had begun as a small port town on the southern coast of Penador. A couple hundred years ago, it was little more than a way station for goods being shipped to and from Lapisi, which was located on the other side of the Mermo Sea. That particular trade route, known as the Golden Vine, stretched north from Drusiel all the way to the Penadorian capital of Monaxa, crossing nearly a hundred leagues, and south into Lapisi nearly two hundred leagues to the Lapisian capital of Tulot. A lot of goods moved between Monaxa and Tulot, and a decent amount of money was made along the way by those with a head for business. Still, Drusiel had been little more than one leaf on that vine until the guilds set up shop there.


There were plenty of theories as to why the guilds chose a tiny seaside town like Drusiel as their base of operations. Monaxa would have been more practical, but there was talk that the guilds and the court didn’t get along, and putting them in the same place would have sent the country into chaos. Others said it was the court that convinced them to set up on the southern border as a first line of defense should Lapisi ever turn unfriendly. Some even claimed it was simply because Drusiel was well known for its sunny, temperate weather, and guild members were sick of the cold and gloom that hung over the rest of Penador for most of the year.


Whatever the reason, when the guilds opened shop in Drusiel, it set off an explosive growth that still hadn’t petered out more than a hundred years later. There was always something new here. Drusiel was a city that never stopped moving, expanding, and redefining itself, as if it was still trying to figure out what the hell it was. Monaxa knew what it was—the seat of political and military power in Penador. Hergotis was the mining town where a person might become rich beyond their wildest dreams or else freeze to death. Keriel was a lumber town and home to the most sought-after craftsmen in the world. Even Urigo, as ugly and smelly as it was, performed the invaluable service of supplying the entire country with enough clay and bricks to keep up with housing Penador’s booming population. But what was Drusiel, other than the country’s mage playground?


That’s what I wondered, not for the first or last time, as I looked out the window of Quince’s fine, white lacquered carriage. It clattered swiftly through the cobblestone streets like it wanted to be away from the gritty, sun-faded shops selling charms, wards, curses, and other advertised “genuine mage-level magicks.” Magic was this town’s racket, and a person could find it sold, some legitimate but mostly not, on every street corner. I always wondered why the guilds didn’t send people around to shut down the more obvious scams. Maybe they thought that a populace dependent on magic was for the best, even if a lot of it was nonsense. Or more likely, they just didn’t care.


I had to admit, it was nice to be coasting above the riffraff on carriage wheels instead of skulking down the street with bricklayers making catcalls and the occasional chowderhead so desperate he would attempt to rob an odd-looking woman with short, uneven hair and a long, billowing coat. Now, as I watched the streets flow past, it was easy to miss all the grimy corners and pockets of rot and death. It made the whole place feel a little cleaner somehow.


The inside of the carriage was nice too, of course. The seats were lined with pink silk cushions. The walls were carefully carved and gilded with symbols meant to keep some spirits in and some out. It was good work, too, I had to admit. The guilds were a lot of things, but sloppy generally wasn’t one of them. They were fiercely competitive, which no doubt kept the quality of their work high. If a guild’s reputation dropped too low, the more sensible and pragmatic mages were likely to move to another guild, or even start one of their own. Guilds formed and disbanded so often that it really wasn’t even worth the effort to keep up with them all. This Alath Guild that supposedly abducted a noble’s son, for example. Probably started recently by some particularly charismatic mage who’d maybe invited in a few too many possessions and got his brains scrambled. It happened now and then. Allowing a spirit to live in your head came with a lot of risks, even for a veteran mage. It wasn’t the only way to get magic done, but it was the most direct. So, despite the risk, it was a method that people would keep using.


I turned to Quince, who, judging by the curl of his lip, didn’t seem to be looking out at the streets with the same resigned fondness.


“So why do you think it was this Alath Guild that kidnapped the little lordling?”


“I’m not privy to all the details, I’m afraid,” said Quince, turning from the window to give me his thin smile, now uncloaked by the handkerchief. “That it was perpetrated by a group of mages, there can be no doubt. I saw the sigils carved into the doors myself.”


“To undo the locks?” asked Lysander. He didn’t look as comfortable within the carriage, mostly because he had to hunch over.


“Exactly so,” said Quince.


“I’m surprised that worked.” I gestured to the sigils at even spaces around the carriage. “A fancy, magic-friendly lord like yours should have had countersigils for that.”


“He did,” said Quince.


That was even more surprising. It would take some pretty heavy conjuring to get past even the most basic countersigils. On the whole, defensive spells were stronger than offensive ones. Most spirits were homebodies at heart and didn’t like to be moved once they’d settled into a place. I was curious to see the leftover sigils on those doors now. They probably wouldn’t be completely intact anymore, because a lot of mages added contingencies to their spells that erased, or at least corrupted, the sigil after it had been cast. Even so, a person who knew what they were doing could usually squeeze something of use out of whatever remained. And I was just such a person.


“What’s the name of this lord of yours, then?” I asked.


“Before I divulge that information, I must be certain you understand the gravity of this situation,” said Quince. “There are many nefarious men in Drusiel who are envious of my lord’s power and wealth. No doubt some of them would use the knowledge of this kidnapping to their advantage.”


I couldn’t see how, but scheming nobles wasn’t exactly my area of expertise, so I let it slide.


“Fine, we’ll keep his name to ourselves,” I said. “But assuming I’m going to be meeting him soon, I better know what to call him, right?”


Quince lifted his chin, I think mostly so he could look down imperiously at me, and said, “You have the honor of being employed by Lord Edmund of the house of Ariel.”


Lysander gave a low whistle.


“Huh,” I replied, mostly because I had to say something, but I refused to give Quince the satisfaction of seeing just how impressed I was.


Lord Edmund wasn’t some inconsequential noble with a house in the country. He was one of the most influential people in all of Drusiel. Even someone like me who was willfully ignorant of city politics had heard of him. Supposedly he had the ear of every important guildmaster in the city. He was also a regular visitor at the palace in Monaxa. And every time King Hector made a diplomatic visit to King Lorenzo down in Lapisi, or King Lorenzo came up to visit King Hector in Monaxa, they made a point of stopping for a week at Lord Edmund’s grand estates of the house of Ariel near Drusiel. Which, I assumed, was where we were now headed.


“At least we know he’s good for the money,” I said with the kind of deliberate indifference I knew would annoy Quince. It also made Lysander laugh, although he did his best to swallow it, so it mostly came out his nose.


“Sorry.” Lysander pulled out a handkerchief not nearly as nice as Quince’s and wiped his hairy nostril.


I flashed him a quick grin, then went back to looking out the window. Except I wasn’t really seeing anything but the spinning thoughts inside my head. If Lord Edmund was the victim, that changed the entire scope of this job. The kidnapping could have been politically motivated, either at the city level or even national. That’s how big this guy was. It was exactly the sort of high-profile job I tried to stay away from.


But what could I do? I’d already told Lysander I was in. Granted, we hadn’t known the job would have such high stakes at that time. But judging by the grin on his face as he stared down at his boots, this bit of news sounded like nothing but the promise of more money. Hell, he was probably already thinking about how he’d buy Portia a little place in Porter Crossing like she’d always wanted, and maybe put something aside for their theoretical kids to go to mage school one day.


There was no way I could weasel us out of it now. For better or worse, we were caught up in something neither of us could see the edges of.










FOUR


Leaving Drusiel by carriage was like watching the city slowly get purified by nature. The close-packed buildings gave way to neatly spaced homes, which in turn gave way to small farms, and finally to untamed forest.


Well, maybe not completely untamed. The road was meticulously groomed, with not a single errant branch poking out into the open space that cut through the trees. Once we were on the softer dirt roads, the carriage really picked up speed, going so fast that the trees were a smear of green and brown outside the window.


We wound down the road for a while, crossing a few clearings in the forest and rattling over a creek on a fine wood bridge adorned with not just the usual sigils of protection and weatherproofing, but also some fancy sculpture that could have come from a Keriel craftsman. The sculptures depicted what a lot of people imagined spirits to look like—long willowy beings with delicate limbs, pointed ears, and catlike eyes. It was nonsense, of course; spirits didn’t look like anything. Until a mage bound them, they had no form at all. Still, the sculptures looked nice, nestled gently on the small bridge in the middle of the deep, quiet forest. I would have liked to stop and admire them, if I’d been alone. Not that I would have admitted this to anyone, not even Lysander. He might be right about me having a soft side, but I wasn’t about to give him definitive proof.


Then the forest opened up, and right in the middle of the clearing was the single largest home I’d ever seen. I guess I’d never been to a mansion before, if that’s what this was. Three stories of lofty windows, curved archways, jutting balconies, and pointed towers. The grand estates of the house of Ariel.


Surrounding Ariel House was a lavish, tiered garden with grass so manicured it looked like a giant green rug. Perfectly spaced squares of red, blue, purple, and yellow flowers were neatly accented with swirls of carefully pruned shrubs. It was the sort of thing that would have made my mother burst into tears of reverence. Or throw up with envy. Possibly both at once. It didn’t do much for me, though. In fact, it seemed like a whole lot of work and expense to force things to look a way they weren’t normally inclined. I liked my nature to be… natural.


The carriage slowed down when we reached the entrance to the gardens and began carefully threading its way along the narrow path that led toward the mansion. All in all, I was impressed with the discipline of the spirits driving the carriage. Horseless carriages were becoming more common, particularly among the wealthy who could afford to hire a mage to set it up. Even a moderately talented mage could bind a couple of spirits to a carriage. But coaxing both the speed I’d seen while we were in the forest, and the care they were taking through the garden now, was highly unusual. It would require not only a lot of truly skilled sigil work, but regular maintenance as well. It made me wonder if Lord Edmund employed his own personal mage.


The mansion loomed overhead as we pulled in front of the steep, wide stone staircase. The armored bodyguards, who had been sitting up in the front of the carriage during the ride, jumped down with a metallic clatter and hurriedly opened the doors on either side. Lysander nearly fell out as he eagerly unfolded himself from its confines. Poor guy must have really been uncomfortable.


I hopped down onto the road, which was paved with tiny smooth stones, probably taken from the creek. It no doubt solved the issue of stepping from a carriage into a muddy quagmire after a heavy rain, but the amount of effort it would take to haul all those stones to this location was staggering. Lord Edmund didn’t cut corners. That gave me some small comfort. I’d been unsure about our new employer’s motives. Hiring Lysander and me for a kidnapping rescue was overkill. Like popping a soap bubble with a broadsword. I couldn’t help wondering if there was more to it than Quince was letting on. But maybe they wanted us simply because his lordship only hired the best. And at the risk of sounding conceited, I’d never met anyone better at solving magic-related crimes than me. It was the second biggest reason so many mages in Drusiel hated me.


The biggest reason, of course, was because I’m an asshole.


“If you would follow me.” Quince moved up the staircase, his padded calf muscles not flexing once.


Lysander and I climbed after him to the entrance, which was wide enough to accommodate the two of us side by side, and so tall that Lysander didn’t even need to duck his head.


Inside was an open foyer with polished granite floors. The gray stone walls were covered with lush tapestries depicting various men in armor or women in gowns. Probably Lord Edmund’s ancestors. A grand double staircase stretched up to a second level at the far end of the hall, with doorways to other rooms on the right and left.


Quince led us through one of the doorways into a study filled with nearly as many books as the library of the Grimoric Mage Academy, where I’d briefly attended school. The muted color of book spines stretched from floor to ceiling and wrapped all the way around the room. Every inch of shelf space was packed. The sight of it all, combined with the smell of musty old leather and paper, was almost enough to make me swoon. If it were physically possible to fuck a library, I would already be suggesting we go back to my place for a drink.


Sadly, the man who was presumably Lord Edmund didn’t do it for me nearly as much. He sat behind a large mahogany desk, frowning as he scratched his white quill across a sheet of parchment. He looked to be in his late forties, although someone that rich could afford to look younger than he really was, so he might be mid-fifties. He was balding, with a large, hawkish nose above a neat, pointed beard that was so uniformly dark it seemed likely he covered the gray with shoe polish.


He didn’t immediately acknowledge our presence, and Quince motioned for us to stand just inside the doorway while his lordship finished writing. Lysander rolled his eyes at me, but I shrugged. I could scan the titles on these shelves for a while without getting bored. I’d already spotted what looked like a first edition of Grimoric Rites of Spring and a biography of Iago the Ice Mage that I was almost positive I’d never read.


Eventually, Lord Edmund put down his quill, carefully blotted his parchment, wrapped it in an envelope, and sealed it with wax. He pressed the ring on his left forefinger into the soft wax, which made me suspect it was an official lordly communication, rather than a salacious love letter to a buxom scullery maid. Too bad. The guy looked like he could use a buxom scullery maid.


He gave Quince a faint, humorless smile. “Perfect timing, Mr. Quince. Would you see this delivered to Mr. Bartholomew at the Tagriel Guild?”


Quince paused for just a moment. The guy had to be thinking about how he’d just come from the city, and now had to haul all the way back there. But he was a professional ass kisser, so it was only a brief pause before he took the envelope and gave Edmund a florid bow.


“It would be a pleasure, my lord. Before I go, may I introduce Mr. Lysander Tunning and Miss Rosalind Featherstone, as requested.”


Lord Edmund stared at the man like he had no idea what the hell he was talking about.


Quince delicately cleared his throat and said, “To investigate… your son’s disappearance.”


Lord Edmund’s face lit up, displaying the first warm smile I’d seen from him. “Ah! Yes, of course! Tunning and Featherstone! My apologies. I’ve had many matters to attend to today, as you can imagine. Thank you, Mr. Quince.”


Quince bowed again and left with his new errand.


“Please, both of you, have a seat.” Edmund gestured to the two overstuffed leather chairs that faced him across the desk. They were soft, but the material was so polished that it was almost greasy, and the fabric of my coat clung to it in a strange way.


“Thank you both for coming so quickly.” Lord Edmund took a beautifully carved and stained wooden pipe from his desk and began packing it with tobacco from an equally gorgeous box. He spun the box around and said, “Help yourselves.”


Lysander politely shook his head, but I had no intention of passing up some free fancy tobacco. I fished my clay pipe out of my coat pocket, knocked the lint out of it, and packed it to the brim.


Lord Edmund struck a match and lit his pipe, then leaned forward and lit mine. I took a deep drag and closed my eyes. It was probably the best tobacco I’d ever smoked. Smooth and aromatic, with just a hint of cherry and something else I couldn’t quite identify. Vanilla, maybe?


Lord Edmund nodded as he puffed thoughtfully. “I always find a good pipe calms the nerves during stressful times like this.”


“Yeah, it’s some good shit,” I replied.


He stared at me as he puffed away. I suspected most people probably didn’t say such things to him. But after a moment, he inclined his head.


“It is indeed. Now, to business. I assume Mr. Quince has informed you of the general situation.”


“Your son has disappeared, and you believe he was taken by a grimoric guild named Alath,” said Lysander.


“That’s it precisely.”


“Quince mentioned some lock-breaking sigils carved into the doors, which would certainly suggest a grimoric guild.” I let a thin trail of smoke out of my mouth as I spoke. “But what makes you think of this Alath Guild specifically?”


“They’re the only ones I can think of that have a motive,” Lord Edmund said. “As you may know, I am friendly with nearly every guild in Drusiel. Alath is quite new. Only a year old, I believe. But they have a few members who are well known and respected in the community, so I planned to formally introduce myself to them, as I usually do with nascent, promising guilds. Except before I had the chance, they approached me a short time before my son’s birth and said they believed he would be important to the future evolution of magic.”


“Important?” I asked. “In what way?”


“Apparently, they believe he will be the catalyst for something called the Nevma Year.”


I laughed at that, which was bad for a couple of reasons. First, I had just drawn smoke from my pipe, so it hurt like hell and turned quickly into a minor coughing fit. Second, nobody else thought it was funny. Lord Edmund’s smile tightened into something very close to anger, and Lysander gave me his very special Roz, stop fucking things up smile that he sometimes used in front of clients.


Once I finished coughing, I said, “Sorry, Lord Edmund. It’s just… Nevma Year is nonsense. A cautionary tale to scare young mages. That’s all. It couldn’t really happen.”


“You’ve heard of this thing?” asked Lysander.


“Sure,” I said. “The story goes that one day, the veil between the material and astral planes will dissolve, and all the incorporeal spirits that we’ve bound to protect our homes, or light our lamps, or run our carriages will be set free and made corporeal for one year to do as they will upon the world. The whole idea is to instill some fear in mages who might otherwise be tempted to cut corners and not treat astral beings with the courtesy they deserve. You take care of your spirits, and if Nevma Year ever rolls around, they won’t be inclined to rip your arms off and beat you to death with them. But the whole thing is impossible. You can’t create matter from nothing, so how are astral beings suddenly going to have their own bodies here on the material plane? Where would that material come from?”


Lord Edmund looked somewhat placated, but not exactly at ease. “Regardless of whether it is truly possible, Miss Featherstone, the Alath Guild seemed quite convinced that it is not only happening, but that my son is somehow an essential ingredient in bringing it about.”


“So maybe they’re fanatics,” said Lysander. “They somehow got it in their magic-addled heads that Lord Edmund’s son…” He looked at Edmund.


“Edgar,” supplied Edmund.


“They believe that poor little Edgar is the key to their crazy end-of-the-world scenario. Maybe they want to prevent it; maybe they want to bring it about. Doesn’t matter. They believe they need the kid, so they took the kid.”


“Then why would they tell him they needed his kid if they were planning on taking him?” I asked. “It gives away their motive.”


“They wanted me to allow one of their mages to live at the mansion while they attempted to figure out exactly how he was involved,” said Lord Edmund. “I have no problem with bringing mages into my home, of course. But there was… something of a zealot’s air about their guildmaster that made me fear for the safety of my family, so I refused them access.”


“And that’s when they hatched a plan to kidnap him,” said Lysander. “Makes perfect sense.”


I took a long pull on my pipe as I thought it over. There was still something about the situation that bothered me, but I couldn’t quite pin it down yet. I needed more information.


“I’ll have to search this place from top to bottom,” I said. “Full access, and as much time with those door sigils and any others I find as I need.”


“Naturally,” said Lord Edmund.


“I’ll also need access to any household staff for questioning. And your wife, too, of course.”


“Oh…” He frowned, as if just remembering something. “I’m afraid Lady Celia is currently indisposed. The shock of the kidnapping has left her in quite a state. You’re welcome to visit her, of course, but I must insist that if she’s sleeping, you do not wake her.”


“Fair enough,” I said. “Okay, so best-case scenario: we find that the evidence matches up with your suspicions of the Alath Guild, we go over there, knock on their door, and they’ve got your son trussed up on an altar or something. What then?”


Lord Edmund drew on his pipe for a moment, looking a little uncertain. “Well… I assumed that since you’re a mage, you could—”


“Wait—who told you I was a mage?”


“I’ve just heard—”


“Listen, friend.” My voice hardened. “I am not a mage. Do you understand? Don’t ever call me that.”


He looked more confused than upset. “I… didn’t mean to offend you, Miss Featherstone. Truly. It’s only that I’ve heard several different and unconnected parties refer to you as the—”


“Ooookay,” Lysander said quickly, putting a calming hand on my back because I was leaning forward and waiting for Lord Edmund to say the name that was going to make me punch him in the face. “I don’t think we need to get into all that, do we, my lord?” He gave Edmund a meaningful look.


“Naturally not.”


“I’m an arcanist,” I said between clenched teeth.


“Yeah, see?” said Lysander smoothly. “She’s an arcanist. There’s some overlap, so a lot of people get them confused, but I assure you they are very different.”


“Ah yes, an arcanist, of course,” Edmund said in a way that suggested he had never heard the term before in his life. Ignoramus, even with all these books in this room. I wondered if he’d even read half of them, or if this was the most colossal waste of books in history.


“I think what Roz was trying to get at,” continued Lysander, “is that if we have to confront this guild, how much force are we authorized to use in order to guarantee the safe return of your son?”


“How much force?” Suddenly there was cold steel in Lord Edmund’s eyes, and I could finally see some evidence of why he was the most powerful man in Drusiel. He tapped his pipe out in a small ceramic dish, leaving the remains of the tobacco to smolder. He placed the pipe on the desk and steepled his hands. “Do not mistake my courtesy for timidity or lack of resolve. I rarely suffer the rudeness you have shown me today, but I have been led to believe you are worth it.” He looked pointedly at my gloved hands. “When it comes to the safety of my son, you may use any and all force at your disposal. I want every guild in Drusiel to understand that I can be as cruel as I am benevolent. I trust that is not a problem for you?”


I flexed my hands, listening to the creak of the leather gloves. A license to beat on any mage that got in my way? Maybe this job wouldn’t be so terrible.


“No problem at all. Our typical fee is ten silver per day, plus expenses.”


“You’ll get twenty-five per day, plus another fifty up front for expenses, with more upon request.” He pulled a large, jingling pouch from his desk drawer and dropped it loudly on the desk. “You will spare nothing and no one in your search. Do we have an agreement?”


“You bet we do!” said Lysander, and I swear he looked closer to crying than I’d ever seen him, and that included his wedding day.


“Wonderful.” Edmund pulled a parchment from his desk drawer and flattened it out so it was facing us. On it was written a formal contractual agreement. The parties below agree to provide the service… etc. Then he dipped his quill in the inkwell and handed it to me.


I usually didn’t go in for formal contracts and the like, but I supposed it was the sort of thing that gave nobles like him peace of mind that someone like me wouldn’t just run out on him with seventy-five silver in hand. So I signed, and Lysander almost broke the desk in his eagerness to do the same.


It wasn’t until after we’d officially committed ourselves, and Lysander had scooped up the bag of silver, that I said, “You mentioned talking to the guildmaster of the Alath Guild.”


“Indeed.”


“What’s his name? Maybe I know him already.”


“I believe he introduced himself as Simon Crowley. Have you heard of him?”


The words hit my chest like a war hammer and knocked the breath right out of me. I tried to suck some air back in, but my abdominals were too busy heaving. If I’d consumed anything more solid than whiskey that day, it would’ve ended up on Lord Edmund’s desk. It wasn’t good to get this emotional. I could feel my palms heating up. I had to cool down, but I still couldn’t breathe, and my senses were getting swallowed in a haze of panic. All I could think was Simon fucking Crowley of all the fucking people in the world.


“Hey.”


It was Lysander. His meaty hand was on my shoulder again, and he was looking at me like he knew something was up, even though he didn’t know what it was. That was a real friend for you. They could just tell shit like that.


“You okay?” he asked.


A real friend, who really needed this money.


And what was I getting worked up about anyway? It couldn’t actually be the same Simon Crowley. That guy was dead—I’d seen the flesh melt right off his face fifteen years ago. It had to be someone else with the same name. Coincidence. That’s all it was.


This was what I told myself as I forced air into my lungs. “Yeah, I’m fine. Let’s get started.”


But as Lysander and I said our goodbyes to Lord Edmund and began our investigation of the mansion, I knew I didn’t believe in coincidences.
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