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One

It was midmorning when a stranger pushed through the door of Basil’s Bakery.

The baker’s apprentice, Aurelie, was in the midst of a conversation with a man who was seeking assurance that the cinnamon loaf contained quite enough—but not too much—cinnamon. “Excess cinnamon,” he said gravely, as if it were some fatal error, “irreparably unbalances the gustatory experience.”

It was a snort that drew Aurelie’s attention to the stranger, who was now standing nearby.

Over the course of her three years as an apprentice, Aurelie had grown familiar with the faces of many of the people in the village where Basil’s lay, just north of the Underwood. But she had never seen this particular girl before.

The stranger was dark eyed, raven haired, and beautiful, certainly, but there was sharpness to it—a beauty with teeth. She wore a traveling coat of black velvet with a matching black dress underneath, a small motif of leaves stitched in gold thread all across it. Even her gloves matched, embroidered in the same fashion. It gave Aurelie pause to see someone in the village dressed so fine, but maybe she was the daughter of a merchant or a particularly prosperous tradesman. The New Rich, Mrs. Basil liked to say. Some people think more of them than they do of the nobility, you know.

And why is that? Aurelie was duty bound to respond.

Mrs. Basil looked at her squarely. They’ve earned their wealth, she replied, and failed to see the irony in it.

The stranger smiled, and even her smile had an edge to it. “Pardon me,” she said. “I was just thinking that I would much more readily trust a baker to handle my gustatory experience than a”—she assessed the man for a moment—“moderately successful apothecary. Though not nearly as successful as he boasts.”

“Why, I—”

“Would like the cinnamon loaf? An excellent choice. Here, Baker.” The stranger moved forward and handed Aurelie several coins. Aurelie hurriedly packaged the cinnamon loaf, and the stranger handed it to the man.

“The impertinence—” he blustered.

“Is astounding, yes.” She fixed the man with an unwavering stare. “Goodbye.”

With a huff and a muttered curse, the man left.

Aurelie was bewildered and awed in equal measure.

The stranger cast her a glance. “I’m sorry, were you hoping to continue that conversation?” Before Aurelie could reply, she went on. “I thought not. Three morning buns, please.”

Aurelie went to fetch the buns. She got the curious feeling that the stranger was watching her, but when she snuck a quick look back, the girl’s eyes were fixed on the case filled with cakes and patisserie.

When Aurelie returned, the stranger rested one arm on the counter and leaned toward her almost as if they were friends, in on some secret together.

“Do you think you could assist me further?”

“Of course, miss. What else will you have?”

“I need something that’s not in the case.”

“We can take a special order, but it may be several days, depending on—”

“I need your help in finding someone.”

“Pardon?”

“I know there are ways. Ones that most Commonfolk aren’t privy to.”

Aurelie paused for just a moment before wrapping the buns in paper and passing them across the counter. “I’m sorry, I don’t know what you mean.”

The stranger extended one gloved hand. Aurelie reached out, expecting payment for the buns, but instead, five smooth, round stones fell into her palm.

Seeking stones.

“Something tells me you know just what to do with these,” said the stranger.

The stones felt warm in Aurelie’s hand. She couldn’t be sure if it was heat transferred from the stranger’s grasp or from the hum of magic flaring inside Aurelie, surging up to meet them.

Aurelie swallowed, and her voice sounded strange to her own ears, oddly far away. “How do you know that?”

The stranger’s eyes shone. “I know everything.”






Two

The stranger was remarkably bothersome.

Aurelie sent her away that morning. With no small feeling of regret, she dropped the stones back into the stranger’s hand and said, “I’m sorry, I think you must be mistaken. I can’t help you.”

The stranger observed her for a moment—there was something a little unnerving about her gaze, something of a challenge in it—and then inclined her head. “Very well.”

Aurelie thought that would be the end of it. The notion of seeking again, of casting the stones… It was far more tempting than she wanted to admit. She couldn’t help but wonder what it would feel like after so long. But there was no use in wondering. Magic wasn’t part of her path forward.

In truth, magic wasn’t considered to be of much value to anyone anymore. People hardly ever used it, because it wasn’t worth using. Magic made work. Magic took. The first-year girls at Aurelie’s old school used to sing a nursery rhyme about it while jumping rope:


Spell it warm, to double cold.

Spell it clean, to double grime.

Spell the food, to double hunger.

Spell the clock, to double time.



The prevailing theory of magic—not that many people took the time to generate new theories these days—was that all magic came with a consequence. The children’s rhyme put it simply: that eating food prepared with magic would later increase your hunger twofold. That speeding up your work with magic in any way would lead to twice as much work in the end, because anything accomplished magically would later fall apart.

It was Aurelie’s former teacher, Miss Ember, who told her that the notion was so old and so thoroughly ingrained that it was hard to tell whether it was the actual truth to begin with or if people avoided magic simply because they thought it was true. And whether that in turn had influenced magic itself—that the belief, the repetition of it, was enough to make it so.

Aurelie certainly understood that repetition was one way to convince yourself that something was true. She did just that following the stranger’s visit to the bakery.

As she packaged loaves of bread for a large order later that morning: I made the right choice.

As she swept the storefront during a lull that afternoon: I made the right choice.

As she wolfed down a quick supper: I made the right choice.

And then, late that evening, there was a knock at the bakery’s back door.

Aurelie was in the kitchen, cleaning pans. No deliveries were expected. The only other employee at Basil’s, a journeyman named Jonas, had left for the evening in high spirits. Aurelie suspected that he had plans to visit Chapdelaine’s, the rival bakery across town. Mrs. Basil occasionally sent him there at the end of the day to surreptitiously take note of their remaining stock. Jonas significantly preferred to take note of one of the Chapdelaine’s bakers, Katriane. Aurelie strongly suspected that Katriane liked to take note of him as well. Jonas was broad-shouldered and thin, a bit like a scarecrow, but one with cheekbones and kind eyes and dark wavy hair that never quite committed to lying flat. He didn’t smile often, but when he chose to, it was rather powerful.

When the knock sounded, Aurelie crossed over to the back door, wondering if Jonas had forgotten something. She opened the door slightly, and there was the stranger peering back at her.

Her fine dress and traveling coat had been replaced with a battered-looking greatcoat, trousers tucked into hard-worn boots, and a billowy shirt. Her hair was far shorter than Aurelie expected, free of hat and pins as it was, and it fell back from the stranger’s face in a smooth black wave. She very nearly could’ve been a different person entirely. But the glint in her eyes was the same, the beauty was the same, albeit packaged differently.

“I thought this might be more effective,” she said without preamble. “And certainly more comfortable for me. May I? Thank you,” and she pushed past Aurelie and into the kitchen.

“What are—you can’t be back here!”

“And yet I am. How remarkable. Shall we get down to it?”

“To what?”

“Clearly you weren’t swayed by my fashionable ‘lady about town’ tack earlier today. Which makes me like you all the better, to be fair. So here I am again. To put it plainly, you can seek, and I can’t—it’s really very big of me to admit that; it’s quite against my nature, you know—and there’s a person I absolutely need to find. None of my usual methods are working. So humbly, I ask you, Baker—”

“Aurelie.”

“Iliana,” the stranger replied. “Charmed. And humble, mind you, as I entreat: Will you help me?”

It felt like a second chance. Or a test of Aurelie’s resolve. I made the right choice. “I told you. I can’t.”

“I’ll pay you, of course,” Iliana said. “Ten percent.”

“Of what?”

Iliana smiled then, a bit in surprise, a bit in delight. “The bounty, of course.”

Aurelie blinked. “You’re a finder.”

Finders were called “bounty hunters” once, though after a certain point, the title was deemed too mercenary.

“I am,” Iliana replied. “And you’re a former student from the Mercier School for Girls, dropped out three years ago, talented in seeking, currently wasting those talents at this very poorly managed but well-stocked bakery. Correct?”

Aurelie couldn’t speak.

“I told you. I know everything. And I’ll pay you, which is more than I can say for your mentor. Am I correct again?”

She was indeed correct. Most apprenticeships came with low pay, but with Mrs. Basil, it was no pay—just a small room off the back of the bakery’s kitchen to sleep, one meal a day, and occasionally—exceedingly rarely—Mrs. Basil claimed to send a copper or bronze piece to Aurelie’s parents. Aurelie wasn’t sure why Mrs. Basil specified copper or bronze when she could just as easily have said she sent a silver or gold piece. No coins were being sent at all anyway.

“I can’t just… leave my apprenticeship,” Aurelie said. It was all she had—the only option presented to her upon her dismissal from school. You’re incredibly fortunate, child, Headmistress had said. My old friend Basil is in urgent need of an apprentice.

“Good heavens, I’m not asking you to leave your apprenticeship. We don’t even need to leave the room. All I want is for you to cast the stones and tell me something useful.”

Aurelie wavered.

“Fifteen percent,” Iliana said.

“Twenty.”

Iliana smiled.



Privately, Aurelie worried that she had forgotten how to seek. She still practiced magic when no one could see—Mrs. Basil forbade it, lest the bakery get a bad reputation. (“They split these with magic—you’ll be double hungry within the hour!”) So when Aurelie brought light forth in her fingers or heated water for washing, it was only in absolute privacy. Occasionally, when she spread flour across the counter to roll out dough, she would quickly sketch out the seeking symbols, just to make sure she hadn’t forgotten them. But she couldn’t practice seeking without a set of stones.

As she sat on the floor of her small room, the straw mattress pushed up against the wall to make space for both her and Iliana, the circle drawn with a piece of chalk that Iliana had produced from a coat pocket, Aurelie wondered if she would see anything at all. If she even could anymore.

It’s easiest to find those who are known to you, Miss Ember had told Aurelie during one of their private lessons. Although magic wasn’t part of the official curriculum at the Mercier School for Girls, Miss Ember had taken responsibility for Aurelie’s education in it. But you can seek those unknown. You’ll need a personal belonging or a picture. At the very least, you’ll need a name.

But it can be done? Aurelie had asked. With just a name?

Miss Ember nodded. It can. Though the less you know about the subject, the harder it will be.

“Here.” Iliana pulled something else from one of her coat pockets. “I think we should do a bit of a test, to start.”

“A test?”

“Just to make sure you’re up to snuff. I’m not one for wasting time, so if you don’t have what it takes—”

“I can do it,” Aurelie interrupted, taking the object from Iliana’s hand.

It was a glove made of soft leather. Pale yellow, with pearls embroidered in a delicate design across the back. It was undoubtedly the most expensive glove Aurelie had ever encountered.

“Name?” Aurelie asked.

“Camille.” Something flickered across Iliana’s face. “Lady Pith,” she amended.

So this Camille was of the nobility. Aurelie met Iliana’s eyes for a moment. Iliana looked away first.

Aurelie took a deep breath. She gathered the stones into the palm of her hand and for a moment just allowed herself to feel the weight of them.

Lady Pith, she thought, holding the glove in her other hand, soft and grounding. Camille.

Then she closed her eyes and cast the stones into the circle.

It was a sound that came first. It startled Aurelie, but she managed to keep her eyes closed as it grew louder. Music. A single violin, drawing out a sweet refrain.

Aurelie clutched the glove. She saw fingers curving around the neck of the violin, delicate and purposeful.

The musician was a young woman—maybe not much older than Aurelie. She wore an exquisite gown, and her long dark hair was piled in curls on top of her head.

“She’s playing the violin,” Aurelie murmured.

Iliana’s voice was oddly measured. “What piece?”

It was hard for Aurelie not to break her concentration again, if simply to roll her eyes. “I’m sorry. Somehow, in my many trips to the symphony, I managed to miss this one.”

Iliana didn’t acknowledge that. “What color is the carpet?”

“Blue. There are white curtains. And a music stand, in dark wood…” Aurelie paused. Another figure joined the scene—a young man—and approached the violinist.

“A man has entered.” The music cut off as Lady Pith turned and regarded him, a small smile of recognition blooming across her face.

“He’s wearing a scarlet jacket… and a gold ring. He’s holding his hand out to her—”

“That’s enough,” Iliana said abruptly, and Aurelie’s eyes sprang open as Iliana pulled the glove from her hand. “Quite enough, thank you. That was… adequate.”

“Adequate?”

“Yes, quite. On to the main event.” Iliana hurriedly shoved the glove back into one of her coat pockets and handed Aurelie a folded square of paper. “His name is Elias Allred.”

Aurelie smoothed the paper out. A sketch of a man looked back at her. He had a small, neat beard and hair that curled around his ears. His eyes were drawn in a way that managed to make them look light, though the rendering was done in dark ink.

“Do you have something of his?”

“No. Let’s see what you can do without.”

Aurelie closed her eyes. She cast the stones again.

She saw… nothing.

She pushed further, pulled more magic up.

Still nothing.

Eventually, Iliana spoke.

“If you don’t mind my asking, how long does this sort of thing usually take?”

“I…” Aurelie opened her eyes, flustered. “I haven’t done it in a while.”

“You just found Pith in an instant.”

“Is she someone special to you?”

Iliana frowned. “I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

“It is. If the object is treasured. If the target is… beloved, I could sort of… channel the search through you and—”

“I’d appreciate you not doing anything through me without my permission.”

“I didn’t mean to! I’m just saying, it may have… made it easier.”

“Well, unfortunately, I don’t harbor any tender feelings for Elias Allred.”

Aurelie’s eyebrows shot up. “But you do for Lady Pith?”

“Completely beside the point.” Something like embarrassment flashed across Iliana’s face. “I mean, no. She’s an acquaintance.”

“Are you acquainted with many of the nobility?”

“You’re surprisingly nosy,” Iliana said. “I’m starting to regret this.”

“Let me look again,” Aurelie replied. “Let me try to seek someone I know.”

Iliana reached for the stones. “I’m not here just so you can drop in on anyone you please.”

Aurelie reached out to stop her. “Just for practice. Please. Then I’ll know better what I’m seeing of Elias Allred.” Or not seeing, Aurelie thought, though she didn’t voice that part aloud.

Iliana paused for a moment and then relented. “Fine.”

Aurelie gathered up the stones again, closed her eyes, and let her mind fill with thoughts of a person she had dearly wanted to see these last three years.

It was the light she recognized first—the small green glass lamp on Miss Ember’s desk cast a soft glow against the bookshelves lining her office. The desk itself emerged next—dark wood, smooth and worn down in some places. Several large books were open atop it. A silhouette stood in front of the window, looking out—

Miss Ember.

She was there. In her office, like always. Just as Aurelie had imagined she would be—or tried to keep herself from imagining, as the case may be.

Why haven’t you written? Aurelie suddenly wanted to yell. Aurelie rarely received letters from her parents, but that was nothing new. Miss Ember, however—Aurelie swallowed past a hard lump in her throat. Miss Ember might have written if she had wanted. She could’ve checked in on Aurelie. But she hadn’t.

The image of the office dispersed before her eyes, like a reflection in water broken by a falling stone.

“Baker?”

Aurelie felt the telltale prickle of tears. Luckily, she was skilled at banishing them. Most people thought the trick was to blink rapidly or scrunch your eyes shut, but really, if you held them open, air would drive the moisture back. Or else you could say it was the dust, but Aurelie never let herself get to the stage of having to blame the dust. She knew that the single easiest way to banish tears was to simply not allow yourself to have them in the first place.

So Aurelie opened her eyes carefully and held them open as she collected the stones, refusing to meet Iliana’s gaze.

“Seems to be in order,” she said. “I’ll try again.”

Aurelie focused once more on the drawing of Elias Allred. The sweep of his hair, the curious light eyes. She chanted his name in her mind. She and Miss Ember had practiced this sort of thing before Aurelie left school, but Aurelie wished—certainly not for the first time—that she had learned more.

She cast the stones again. Reached out. And again, felt nothing. Saw nothing.

“I’m sorry,” she told Iliana eventually.

Iliana nodded curtly and swept up the stones, depositing them back in the pouch and getting to her feet. “I’ll return with something of his.”

“When?”

“Whenever is most convenient for me.”

“What about payment?”

“No bounty, no payment.”

With that, Iliana was gone.

Aurelie slumped back against the wall.



Iliana did return, about a week later. Another late evening, another knock at the back door of the bakery.

This time she produced a pocket watch from her coat. It had initials etched onto the front of it in a curling script—EA.

“It was a gift from his father,” Iliana said.

Aurelie tried to seek again. And again. But nothing came.

When Aurelie opened her eyes at last, Iliana looked rather grave-faced. “Tell me, Baker. Must a subject… still be living in order for you to find them?”

“Yes,” Aurelie answered, though she didn’t truly know.

Iliana nodded and retrieved the stones. She left without another word.

Aurelie thought that was the end of it. Days passed and then weeks. The chill of winter gradually receded, and the first signs of spring began to show in the village.

And then one day Iliana returned, this time with a new request. A new name, a new sketch, a new object. That was how it came to be between them—whenever Aurelie could scrape together a moment of free time, Iliana would come to the bakery with the seeking stones and Aurelie would do her best to discern whoever it was that she wanted found. A man with a red beard; here is his pipe. A person with three gold teeth who is missing an eye.

Aurelie was shocked the first time Iliana slid a packet across the counter and she opened it to find six silver coins inside. “What’s this?”

“Your fee,” replied Iliana. “I’m honoring our agreement of twenty percent. I assume that’s still amenable?”

It was more than amenable.

The thing was, Aurelie knew she couldn’t keep all the money for herself. The coins Mrs. Basil posted home to Aurelie’s family were imaginary, after all, and Aurelie felt duty bound to help her parents. They had sent her to school when they had little means to do so. She couldn’t help but feel indebted to them even after everything. Even though money passed through their hands like water. Even if it would be more expedient to throw it directly onto the trash heap.

So four out of every five coins that came from helping Iliana went to Aurelie’s parents. The rest she saved for herself. Mrs. Basil would have found the coins, no doubt, but Jonas offered to help—Katriane’s brother was a clerk at a bank, and Jonas took the coins there and had them exchanged for bills, which Aurelie sewed into the lining of her apron.

Aurelie pressed one of the bills into Jonas’s hand the first time he brought them back for her. “For helping me,” she said.

He refused it. “Keep your money. I’m happy to help. I know how difficult it is to be an apprentice.”

“One day I’ll be a journeyman, and then I’ll get paid too. I won’t need to work outside the bakery anymore.”

“That doesn’t mean you should have to give it up if you don’t want to.”

“Why?”

Jonas shrugged. “You seem to enjoy it.”

Aurelie did. She enjoyed it a great deal. She and Iliana weren’t friends—not exactly. But it was still gratifying whenever Iliana’s gaze would sharpen at some detail Aurelie mentioned. White flagstones, you say? What shape? New or worn? Miss Ember said seeking was useless without the knowledge to interpret the data. Iliana had the knowledge—an impressive font of it.

Iliana was a funny sort. Even over months of acquaintance, the things that Aurelie learned about her were few: that she traveled often but took lodgings at the Marquis flats, that of everything on offer at Basil’s Bakery, she liked the morning buns best and that she preferred them with a glass of milk, if possible, or weak tea, if not.

And she knew that Iliana wasn’t from the village or even from the Northern Realm. (Her accent told the tale—it was too clipped.) Iliana never spoke of her upbringing, but every now and then she broke out with some curious notion, like an unwavering assertion that the best sporting horses come from Ardent Fields, and you need at least six of them to truly compete. Or a suggestion to take up orchid keeping for your nerves, Baker, it’s meant to be remarkably soothing. There was something about the way Iliana carried herself that inclined Aurelie to think that wherever she came from must have been grand. Maybe it had a fountain or a folly. Half a dozen sporting horses, at the very least.

If Iliana did the same thing—collected the same sorts of observations about Aurelie—she may have noted someone who allowed herself to lick the knife after icing a batch of cinnamon rolls, but only if she’d done a particularly good job and only if there was no way for Mrs. Basil to find out. Someone who was still deeply, pathetically grateful for Mrs. Basil’s patronage, despite any bit of hardship that came with it.

Maybe she saw someone in need of an adventure. Or someone to pity. Aurelie didn’t know.

When Jonas spoke again, pulling Aurelie from her thoughts, there was a gentle note to his voice. “We can’t live and die by mastery alone, you know. There’s more to life than that.”

A corresponding softness in his eyes made Aurelie look away. She didn’t really know what to do with softness.

“I know it’s not easy,” he continued. “But don’t forget to… to take joy in things too. When you can. Do something that makes you happy, whether it’s working with your finder friend or just… taking a walk in the park with someone you love.”

Aurelie couldn’t help but smile a little. “Is that something you’ve been doing lately?”

Jonas deliberately avoided Aurelie’s gaze, looking a bit bashful. “Maybe.”

It was late summer when Mrs. Basil was called to the Capital for a meeting of the baking masters. She was bringing Jonas along, as he hoped to finally sit for mastery.

When someone advanced from apprentice to journeyman and was deemed ready to sit for mastery, they presented their goods or skills to the Court to be judged. It was the same for any medium—cooking or blacksmithing or weaving, sewing or architecture. Even the students from the ateliers, studying art or design, came to have their work assessed by members of the nobility.

Jonas would have to prepare a number of bakes and submit them for judgment. No doubt he would pass—of course he would. He was a brilliant baker, a genius with flavor and technique. Jonas didn’t just follow recipes—he improved them, or invented his own. Aurelie had never really thought of baked goods as an art form, but Jonas was an artist, undeniably.

As for what would happen after he achieved mastery, Aurelie wasn’t sure. How long would Jonas be content to work for Mrs. Basil after reaching mastery himself?

Aurelie didn’t want to ponder it.

“Of course, the bakery will be closed in my absence,” Mrs. Basil told Aurelie, the evening before she and Jonas were to depart. It was a three-day trip to the Capital. All that time alone in a carriage with Mrs. Basil—Aurelie didn’t envy Jonas one bit. “I expect you can find your own lodgings.”

“I can’t stay here while you’re gone?”

Mrs. Basil looked as if Aurelie had suggested something completely outlandish. “Of course not. Without me? Who knows what you might get up to?”

“I’d just… need a place to sleep,” Aurelie said.

“Surely you can return to your parents.”

Aurelie’s family home was quite a bit farther north, and buying passage there would carve into her hard-earned savings. And anyway, the idea of returning to her parents wasn’t something she relished. She’d rather have her little room in the bakery and the guarantee of solitude.

“For all my generosity,” Mrs. Basil continued, “it’s the very least they can do, to take back the burden of boarding you for so trivial a time. I’ll be losing money while I’m away, so paying to keep a fire burning here is simply out of the question.”

“It’s high summer,” Aurelie said. “I wouldn’t need a fire—”

“Out of the question.”

Jonas, having observed the conversation, stepped forward. “Mrs. Basil, surely you can’t mean to just leave Aurelie out in the cold—”

“I should hardly say so. We’ve just affirmed it’s high summer.”

“But she’ll need a place to stay.”

Mrs. Basil was unmoved. “I’ve offered reasonable suggestions, have I not?”

“But—”

“Do you wish to say I’m being unreasonable?”

“That’s not what I—”

“I should think not. I’m very generous, as I’m sure you’ll agree. Unusually generous, for someone of my station, that’s what I’ve always heard. A great deal of mentors would do a great deal less for those beneath them.”

Jonas’s face was flushed. Normally he was unflappable. This was the most flapped Aurelie had ever seen him.

“It’s all right,” Aurelie told him quietly.

“But, Mrs. Basil—”

“The matter is settled,” Mrs. Basil said with an air of finality, and then swept out of the kitchen.

Jonas let out a breath.

“Really, it’s fine,” Aurelie said.

“It’s not.” He turned suddenly to Aurelie. “You should stay with Katriane.” He smiled a little then, frustration ebbing away. “You should stay with my wife.”

Aurelie’s eyes widened. “You got married?”

He nodded. He suddenly looked happier than Aurelie had ever seen him. “It was—we didn’t tell anyone, really, but it was… We decided…” He shook his head. “This is it, Aurelie. I’m going to sit for mastery, and then things will be different. I’ll be independent. So we figured, why not now? Why shouldn’t we?”

“Congratulations. That’s wonderful,” Aurelie said, and she truly meant it.

The following morning, she watched as Mrs. Basil and Jonas set out, Jonas weighed down with Mrs. Basil’s luggage.

“Go to Katriane’s,” he told Aurelie before parting. “We haven’t found a place together yet, but she rents at the Belmont with three others from Chapdelaine’s. She said they’ll make room for you. It’s no burden at all.”

As the carriage retreated in the distance, Aurelie turned back to look at the bakery, its doors locked against her. She rarely ever came in through the front of the shop, but it did look charming from out here—the blue door, the clapboard siding, the window boxes that Mrs. Basil paid the milliner’s youngest son a copper every week to tend to. The sign was painted with angular letters, black on a white background: BASIL’S BAKERY.

Aurelie felt a bit… hollow. It was selfish. She was happy for Jonas—sincerely happy—but she couldn’t imagine Basil’s without him. She couldn’t imagine withstanding it.

And she knew, as the midmorning light glinted off the bakery’s front window, that she couldn’t impose on Katriane. Jonas was right—things would be different once he achieved mastery. He would go off and make his own way, free from Mrs. Basil. Free from any obligation to Aurelie. Not that he even had any obligation to her now. He was just kind.

Aurelie knew she shouldn’t rely on kindness. She would have to make her own way too.

“Are you planning an oil painting?” someone said.

Aurelie turned. It was Iliana, leaning against the wall outside the alleyway between Basil’s and the adjoining shop.

“Or were you memorizing the look of it in order to perform some sort of curse or dark ritual?” she continued. “I wouldn’t blame you, of course.”

Aurelie looked away. It was just like Iliana to show up at a moment like this. A moment that Aurelie would rather keep to herself—shut out of her own place of work, her own home, really, with nowhere to go.

“What do you need?” Aurelie asked. Iliana wasn’t often troubled with How are you? or Some weather we’re having, isn’t it? or any other such lines of inquiry.

“I’ve got to leave town.”

Aurelie made a show of checking their surroundings. “Funny, I don’t see any pitchfork-wielding hordes around.”

One corner of Iliana’s mouth lifted. Aurelie hated to admit it, but it was a tiny bit gratifying.

“I need to travel south,” Iliana said. “Would you consider accompanying me?”

“Why?”

“I may need some help, and it’ll be too much trouble to travel back and forth, considering how far I need to go. If you’re with me, you can seek on-site—it’ll make everything easier.”

“How long will you be gone?”

Iliana eyed her. “A week or so.”

Aurelie hesitated, though she wasn’t quite sure why. She really did have nowhere to go. And this sounded suspiciously like an adventure, and she had never had one before (unless the journey from school to Basil’s several years ago counted as one, but that was doubtful—they hadn’t even stopped to eat).

Maybe Aurelie was worried that if she saw a bit of the world, she wouldn’t be content to come back. And she knew she had to come back—her apprenticeship was her only way forward.

She spoke tentatively: “I have to return before Mrs. Basil does.”

“Of course.”

“You’re not even going to bother asking where she’s gone?”

“Because I already know. What sort of finder would I be if I couldn’t even track the movements of the people around me?”

Aurelie raised an eyebrow. “Do you track me?”

“You’re the easiest one of all—you never go anywhere.” Iliana smiled. “So what do you say?”






Three

What about your things?” Iliana cast a look over at Aurelie before they set out.

Aurelie frowned. “What things?”

“Don’t you want to pack a bag?”

Aurelie didn’t have a bag. She had very few possessions in the first place. Not to mention, Mrs. Basil had already locked the bakery.

She wasn’t sure which was the least embarrassing of these points to admit. So she said nothing and headed around to the back of the bakery instead. To her chagrin, Iliana followed closely.

Aurelie tried the knob to the back door, but as expected, it was locked too.

She cast a quick glance at Iliana and then put her palm over the keyhole.

It wasn’t a spell—not exactly. It was the sort of thing Aurelie figured you just had to think around the edges of. If you thought about it too hard—the intent, the process, if you stared it in the face, it was sure to unravel.

The lock clicked open. Aurelie turned the knob.

When she glanced back, Iliana was looking at her with interest.

“That’s quite handy.”

“It’s nothing.”

Iliana turned the knob experimentally as Aurelie headed into the bakery’s kitchen.

“What happens to it? Will it jam later? Twice as hard to open?”

“I don’t know.” Aurelie went into her room and quickly gathered up her only change of clothes.

“Surely it must take something.”

“I suppose I haven’t done it often enough to notice,” Aurelie called. “I try not to make a habit of breaking into places.”

When she returned to the kitchen, Iliana had a curiously intent look in her eyes.

“What does seeking take?”

“Sorry?”

“All magic has consequences, et cetera, et cetera. What are the consequences of seeking?”

“It’s different.” Aurelie cast a look around and spotted an empty flour sack. She crossed over and picked it up, giving it a few shakes before shoving her clothes inside. “It takes, I suppose, but only from within. Everything takes energy, though. Working toward mastery takes energy. Getting out of bed takes energy sometimes. So why not magic?”

“Why not indeed,” Iliana murmured, and then her expression cleared. “Shall we?”



“Where are we going?”

Aurelie glanced back at the village as she and Iliana walked the road out of town. Every time she checked on it, it was smaller than before.

“I told you,” Iliana replied. “South.”

“To do what?”

“Important business.”

Aurelie knew there was no point in pressing further, so she set about tearing two holes in the flour sack so she could wear it over her shoulder.

Iliana conspicuously lacked any sort of luggage. She was outfitted as she normally was during their consultations—dark trousers, tall boots, a buttoned shirt, hair smoothed back, and despite the warmth of summer, the long black greatcoat. She looked like she could run the length of a field or scale any tree she wanted. She was like a coiled spring—all potential energy—but at the same time, appeared completely at ease. Totally at her leisure.

Aurelie was certain there was still flour somewhere on her own clothes. (That was so often the case.) She was wearing what she always wore, consultation or no—a white blouse tucked into pants of a coarse brown linen that were voluminous enough to give the appearance of wearing a skirt (Mrs. Basil insisted, for “propriety’s sake”) but were significantly more utile. She wore her apron as well, which was pale blue and featured her own pathetic attempt at embroidery across the pockets.

They had been walking for some time—the village had all but disappeared in the distance—when Aurelie realized they were approaching the Underwood.

Not just approaching it—approaching it with intent.

She slowed to a stop. “Where exactly are we going?”

Iliana paused a few steps ahead and turned back. “Why do you insist on wearing that apron?” she said, instead of answering the question. “You’re literally wearing handles. Anyone could grab you at any moment.”

“It has pockets,” Aurelie replied, and Iliana scoffed, quite hypocritically—she had no fewer than a dozen pockets combined across her ensemble. “Why do you insist on that coat? It’s full summer.”

“It has pockets,” Iliana said mockingly.

“Aren’t you hot? Constantly?”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Iliana.”

“If you must know, it’s enchanted. It maintains a comfortable temperature for the wearer, regardless of the season.”

“That’s not possible.”

“It is if you know the right people.”

“If you knew the right people, you wouldn’t need me. Which brings me back to the question at hand—what are we doing?”

“Having a bit of banter, I thought,” Iliana replied with a grin. It was irrepressible. Aurelie hated it.

“Tell me or I’m leaving.”

“We have to cut through the woods,” Iliana said.

“Through the Underwood.”

“That is what these woods are called, yes.”

“You want us to go into the Underwood.”

The Underwood was the biggest forest in the Kingdom. Few people strayed beyond its outer edges. There were long-held notions about the sort of creatures that inhabited the vast stretch of woods, rumors about the properties of the trees and plants that grew there. Everyone had a cousin’s neighbor’s husband’s sister who owned a chair carved from Underwood timber that one day became sentient and took its vengeance. Or a teacher’s nephew’s friend who stole a snowdrop or some interesting-looking rock from deep within the forest and went through life from then on out seeing pink stripes on everything.

And there was always talk of folks who went into the forest and simply never returned—Mrs. Hasting’s stepgrandson? Never seen or heard from again! Perished in those woods, he did! Lost and never found!

Everyone in these parts agreed—it was best to leave the forest well enough alone. And Aurelie wasn’t without a bit of that superstition as well.

Of course Iliana would propose a waltz through the Underwood like it was a casual stroll through the park, never caring that one foul move might mean the difference between life as they knew it and life that was pink-striped.

“It’s the fastest route,” Iliana said. “It’s days out of our way to go around.”

Aurelie didn’t speak.

Iliana backtracked and threw an arm around Aurelie’s shoulders, guiding her forward. “It’s fine, Baker. Ignore whatever country gossip you’ve heard at your shop. Plenty of people have entered these woods and lived to tell the tale.”

They continued forward, though Aurelie shrugged off Iliana’s arm. Iliana didn’t even pause or break stride as they reached the tall line of trees, passed through it, and entered the woods.

Aurelie wouldn’t break stride either, then. She could be fearless too (or so she told herself).

A dense canopy hung overhead, dappling the light that managed to break through. The distance between the trees narrowed as they progressed. Some of the trunks were so thick, Aurelie’s arms wouldn’t reach around even half their circumference. Some trees were heavy with moss, hanging from notches that dotted their trunks.

“Cation trees,” Iliana told her as they squeezed through two particularly large ones. “They’re native to this stretch of the forest. Same as the marybells.” She gestured to the small, deep purple flowers that bloomed in patches here and there.

They walked in silence for a while, with just the crunch of twigs and leaves underfoot. (Step on one wrong leaf, and you’ll be turned into a tree frog. Heaven forbid you step on a tree frog itself—your life will be forfeit!)

Eventually, Iliana stopped near a copse of thin trees with peeling white bark. She reached into a coat pocket and pulled out the small leather pouch that held the seeking stones. “How about a search?”

“Here? Now?”

“No time like the present.” Iliana extended the pouch toward Aurelie, along with a folded square of parchment. “Are these trees sufficiently… mystical?”

Birchwood was thought to amplify magic. Aurelie hesitated for a moment—surely doing magic in the Underwood was ill-advised—but she took the stones and the parchment nonetheless and entered the circle of trees.

“I’ll be over here if you need me,” Iliana called, settling down on top of a nearby log. Aurelie snorted. Iliana would certainly be no help in seeking. Before a consultation of particular importance some months ago, she had described herself to Aurelie as about as magical as a twig.

“That could be quite magical, you know,” Aurelie had replied, “depending on the properties of the wood—”

“As magical as a bag of beans, then,” Iliana amended.

“Again, that could depend on the beans. I’ve heard there are farmers in the south who can—”

“Good gracious, I have nothing of it in me, is that clear enough? I don’t know a whit about illusions or enchantments or magic rocks or what have you, so let’s just leave it be. Wave your little stones around, hum something, feel the vibrations or whatever it is you do, and just tell me what I need to know to get this done.”

Aurelie had promptly sent Iliana away.

Iliana had returned to the bakery the next day uncharacteristically quiet, bought six morning buns, and then, standing awkwardly at the end of the counter, had mumbled, “I know it’s not just… waving rocks around and whatever else.”

“What’s that?” Aurelie was occupied in restocking the shelves, taking even more care with it than she usually would.

“I appreciate that it’s difficult, and I…” Mumble, mumble.

“Come again?”

“I need you,” Iliana replied, louder. “I need your help. All right? Will you wave the stones around now?”

Aurelie’s answering expression had made Iliana go shame-faced.

“Will you perform your complex ritual and provide me with much-appreciated assistance?” She grasped the box of buns. “Darling. Please.”

The endearment was what did it. Iliana was all humor and sharp edges. Sincerity wore uncomfortably on her. But it was sincere all the same.

Aurelie had led her to the back of the shop and set up the seeking circle.

Now Aurelie surveyed the circle of trees and found a bare patch of earth near the center. She knelt and opened the parchment.

A familiar face looked out at her.

“Him again?” Aurelie called. It had been months since she first searched for Elias Allred. “But you came to me about him ages ago.”

“Yes, Baker. Historically, missing people remain missing until they’re found.”

Aurelie chose to ignore that. “Do you still have the pocket watch?”

“Not anymore.”

“Of course not,” Aurelie muttered to herself. She opened the pouch of stones nonetheless. Maybe the birchwood really would help.

Repeated handling imbued seeking stones with magic. The set Aurelie had worked with at school would give off a subtle glow when she held them. Iliana’s set wasn’t quite the same, but Aurelie had used it enough that the stones felt familiar; they responded to her. She never asked where or how Iliana had gotten them. They were exceedingly rare these days, with seeking having fallen out of fashion years ago.

Aurelie drew the symbols and then gathered the stones together in one hand. She shut her eyes, letting the magic hum. Then she cast the stones into the circle.

Elias Allred, she thought. Elias. Elias. Elias.

For several long moments, Aurelie thought it would be the same as before, that she would see nothing. But then, slowly, it began to materialize—a hand, clutching a set of reins. The sound of carriage wheels crunching over uneven terrain and the slow progress of horses. Dappled light from a heavy canopy of trees.

A familiar canopy.

“Could he be… here?” Aurelie called. “In the Underwood? Is that possible?”

Iliana’s voice was charged. “You can see him?”

Aurelie stretched her mind. She pulled up more magic. She sensed further.

The hand on the reins—the knuckles were wrinkled, the skin on the back weathered. It was not a young man’s hand.

She tried for more, but sometimes pushing too far, too hard, broke the connection, and that was what happened now. The image dashed in front of her eyes and melted away.

“It’s not… It doesn’t make sense.”

When Aurelie looked over, Iliana was no longer lounging on the log. She was on her feet, her gaze intent.

“What is it? What did you see?”

“A carriage, passing through the woods. These woods, I think. And a man, but it couldn’t be—he was too old—”

“How did you know it was the Underwood?”

“The cation trees. You said—”

“They’re nearby.” Iliana pulled a pair of gloves out of one of her pockets and put them on hurriedly. “Did you see anything else that would—never mind, I’ll track them myself.” And then she headed swiftly off in the opposite direction.

“Wait—” Aurelie turned back to the circle to grab the stones.

But the circle was empty. The stones were gone.

The ground wasn’t entirely bare to begin with. There was some patchy underbrush, some stray leaves. Aurelie reached out to quickly comb through them—could the magic have kicked up debris?—but her fingers suddenly pushed into the earth with no resistance. In an instant, she was elbow-deep in the ground, the cool, damp dirt surrounding her arms. And then there was something much worse—the feeling of a hand, under the earth, grasping hers.

She must have cried out—she heard the pounding of footsteps, and then Iliana was at her side, a dagger drawn.

“Stay back!” Aurelie warned. The ground beneath her knees was still stable, but everything that lay before her was potentially dangerous. The last thing they needed was Iliana slipping through too.

The hand held fast, its grip hard and cold.

“What do I do?” Iliana said. Who do I stab?

“I can’t—” Aurelie tried to pull out of its grasp, but the hand pulled back, one powerful tug forcing Aurelie’s arm deeper into the ground, past the elbow, up to the shoulder.

Iliana discarded the dagger and grabbed Aurelie around the waist, trying to pull her up.

“Don’t—” Aurelie barely choked out, before her face was pulled under as well.

There was hardly time to close her eyes. She was completely submerged, the damp earth pressing in on her from all sides. The bottom half of her body was still aboveground—she could feel Iliana’s grip, hear her muffled grunts.

Rather than something useful, something survival oriented, the absurd thought that popped into Aurelie’s head was this: Maybe the ladies of the village were right. Maybe this was how Mrs. Hasting’s stepgrandson met his end.

With every tug she or Iliana attempted, the hand pulled back harder, so Aurelie let her arm slacken, frantically thinking that maybe its grip would loosen when met with no resistance. But she couldn’t convey that message to Iliana, and Iliana just pulled harder on her. The hand gave another sharp tug in response.

Aurelie felt herself growing light-headed from lack of air, her heart pounding ever faster in fear, and still the hand clung on. A sort of buzzing filled her ears like a swarm of bees, growing closer and louder and more erratic until suddenly it coalesced into a voice.

When the time comes, it said, speak his true name.

Let me go, Aurelie thought back, but the hand gripped impossibly tighter.

When the time comes, speak his—

Let me go, let me go, let me go!

When the time comes—

I will! Aurelie thought desperately.

Speak his true name.

By this point Aurelie would have agreed to dance a jig in the central square wearing a saucepan on her head. Yes! Now let me go!

Tell no one, the voice said.

I won’t tell!

Swear it.

I swear!

Two things happened at the same time: first, there was a great pulse of magic from above. Aurelie felt it ripple through her. And second, the hand let go. With a jolt, Aurelie was yanked out of the earth and thrown onto her back.

She spat out some dirt and took a great gulping breath, and then another.

“Easy.” When Aurelie shook a cascade of dirt free from her face and opened her eyes, she saw that Iliana was kneeling at her side.

“The stones,” Aurelie gasped. “They’ve still got the stones.”

“I’ll handle it,” someone who was very much not Iliana replied. Instead of Iliana’s smoky voice, this one was high and a bit reedy.

“Aurelie, this is Quad,” Iliana said, as Aurelie took in the sight of the stranger. “She’s got an impressive knack for timing.”

Quad inclined her head.

She was dressed in the Common fashion, but she was undoubtedly one of the Uncommonfolk found in rare corners of the Kingdom. To be certain, Commonfolk couldn’t do the sort of magic that had just occurred.

Quad was a fair bit shorter than Iliana and quite broad. Her eyes, as they caught the light, looked like sunlight glinting off a pond. There was something about her that made Aurelie feel strangely… calm, just by looking at her. It was like resting your eyes on a beautiful vista.

“You must be the baker,” Quad said evenly. “Gone and gotten yourself entangled, did you?”

Aurelie shook another shower of dirt from her hair. “How do we get the stones back?”

“Give me a moment. Best leave the trees, both of you. You’ll be safer on the outside.”

“What the devil was that?” Iliana asked, guiding Aurelie through the circle of trees.

“It had a hand,” Aurelie said. “A hand! With fingers!”

“How many?”

“Shockingly, I didn’t have time to count as it was pulling me into the earth.”

“Here.” Iliana led her to a fallen log to sit.

“We need the stones back.”

“You could’ve died,” Iliana said. “Take a moment to collect yourself.” She handed Aurelie a handkerchief. “Go on, you look frightful.”

“Yes, that should be our primary concern at the moment,” Aurelie snapped, her heart still beating uncomfortably fast, but she took the handkerchief nonetheless and set about trying to get some of the dirt off her face.

Before Iliana could respond, Quad emerged from the circle.

“Did you get them?”

Quad looked into her hand. “Pink, blue, red, green, and yellow. Yes?”

“Yes.” Aurelie took the stones with relief and held them tight. “Thank you.”

Quad shrugged. “It was nothing. They owed me a favor.”

“You knew that… person?”

“Person. Plant. Something in between. An earth-dweller. A sort of… tree demon, I suppose.”

“Demon?”

She shrugged. “It’s reductive. Your sort would call it a demon.”

“Why did it have a hand?”

“Why do you have a hand? Why do any of us?”

Aurelie couldn’t for the life of her think of an answer. Though she wasn’t sure whether Quad really expected one, as Quad simply stood there placidly, as if she had centuries to contemplate the gentle breeze moving the cation moss above them.

“How did you come upon us?” Aurelie asked instead.

“I was looking for you,” Quad said.

“Quad is an associate of mine,” Iliana clarified, and then bristled at Aurelie’s answering expression. “Don’t give me that look. I have associates. You should know—you’re one of them.”

“We’re associates?”

“Colleagues, if you prefer. I asked Quad to help us pursue Elias Allred, though now we may not have to journey nearly as far as I’d thought. However, that does involve us finding that carriage as quickly as possible, so if you’re quite recovered, shall we be on our way?”

They started off together in the direction Iliana indicated. She led the way single file, with Aurelie in the middle and Quad bringing up the rear.

“In case you fall into the ground again,” Quad told Aurelie. “Why would you cast magic in a sacred circle anyway?”

“I didn’t know it was sacred.”

“Well, it was. And the earth-dweller wanted me to tell you so. Not the first time they’ve been disturbed, they said.”

“I’m very sorry. Someone neglected to mention it was a possibility.” Aurelie glared at Iliana’s back.

“My sincerest apologies,” Iliana replied. “I would’ve endeavored to avoid your interment, if possible.”

As they journeyed through the woods, Aurelie learned that Quad was indeed Uncommon—a troll, to be specific. She and Iliana had met sometime during their travels. (That was as precise as Quad got.) Quad was not her given name, but one that she had chosen after consultation with Iliana. She refused to reveal what her true name was.

“You can’t comprehend it.”

“Sorry?”

Quad regarded Aurelie with luminous eyes. “Can you mimic the sound of light on water? The rustle of an autumn breeze through the leaves of an ancient oak?”

“No…”

“Then you can’t even begin to comprehend my name. Moreover, you don’t deserve to hear it in the first place.”

“Brutal,” Iliana said from the front. “I love it.”

Quad had chosen her nickname based on the quadrille, which Iliana claimed was a popular dance. Aurelie didn’t know much about dancing beyond what she had learned in school during Miss Fletcher’s second-year deportment lessons, where she had been primarily occupied with trying not to get stepped on.

“It’s the perfect name,” Iliana said. “Quad’s elegant, nimble, light on her feet—it just fits.”

Quad was nothing like the trolls Aurelie had read about in stories. “Living under bridges! Demanding tolls!” Quad said with indignation as the three of them maneuvered through a particularly dense patch of trees. “Do you know why you’d find me under a bridge? To avoid the likes of you. But mortals have gotten it into their heads that we live that way. That we just hunker under there, charging passersby fees for crossing! As if we’ve established some sort of bridge-based infrastructure, relying on something as petty and mortal as income! Please know, sincerely: it’s not the case. Stop being terrible, and we won’t need to go under bridges to avoid you.”
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