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The Small Hands of Chokedamp

A bore of vented steam swept out from the steel-clad engine, washing about the ankles of disembarking passengers. High overhead, the clerestory windows squared the morning sun into buttresses of orange light. Vendors pressed paper cups full of scalding brews into the impatient hands of commuters, conductors, and porters, all of whom appeared to still be grappling with the dawn of another day in Berbiton’s bustling Attelet Station.

Captain Isolde Wilby stared down the paunchy man who she had found dragging a steamer trunk over the concourse’s glazed tiles. Distinguished by a black cape and pointed beard, he struck Wilby as an amateur magician who’d been caught hauling half a severed assistant offstage, though he introduced himself as Mr. Sturgis Pearlin, importer of antiquities.

Amid the well-dressed travelers, Captain Wilby’s rumpled attire and uncombed hair implied indigence rather than authority. Her dark mane called to mind a mountain pine—a curling, stiffened form that resisted the wind’s dishevelment and perhaps concealed one or two small birds. Women’s fashion in recent years had embraced trousers, which was lucky for the captain, because she would’ve sooner worn shackles than suffer the inconvenience of a skirt. Her expression was dark, her face pale, and her tatty overcoat gray.

Captain Wilby opened and closed the wallet that contained the brass shield of her station, though Mr. Pearlin made no effort to inspect her credentials. At Wilby’s hip, Sergeant Unthank mimicked the overlooked reveal, flashing and vanishing his badge with the skill of a man who’d been doing it for forty years. Lewis Unthank was a tall, fastidiously groomed man with crisp collar and professionally shaved cheeks. He had the look of one who’d been born into middle-age, arriving upon the earth with a part in his silver hair and tea stains on his prominent teeth.

“What’s in the trunk?” Sgt. Unthank asked.

“Personal effects.”

Sgt. Unthank plucked the man’s ticket from his breast pocket and inspected it. “Quite the attaché for a day trip, isn’t it? I like my pomade as much as the next fella, but a trunk seems a bit excessive.”

“We received a tip a shipment of charmed relics would be passing through Attelet this morning,” Captain Wilby said. “And you’ve distinguished yourself as the most suspicious person here.”

Mr. Pearlin flushed, though his expression seemed more pleased than chagrined. He crouched with some difficulty and jabbed at the trunk’s hardware with a skeleton key. Turning the lock, he said, “I’m happy to show y—”

Sgt. Unthank hooked Mr. Pearlin under the arm and helped him back to his feet with such grace Mr. Pearlin offered his gratitude reflexively.

“No need to break out the inventory.” Captain Wilby pulled a stick of white chalk from her overcoat and stooped to apply it to the top of the chest, papered over by the stamps of many ports. Upon this collage, she drew a circle and began to fill it with the laces and loops of a complex floret.

Mr. Pearlin’s good humor soured. “Oh, god. You’re the ghoul squad, aren’t you? My luck! All right. What’ll it take? Ten gallets?” Mr. Pearlin opened his wallet. The banknotes inside rustled against his quivering fingers. His luggage was beginning to attract an audience as passengers craned to see what had caught the attention of the police.

Isolde blew a weary sigh. “This is a Hex of Declaration. I’m just ensuring you’re not carrying any charmed artifacts. Which honestly, doesn’t seem likely. We’ll all be on our way in a moment.”

Mr. Pearlin crouched to whisper near her ear. His breath reeked of a rotten tooth. “Look, we both know they’re not magical. But there’s no reason to prove it, is there? I mean, look around you. There are customers here. Let the people pretend! The mystery is the allure. That’s what they pay for. Don’t spoil it. Twenty gallets. Thirty. Please!”

Hesitating, Isolde squinted up at him. “You’d really rather I charge you with smuggling and cart you down to the station?”

Speaking a little louder for the benefit of the onlookers, Pearlin said, “If you must detain me for importing enchanted tokens from the emerald shores of the Belloc Islands, I will of course comply.”

With a flurry of strokes, Captain Wilby finished her hex and sat back on her heels. The completed sigil did not flame to life nor ripple with the colorations of proximate magic. Those white figures remained as flat and dead as the grid of a shuffleboard.

Mr. Pearlin deflated as the dawdling crowd shared a disappointed murmur. “This is why no one likes the police. All you had to do to make my day better was nothing.”

Unthank cracked open the trunk lid, revealing rows and rows of pastel-daubed figurines nested in fresh straw. That collection of porcelain dogs included a variety of breeds, all of them ugly. The sergeant held up a mutt with an incongruous gaze and a lolling tongue. “You want one for your fella, Wilby?”

Privately, Isolde reflected upon how her husband, Warren, had never required the excuse of a toy to retreat to the bedroom and assist her in the punishment of their bedsprings. Publicly, she said, “Oh, that’s all right. He prefers flowers.”

• • •

Like so many other crazes that had seized the metropolis of Berbiton, the mania surrounding ghastly little hounds had a relatively banal origin.

The stage production of The Devil in the Glass Dog had been an unexpected hit for reasons no one could quite explain. The play’s author was an aspiring pariah after a string of costly flops; the director was an aging alcoholic whose only success had been with lewd musical revues; and the lead was a towheaded dilettante known for performances so wooden critics complained of being left with splinters in their ears. And yet, for nearly a year, The Devil in the Glass Dog had ruled the box office, inspiring no less than an operetta, a daily comic strip, and a city-wide frenzy over porcelain figurines in homage to the story’s central conceit. In the play, the protagonist, a colorless office drudge named Stanly Grubbs, buys for his bored housewife, Abetta, a little glass hound. The figurine, which is prominently featured and comically grotesque, turns out to contain a succubus—a libidinous spirit who possesses both husband and wife in turn, transforming them into sex-crazed hedonists, with predictably ribald results.

The giving and receiving of ugly porcelain dogs soon became both the gag gift of the season and a bawdy token of affection among lovers.

The resulting moral panic was inevitable. The Berbiton Times, the capital’s leading newspaper,published a series of shrill editorials about the increasing sexual excesses of undergraduates and the role glass dogs played in codifying a generation’s depravity. The Temperance Society produced a run of pamphlets outlining the dangers of courting the attention of succubi, even as a joke. Real imps were being installed in the bedrooms of innocent couples—or so the prudes believed.

In answer to the growing furor around these devilish dolls, the mayor had in recent weeks announced a new initiative that would be spearheaded by the City of Berbiton Police. The program would target and jail the smugglers of cursed statuettes. Ignoring the fact that the crisis was entirely imaginary and that imports did not fall under the CBP’s purview, the mayor enjoyed one or two victory laps before forgetting the whole thing.

When the directive landed on Commissioner Ganchen’s desk, he attempted to foist it upon the Head of Business Support Directorates, who balked and suggested it belonged under the umbrella of the Bureau of Fraud. The Head of the BOF pled his department’s perfect inability to adequately address matters of a supernatural nature, which led him to recommend that Commissioner Ganchen charge the fledgling Office of Ensorcelled Investigations with the important task of policing the importation of glass dogs.

Which was how the order landed upon Captain Isolde Wilby’s already cluttered desk.

Captain Wilby’s department, the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations, had been established scarcely a year prior. She was its inaugural head. Ostensibly, the section had been created to address the recurrence of cases that touched upon the magical. Whenever a furie, wraith, blyte, or imp was suspected, the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations would be dispatched, and its hex-casting commander activated.

At least, that was the bill of goods the commissioner had sold Isolde.

In actuality, Captain Wilby quickly discerned the role of her department was to serve as a catchall for difficult, unpopular, or unsolvable cases. Whenever a Major Crimes detective realized that their investigation was stymied, either by a lack of evidence or a paucity of will, they would declare the discovery of some magical element, and use that as sufficient reason to kick the case down to Ensorcelled Investigations. These transfers excited the attention of beat reporters, who were quick to celebrate the fact that OEI was on the case, and just as quick to inform readers of the department’s ensuing failure to advance the investigation.

At the outset, Captain Wilby believed that she was awarded the honor at the inadequate age of twenty-seven in deference to her academic accomplishments in hexegy. What she could not chalk up to her post-graduate endeavors, she attributed to the fame of her father: Berbiton’s foremost adventurer, Professor Silas Wilby, who’d tragically vanished off the face of the earth many years prior.

But now she understood she’d been chosen not for her experience but her naivety. In recent months, Isolde had seen her resources siphoned away, her staff reduced to a single sergeant, and her standing among the other departments drift from whispered skepticism to bald-faced ridicule. Her hex-casting was derided as ‘skirt magic’ or ‘boo-boo sorcery,’ enlivening once again old prejudices against the practice’s most recent utility among midwives, nurses, and dentists. Compounding this indignity was the court’s trenchant distrust of the evidence she produced. Captain Wilby found that every one of her court appearances devolved into another opportunity to impugn her craft, methods, and character. She was always the one on trial, even as she successfully exposed conspiracies, criminal organizations, and governmental abuses.

The fact was, the OEI had been chartered in a fit of parliamentary hysteria, and it seemed everyone in a position of power had regretted the decision ever since. Isolde knew the days of the OEI were numbered, and hers along with it.

• • •

When Sgt. Unthank shut the importer’s trunk, Captain Wilby was surprised to see that her hex had developed a shine. The crest of the hoop beamed like a rainbow, a display that made Mr. Pearlin gasp with pleasure. Here was the unexpected proof that his dogs were in fact haunted!

Then the colors of the hex wavered and shifted. Wilby looked up in search of the cause, and marked the young gentleman carrying a sleek black valise, wandering to and fro with head thrown back. He squinted at the station’s hanging signs, apparently in search of the exit. The rim of her Hex of Declaration mirrored his meandering. Something in his possession radiated magic.

He had the sort of poreless complexion and delicate features that make a person’s age impossible to judge. If Isolde had learned he was a pupil on holiday or a gentleman embarking upon his fourth decade, neither would’ve particularly surprised her. The only quality that aged the man were the dark circles under his eyes.

“You there,” she said, and he scowled at her in surprise. “Come here.”

The waxen gentleman hugged his black case to his chest, gritted his teeth, and bolted.

• • •

Drawing hexes with chalk or ink upon a static surface was no easy thing. A single skewed line, an obtuse angle, or a broken ringlet would rob a ward of its potency. Only advanced practitioners ever mastered the ability to draw charmed figures upon the air, usually with the stylus of a finger, though some of Wilby’s more flamboyant teachers preferred to use the delicate wand of a pencil or painter’s brush. But carving a hex in the air with a finger while charging along at full speed was considered virtually impossible, much like sipping a cup of tea astride a galloping horse.

And yet, one of Captain Wilby’s many talents was drawing on the run.

Bounding after the ageless gentleman, Wilby scotched the space ahead of her with a circlet of light that grew brighter as she filled it with an abstruse arabesque. The performance was sufficiently arresting to part those straggling riders who’d been unmoved by the gentleman’s bumping and jostling. Isolde briefly considered the fact that her hex might strike a number of innocent bystanders, which would be unfortunate, yet still infinitely superior to firing a pistol, which was too often the preference of her peers. She was scarcely two steps behind the fleeing gentleman when she closed the maze inside her Hex of Disgorging.

The hex’s original purpose had been as a gastric lavage, a treatment that in recent years had been obsoleted by advancements in sanitation and medical equipment. The hex was also a favorite among pranksters, especially students. Indeed, it was as a sophomore that Isolde was educated in how effective the spell was at robbing a person of their legs when the Hex of Disgorging was cast upon her by a rival shortly before the start of a footrace, a contest she spent puking on the track.

The effect of the hex on the ageless fugitive was instantaneous. He doubled over, gagged, and staggered to the nearest trash receptacle, which he then burdened with the violent reemergence of his breakfast.

Isolde skidded to a halt behind him, snatching up the briefcase he had abandoned in his haste. She smiled as he retched, turning to find Unthank trotting up with the white square of a handkerchief pressed over his nose and mouth. The sergeant, who stoicism did not extend to his stomach, paled at the unpleasant sounds that emanated from the fugitive.

“Aim’s gotten better,” Wilby said, lifting a triumphant finger.

A passing commuter in a pencil skirt pitched forward as if punched in the gut and vomited upon the captain’s shoes.

• • •

Sgt. Lewis Unthank returned from Admissions to find the captain’s shoes drying on the radiator and her black socks dangling from the window latch like a pair of wrinkled eels. He came bearing a rather meager gift. Opening the file sleeve her sergeant had deposited on the corner of her disorderly desk, Captain Wilby extracted the single page contained therein and was further disappointed to discover the form was one-sided.

Turning his attention to the electric kettle atop a rust-mottled icebox, Unthank recited what he’d learned as he prepared them both a cup of tea. “His name is Viar Mitchlan. He’s a potter.”

“A tinkerer?”

“No, he makes pottery—ceramics and coatings, that sort of thing. He hails from Wicksel County, is unmarried, has no criminal record, and is fifty-six years of age.”

“Fifty-six? Remarkable. Maybe he glazed himself.” Wilby scanned the sheet, dropped it back into its folder and resumed her attempt to unlock the potter’s valise.

The briefcase, which sat unevenly upon a stratum of files on her desktop, had thus far rebuffed all of her hexes, leaving her with little option but to attack the lock with a bobby pin, though without any more success.

“He voxed his attorney, then buttoned his lip. Hasn’t said a word since.” Unthank dropped a sugar cube into an empty cup.

“Who’s his counsel?”

Unthank tipped the kettle. “He has on retainer one Mr. James Thighmond.” He searched for a clear spot on her desk, and finding none, placed her tea on the nearby sill.

“Thank you. Why’s that name familiar?”

“He represented Sir Eric Canouville in that manslaughter case last year, the one with the mistress and the jaunt that rolled into a ditch. It was front page stuff for weeks. Thighmond succeeded in keeping the rotter out of prison. As far as I can tell, Thighmond has only a few clients, all very posh, but lately, it’s been the Canouvilles who’ve been keeping him busy.”

“The union dispute,” Captain Wilby murmured.

“Just so.”

Two generations prior, the Canouvilles had ascended to nobility thanks to their preeminence in the field of clockmaking. Canouville timepieces, which adorned the halls, walls, pockets, and wrists of the nation, were considered works of art. The Canouville family had long since surrendered the actual production of their clocks to salaried laborers, though the Canouvilles continued to monopolize the business’ board. The family had produced a number of playboys whose hijinks had embroidered the society pages for years, though currently the Canouvilles were suffering the limelight for a very different reason: the Clockmakers’ Union had been threatening to strike for months in protest of stagnant wages and swelling quotas.

“Seems odd, doesn’t it? A country thrower with a upmarket attorney?”

Unthank’s trim brows rose in contemplation. “I got a look at Mr. Mitchlan’s watch. It’s a Canouville. A new one. Very nice. I saw the same piece in a shopwindow a while back. It was going for nearly a thousand gallets.”

Isolde whistled at the considerable sum. “I had no idea ceramics were so lucrative. I suppose this Mitchlan might be a scab or a saboteur or…but what on earth does pottery have to do with clockma—” A twang of metal interrupted her as the hairpin leapt from her fingers. It rattled down behind the radiator. “Drat.”

The fact that the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations had been installed in one of the city’s former gatehouses had at first struck Isolde as romantic. Aesthetically, she preferred grouted masonry, leaded windows, and time-worn stairs to the current architectural mode with all its glass, brass, and elevators.

But then Isolde had seen what passed for the gatehouse’s lavatory which supplied a tenuous link to the sewer whose every use required a prayer and as often as not a plunger. The gatehouse, hunkered awkwardly in the gloom of cement apartment towers, had no fire exits, only the most remedial of tacked-on wiring, rattling windows, and an infestation of black mold that was so developed it portended sentience.

Failing to reach her lost hairpin, Isolde extricated her arm, and drew on the palm of one hand the rosette of a simple hex. The completed ward made her skin glow like a paper lantern. Wilby muttered, “Thither, come hither.” The bobby pin leapt up from behind the radiator with sufficient force to snap against her hand.

Unthank sipped his tea. “That’s clever. What do you call that one?”

“Hex of Reclamation. It works on small objects the caster has recently touched. It can be useful. I’ve only ended up with a pencil through my hand once or twice.

“Once or twice? Seems the sort of figure I would remember.”

“It was three times, actu—” Isolde, who’d already returned the pin to its original purpose, suddenly seemed gripped by frustration. “Open up, you little troll!”

“May I give it a go, captain?”

“Let me guess: you were a burglar in your youth before a run-in with the law scared some sense into you.” Wilby presented the bobby pin. Unthank accepted it, stood the case on its hinges, and plied the lock.

“Me, breaking into people’s filthy homes and riffling through their drawers? Can you imagine? God! No, I just have a neighbor who’s always locking herself out of her apartment. Mrs. Dabner. She compensates me with crumble. It’s a wonderful arrangement.”

Isolde reflected upon her unexpected fondness for the sergeant. He was a conscientious and accomplished officer at the end of his career, though he had expressed no desire to conclude his tenure at the department. He said retirement was for people with hobbies or families or a yearning to travel, of which he had none. It was obvious to Wilby that he had been assigned to her office in an effort to get him to quit. Keeping her company was his punishment, yet he had taken on the assignment with aplomb.

The valise’s lock clicked. He held the lid shut. “Any chance it’s a bomb?”

“I don’t know. I suppose. Do you want to stand in the stairwell?”

Unthank grimaced at the prospect. “No, no. Better to be part of the mess than the one left behind to clean it up.”

“That’s quite the battle cry.”

Drawing a breath and shutting one eye, the sergeant eased the case open.

Inside they found a bed of red silk, plumped with cotton batting, and nestled upon that pillow, a child’s arm. The appendage, sculpted out of fired white clay, was cut cleanly near the shoulder joint.

Unthank sighed. “More dolls?”

“Maybe.” Carefully, Isolde raised the hand from the silk cushion. Turning it over, she was surprised to see the palm bore the welts of three curious glyphs. The sergeant asked if she recognized the figures. She confessed she did not, though the style suggested to her an arcane language rather than a decorative flourish. “I can only assume that’s what triggered my Hex of Detection. What it is exactly, I haven’t the foggiest. I can think of a few people who might know, though. Let’s pack it up and t—”

“Please, put down my client’s property.”

The officers of the OEI turned to find a small man in a dark blue suit proffering a folded sheet, which the sergeant accepted. “From your commissioner’s desk, orders to release Mr. Mitchlan’s personal effects to me immediately and as you found them.”

“Mr. Thighmond, I presume.” Captain Wilby returned the arm back to its divot in the cushion. “I still need to interview Mr. Mitchlan.”

“No need. We’ve agreed not to pursue charges.”

“I didn’t agree to anything,” Captain Wilby said.

Mr. Thighmond stepped between her and Sgt. Unthank, closed the lid on the case, and pulled it from her desk, dragging along with it a number of files that fluttered to the floor. He made no sign he intended to retrieve them. “I mean charges against you, Captain Wilby, for assaulting my client.”

Isolde voiced a fleering laugh. “He ran!”

“And you identified yourselves as officers of the law? No? But you were in uniform?” The solicitor looked pointedly at her bare feet. “No, I see that you weren’t. Honestly, Captain, if you hailed me on a train platform dressed like that, I’d run as well. Of course, if you’d like to pursue the matter, you’re welcome to confer with your commissioner. I found him quite obliging. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” With that, the attorney patted the side of Mr. Mitchlan’s briefcase, nodded to each of them in turn and departed as quickly as he’d come.

Sgt. Unthank halved and then quartered a section of the paper, squaring out the daily puzzle upon his tidy desktop. “Well, I suppose that’s that.”

Isolde snatched her damp stockings from the window. “Hardly. I’d say we’re just getting started.”

• • •

When Sgt. Unthank announced that he had procured the address where the Clockmakers’ Union congregated off hours, given how dear the fruit of their labor was, Isolde had anticipated a pillared edifice and soaring expanses of creamy marble. Instead, she found herself standing on a cracked sidewalk on a treeless block outside a residence that was only distinguished from the other shingled houses on the street by a yellowed sign tacked to the door that read The Hourglass Lounge. Legally, the establishment was designated a dinner club, which allowed it a measure of freedom in its operation, but which also necessitated certain restrictions. One could not enter without being a member—a privilege reserved for unioneers.

A heavy-set doorman, sentried on the whitewashed porch in a rather musical rocking chair, shrugged at their badges and rubbed the corner of his eye as if vexed by an eyelash when they threatened to return with a warrant.

Even as their exasperation began to resolve into defeat, the sound of feet on the steps brought the captain and sergeant around. A gentleman shouldered between them. He held a newspaper under one arm. A white goatee wreathed his prominent lips. His powder blue linen suit was several years out of date but well-kempt. Isolde took advantage of the time it took the bouncer to open the door to blurt, “Spare a moment, sir? I just have a few questions I’d rather not shout through a bullhorn or a broken window.”

The gentleman, who a moment before had seemed determined to hurry past the impeding pair, now stopped to stare. With a disbelieving huff of laughter, he tugged the paper from under his arm, opened it, and rustled toward the middle sheaf—the erroneously named “Funnies” section—which he presented to her. “Madam, is this you?”

Isolde sighed as she leaned in, already suspecting what she would find. One of the political cartoonists on staff at The Berbiton Times had taken to animating her peccadillos and fiascos in a daily panel. She was portrayed as a disheveled girl in oversized pantaloons with hair so wild it covered her eyes, rendering her blind. Isolde had seen a number of the comics that had, over the months, skewed from unflattering parody into cruel lampoon. In those depictions, she could be reliably found wandering off cliffs, or into traffic, or across the stage of an active play in pursuit of butterfly-winged fairies, black cats, and soap bubbles. “Oh, look Sergeant, they’ve added flies. Do I reek? You’d tell me if I did.”

“I certainly would, Captain.”

The clockmaker snuffled with what seemed genuine laughter. “You know, I don’t care for how the papers represent us either. We union boys always have banknotes spilling from our pockets. Our wives are fat, our children lazy, our homes palatial and circled with moats of gravy. We haven’t gotten a raise in eight years, and still, we’re the greedy ones. Though we all know who owns the papers, and isn’t the workers, is it?”

Isolde raised her chin. “No, it is not. I find it fairly telling how much the rich are willing to pay to circulate their cheap shots.”

The gentleman collapsed the offending article and clamped it again between elbow and rib. “Mr. Norwood, these two are my guests. Come on in. Let’s talk.”

• • •

The club’s interior appeared to have been furnished by the attics of a half dozen homes. The rugs, upholstered chairs, and end tables were none of a pair. Even so, the combined effect of the disparate colors and styles was welcoming. A makeshift bar had been assembled atop an antique sideboard with bulbous legs and tarnished pulls. Behind it stood an adolescent in shirt sleeves with a black ribbon tied under her collar in playful tribute to a bowtie. The officers’ sponsor greeted the young woman as Rachel, his niece.

“Cherry fizzes all around, please,” their host said.

Brightening at the request, Rachel gathered her ingredients: seltzer, grenadine, and a squat jar packed with cherries that were so red they seemed to incandesce.

Their host introduced himself as Mr. Edward Heagler, a thirty-eight-year veteran of the craft, and a shift-leader at Canouvilles Time Jewelers’ workshop.

When he asked after the reasons for their visit, Capt. Wilby was direct: “We detained a gentleman, a ceramicist, at the station this morning who appeared to be attempting to smuggle into the city some sort of charmed relic—a doll hand made of clay.” She allowed the point to hang in the air, hoping that Mr. Heagler might be stirred by it to some epiphany. After a moment of reciprocal blinking, she continued: “The gentleman was bailed out by the Canouvilles’ attorney.”

“Thighmond? He’s a deer tick in a blue suit. But I still don’t have any idea what a potter and some doll parts have to do with us.”

Their host’s niece set a glass before each of them. Bubbles leapt from the submerged cherry stems like sparks from a fuse. Sgt. Unthank sampled the fizz and declared it exceptional. Rachel turned toward Isolde with a keen and fragile smile.

This subtle request for affirmation was wasted on Isolde, who was frowning at her own thoughts, though unfortunately while her nose was pointed at the young woman’s bubbly offering. Wilby said, “This potter was sporting on his wrist one of your more upscale pieces. It caught my sergeant’s eye. I understand the Clockmakers’ Union may strike in the coming days. I wouldn’t expect you to reveal union plans to a non-member, and frankly, I’m not interested in your business so much as I am in the Canouvilles’ motive for bailing out an apparent smuggler of charmed artifacts. I don’t have any idea what the doll hand does, but the fact that the Canouvilles were so quick to whisk it away makes me wonder if it might not be used to disrupt the strike in some way—either undermining the continuation of negotiations or weakening the union’s position.”

Mr. Heagler gave a rueful chuckle. “Oh, they don’t need magical knick-knacks for that!”

“What do you mean?”

“Rachel, would you hand me the watch bowl, please? And don’t forget to put out your tip jar.”

Reaching under the buffet, Rachel returned with two vessels: an empty ice bucket, into which her uncle deposited a one-gallet bill, and a punchbowl, heaped with pocket watches. Mr. Heagler rummaged through the collection of nearly identical golden clamshells with a casual roughness that seemed at odds with his profession.

Drawing out a pocket watch by the bow, Mr. Heagler slapped it roughly on the head of the sideboard, and declared, “That, Captain, is the latest assault on negotiations by the Canouvilles.”

Sgt. Unthank gave the clockmaker an inquiring look, and was invited to inspect the gaudy object. He turned the watch over, scoffed at the stamp, then raised the timepiece to his tilted ear. His expression soured. “It clacks along like a playing card in a bicycle wheel.”

“It’s a fake?” Captain Wilby said.

“And not a very good one.” The sergeant presented the timepiece to the captain, gasped to prepare his explication, then paused. Turning to Mr. Heagler, he said, “Of course, you know infinitely more than I, but would you mind if I shared my thoughts?”

“You’re a collector?”

“One of my most treasured belongings is my father’s CTJ timepiece. It’s a Dapper IV, Special Edition. I would like to say I wish to be buried with it, but I would hate to deprive the world of its company.”

The sergeant’s effusiveness made the clockmaker beam with pride. Unthank turned his attention to the timepiece in his hand. “Well, the sweep is pitiful. The painted numbers are shaky. The bezeling is uneven. But the cogs—my god—just listen to them. Can you imagine trying to sit through a dinner with this…thing banging away in your pocket?”

Mr. Heagler smiled. “You didn’t mention the seal.”

“You mean this?” Sgt. Unthank snapped the case closed and flipped the watch around. “This isn’t the CTJ crown! This is a foolscap!”

“All excellent points, sir, but you have missed an important flaw, perhaps the most telling one.” Heagler asked if he could borrow his niece’s icepick, and Rachel hurried to present one, enjoying as she was the little scene that had enlivened her shift. Thanking her, Mr. Heagler applied the pick’s point to the back of the case, and with an expert’s touch, popped the watch open. Calling the attention of the captain and her sergeant to the inside edge of the housing, he said, “Put your finger here. You can feel it. Right there. A little spur. We call it Prichard’s whisker after the shop’s founder, Mr. Prichard Canvil. That was back before the family fancified the name to separate their new undertaking from their last. Before they took up timepieces, they used to be in coal. Anyway, this little imperfection results from a minute flaw in the hammer of our press. Polishing the whisker down is part of tradition, something every clockmaker in the workshop learns.”

Capt. Wilby hummed her understanding. “Which can only mean the forgers are using your equipment. The Canouvilles are supplying them with material assistance. Seems to me, you have all the evidence you need to expose them.”

“We would’ve, if the machine hadn’t disappeared. Two months ago, after sixty years, the Canouvilles replaced the hammer press in the dead of night. No warning. No fanfare. Just gone. A few days later, we learn the press was sold and shipped to a watchmaker in Loughead. It never arrived. Thighmond says it was intercepted—stolen, he claims, by the counterfeiters. Which is just connerie. The fakes started circulating before the press vanished.”

Isolde’s large eyes rounded at the gall of the Canouvilles’ attorney. “Do you suppose any of your current members could be assisting in the effort?”

Heagler shook his head. “The work is too shoddy, and our ranks are too tight.”

Isolde considered the pot of glittering clamshells. “Well, someone’s been busy.”

Heagler shook the punchbowl, clangoring the cases within. “And these are just the pieces members have bought off the odd duffer. Collecting them was sort of a joke, at first. I admit the gag has lost its comedy.”

The captain dug out her notepad to capture a few of her thoughts. “So not a fly-by-night operation. You couldn’t slap together hundreds of watches in a basement, I shouldn’t think.”

“Absolutely not.”

“I don’t understand.” Sgt. Unthank squinted into the inner mechanisms of the forgery. “Why would the CTJ be involved in imitating their own work? Surely, that only devalues the brand.”

Heagler groomed his beard with idle, practiced strokes. “The company seems determined to water down the market, which would certainly weaken our position at the table. Assuming that’s their play, it’s shortsighted. They’d eat the hen to keep from sharing her eggs.”

Capt. Wilby rummaged through her coat’s voluminous pocket, extracted and sorted through a ball of tissues and receipts, finally freeing a gallet. She dropped the crumpled bill into Rachel’s tip bucket despite having not touched her drink. “Mr. Heagler, you’ve been very helpful. If I have any breaks in the case, I’ll let you know. In the meantime, I hope the union line holds.”

Heagler raised his glass in salute. “If there’s one thing a clockmaker knows, Captain, it’s the value of a steady hand.”

• • •

Continuing the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations’ privations, the department had issued Capt. Wilby the fleet’s oldest operational jaunt, though some would quibble with the modifier “operational.” The antiquated six-wheeled motorized vehicle had none of the sleek contours of contemporary models, possessing instead the aerodynamism of a garden shed. The engine knocked, the struts barked, and whenever a call from dispatch came over the wireless, the headlights dimmed, though the squawk box was so demoded as to render every bulletin nearly unintelligible.

And yet, Sgt. Unthank called the jalopy “good lad” as he steered it with protective tenderness. He never berated his rust-muzzled chariot for stalling, offering instead a steady stream of encouragements, clasping the wheel with the gentle command of a waltz instructor.

Despite his practiced serenity with the aged mobile’s sputtering and jangling, Sgt. Lewis Unthank could not quite disguise his unease at piloting the good lad into the darkened countryside.

Behind them, the lights of Berbiton domed the rolling hills. The elevated voxbox wires, thick as cobwebs in the city, had thinned to wisps. The highway calved a dozen country lanes, and with each siring, the main road thinned. Ahead of them, the depleted road twisted in submission to the rising swells of the timberless land. Mayflies sleeted through the headlamps’ yellow rays. The path narrowed again, then turned to rutted gravel.

“Are you sure about this, Captain? If we have to call the cavalry, they won’t get here in a hurry.”

“If we shouted for backup standing on the station’s front steps, I doubt it would come any faster.” Isolde gripped the cabin door handle to keep from sliding into the sergeant as they traversed a particularly pitted patch of ground. The model of jaunt predated the inclusion of safety harnesses, leaving its passengers to slosh freely along the length of its leather bench. “Besides, I’m more worried that I might be wasting your evening hours. It’s a long drive to indulge a hunch.”

The clockmaker’s revelation that the Canouvilles were engaged in the manufacture of counterfeit pocket watches raised a number of practical questions beyond the murky why? Isolde agreed with Mr. Heagler’s judgment that the scheme smacked of desperation, but how the CTJ had managed to produce such a volume of forgeries and so quickly was the real mystery. While obviously inferior in quality, even slipshod timepieces took a measure of expertise to cobble together. The workforce required for such an undertaking would either have to be siphoned from the union (which Heagler insisted was not the case) or imported, an enterprise that would necessitate discreet ferries, facilities, and dormitories. Factory space in Berbiton was in high demand at the moment, and vacancies were scarce, but the location of the criminal mill had to be close enough to allow for access to the Canouville machinery. The most reasonable option, then, was for the production to be staged somewhere voluminous, inconspicuous, and still near enough to truck parts back and forth. Which is what led Isolde to research what properties the Canouvilles held the deed to, a list full of residential towers and commercial spaces—high-traffic areas that seemed unlikely hubs for a criminal enterprise.

That only left the Canouvilles’ abandoned coal operations, which lay almost an hour’s drive from city center. If someone was looking for an out-of-the-way place to house a population of imported workers and conceal their toiling, Isolde could scarcely think of a more accommodating or economical location than a boarded-up mine.

What any of this had to do with a charmed doll hand, even she could scarcely guess.

The site’s derelicts—the water tower, coal stage, and crane arms—gleamed under the brumous moonlight like fossils in a tar pit. The timber banner Unthank steered them under was pocked and broken, though the painted letters were still legible: Canvil Coal. The guardhouse was empty, its panes cloudy with neglect. As their jaunt crested the modest levee, they found the yard that encircled the mine flooded. Beyond that flat black expanse, the mine entrance broke the hillside like the nostril of a giant.

“I don’t know, Captain. Looks pretty dead to me.” Sgt. Unthank switched off the motor.

Climbing from the jaunt, Isolde towed along with her a well-worn and patched carpet bag. She descended the slope of loose gravel by the wash of the headlamps, skidding down to the edge of the flooded yard. The sergeant warned her from the driver’s seat that he had to kill the headlamps or they’d be walking home. For a moment, Isolde was enveloped by an almost cosmic murk. Then Unthank thumbed on his electric torch as he skidded down the rubble after her.

“Know any hexes that can part water?” He swept the spot of his light over the flat expanse, scintillating with the congress of flies.

“I don’t think we need one.” Isolde stepped forward into the pool. Her boot heel struck upon something flat and even just below the surface. “Planks. Someone laid a bridge, then swamped it. Seems a lot of effort just to cover your tracks.”

“One moment.” The sergeant jogged back to the good lad and opened its hatch, which squealed in protest.

“Leave the rifles,” Isolde called after him. “The best way to start a firefight is to bring a gun. Besides, we’re just having a peek.”

“I was thinking of more defensive measures.” Unthank returned carrying a tangle of straps and buckles. He offered her one of the gas masks, antiques from the Meridian War, now repurposed for the occasional deployment of tear gas. “I had a cousin who died of black lung. Nasty way to go. Best to be careful.”

The interior of the mask smelled like mold, onions, and old rubber. The mask made Unthank look like a well-dressed bug. Isolde had no doubt that the straps that now cleaved her unruly hair had a similarly hilarious effect, though the sergeant only said, “Well, I hope these save our lives because they certainly smell like death.” His voice buzzed from the cylindrical filter.

With carpet bag in tow, she trudged onward over the sunken boardwalk toward the mouth of the mine.

As convincing as the exterior had been at shamming a long-abandoned facility, the mine’s entrance bore the signs of recent activity. Muddy prints, both tire and boot, latticed the dry ground. A little further on, and the adit revealed its current utility as a garage. A black-clad lorry consumed nearly half the tunnel. Though the cab was empty, the tarped bed was full of crates that bore the coronet of Canouvilles Time Jewelers. A more spacious chamber opened beyond it, housing a junction of cart tracks that split into three passages, each linteled with heavy timbers and all sloping downward. With the assistance of Unthank’s torch, Isolde only had to glance over the tops of the rails to discern which of the three had been recently used. She was just about to troop down along her chosen ramp when the sergeant called her attention to the brittle paper sign that had fallen underfoot. It read Beware of Chokedamp.

Though she had no personal experience with mines, Isolde was familiar with the term. It described a hazardous phenomenon common to underground operations which rendered the air quite unbreathable. Toeing the age-curled poster, Unthank said, “If that’s part of the ruse, Captain, I have to say, it’s convincing. Our masks won’t be of any help.”

“Perhaps they devised some means for remediating the environment.” To her own ear, her voice sounded split in half, at once immediate and remote.

“Perhaps. Or they have personal breathing apparatuses—diver’s suits, that sort of thing.”

“That’s a thought. Better to err on the side of caution.” Captain Wilby set her patched carpet bag upon the ground, parted its leather handles, and undid its ancient clasp. Kneeling over it, she plunged her hand into its unholy depths. Her satchel, or as she called it “the portalmanteau,” contained a small but stable aperture into a vast repository, whose location in the world was entirely mysterious—even to her. That warehouse contained an immense, if poorly documented, collection of magical relics and charmed artifacts that her adventuring father, Professor Wilby, had collected, and which she could only delve by feel.

Her rummaging effort was dramatized by her thin brows and puckered lips until she at last grasped what she was hunting after. Withdrawing her arm, she revealed her catch: a rather crude necklace of snail shells. As she hooked its humble clasp around her thin neck, she explained that the relic was called the Reef of Life. “Originally, it was a gift from a tribe of underwater dwellers to an airbreathing dignitary. It allowed him to breathe underwater.” At least, that was what she had gleaned from her father’s rather fanciful (and unhelpful) notes on the artifact. What he had actually written about the Reef of Life was this: ‘Portable blowhole worn by landlubbing prince who went grasping after the tail of the Queen of Fish.’ Isolde concluded, “I’m sure it’ll work here. Well—reasonably sure.”

She rose, and with sudden formal erectness, presented Sgt. Unthank with her shabby purse. “Since my father left it to me, I’ve never entrusted the portalmanteau to anyone but my husband. Lewis, I would appreciate it if you would hold onto it for me.”

The sergeant held up his hands in refusal rather than acceptance. “Captain, I can’t watch you march alone down a mine shaft with nothing but a choker of escargot to protect you. Anyway, you’ll need my torch.”

“No, I won’t.” With her finger, Isolde scotched a Hex of Radiance. To an uninitiated bystander, it looked as if she were attempting to point at a crazing fly. Then she closed her sigil and a levitating shield of light bloomed in the gloom before her. Its blue aura was scarcely brighter than a match, though still sufficient to pierce the dark. “Besides, I only have one Reef of Life, and someone has to stay here to call the cavalry.”

“You said they wouldn’t come.”

“And they won’t. But you should still call them something. May I suggest ‘a bunch of foozling tits’?”

• • •

As she chased the timber-shored artery deeper into the earth behind a floating dish of wan light, it occurred to Isolde Wilby that if chokedamp were indeed present and her Reef of Life proved ineffective at supplying her with breathable air, her first hint of trouble would probably be a lapse of consciousness followed soon after by death. It was admittedly less than ideal that she had to serve as her own canary, but she was happy to spare her devoted sergeant some of the hazards that her obsessiveness undersigned. She had founded her (admittedly budding) career on fleeing uncertainty in pursuit of educated guesses, proving again and again that she detested an unsettled mystery more than she cherished her own life.

And had that not, in the end, been what stole her father from her—a hereditary inability to admit that not every unknown could be unraveled? If his disappearance had taught her anything it was that order was artificial, tenuous, transitory. Absurdity was the natural, eternal state of things. Mysteries were recursive because the universe had contrived sentience only to admire its own inconceivability. The human race had been born into bafflement and would one day amble into the abyss beyond time with nothing to show for itself but a marginally more nuanced bemusement!

So, her thoughts descended as the ramp carried her down, sweating and panting, ever nearer to those fiery meres that flow beneath the unsuspecting land. Her bleak ruminations were mercifully curtailed by the sound of rasping machinery, a noise that began as a distant chunter, but grew more distinct with each step. Collared again by the errand at hand, Isolde beat back the looming despair, closing the door on that overstuffed closet in her heart that creaked and bulged and threatened ever to erupt.

When light began to sneak up the rails beneath her, Isolde extinguished the illuminating hex with a twist of her fingers. Creeping onward, she felt the rough cut rock level out. The grinding she’d heard above sounded more like the gnashing of a mortar and pestle as she neared the end of the tunnel and the mouth of a cavernous stope. She peeked around the last post at the domed cavity beyond and was, despite all of her suppositions, surprised in the end.

The stope’s wide, flat floor, lit by racks of electric lamps, was crowded on the far side by rows of benches attended by dozens of workers who sat stooped in concentration. Nearer to her in the chamber’s fore was what struck her as a gimcrack workshop, a thrown together studio full of wooden trays, vats of water, crates of wrapped clay, and sculpting tools. Central to this creative disarray was an elevated steel slab. Upon it lay an earthen figure—twice the height of a man, though anatomically similar.

It was only after studying that prone form that Isolde looked again to the drudges at their benches. Their distance from the entrance had briefly confused her eye, but she saw now they were similarly large and physically identical. The rasping she’d mistaken at first for gears was in fact the result of the toiling fingers of a throng of terra cotta golems.

Then she saw the gentleman with a crystal cake saver on his head and a pair of oxygen tanks lashed to his back, which at least settled the question of whether the Reef of Life was needed and effective. The canvas suit that enclosed the man’s limbs and collared the glass helm was fitted well enough to allow him a measure of grace as he circled round the drudge on his operating table. Isolde recognized him at once. It was her country potter, Mr. Viar Mitchlan. A smile seemed to torture his youthful face as he slathered the left side of the broad chest of his earthen patient with slip and then installed there a third arm, much smaller than the pair that ran from the shoulders of the lifeless automaton. That tacked-on doll’s arm was also familiar.

Mr. Mitchlan took from his black valise an object that resembled a railroad spike, though one marbled with undulating orange light. He set the point of the barb upon the golem’s forehead, then raised a wooden mallet, loading a blow. From a resonator at the base of his fragile helm, Mr. Mitchlan’s singing voice bled, deep and beautiful. The song was reminiscent of a shanty, though in the tongue of the Eidolon, a vanished race of giants whose province was fabled to include the Gray Plains of the Unmade. Isolde cursed at the unhappy discovery—her wheel thrower was a practicing necromancer.

Mitchlan hammered upon the enchanted spur. As the point pierced the golem’s brow, its clay limbs shivered upon the slab. The necromancer repeated the strike, and the spike blazed, the light blushing through the giant. The golem curled his hands, bent the childish arm appended to his chest, and opened his lipless mouth.

“Where’s my wife?” he asked in a voice as hoarse as a wooden flute.

“I’m sure she’s right where you left her, Mr. Eugene Hodges.” Setting his mallet aside, Mitchlan peered into the golem’s angular eyes that flicked and shone like a candle.

“Who are you? How do you know my name? What have you done to me?”

“I know who you are, Mr. Hodges, because I read your name off your tombstone, which is where I drove the soul spike to retrieve you and install you in a new physical form. You see, I find myself in need of your services. You were a clockmaker in life, I believe, and now will be so again, for a time.”

The golem sat up, the sound loathsome as a file drawn along a tooth. “Put me back. I was happy. I want to see my wife.” The reanimated Mr. Hodges reached for the potter with violent intensity, a lunge that was abruptly arrested. The golem stiffened as if gripped by a cramp.

“Don’t be tedious, Mr. Hodges. I thought a man of such talent would pounce upon the opportunity to return to the workbench one more time. Besides, you must realize by now you have little choice in the matter. Obviously, you are incapable of harming me while sleeved inside one of my forms, and I am the only one who can return you to your resting place. If you wish to be reunited with your wife, you must obey me.”

Exposing only one arm, Isolde began to draw upon the air a geometric web.

As she worked, the necromancer continued to inspect his work, ordering the golem to flex and stretch his newest appendage. “You should be flattered, Mr. Hodges. I chose you to inaugurate this remarkable improvement, which I went to some trouble to obtain. Its previous owner did not part with it gladly. But it was quite necessary. You see, my creative expertise lies more with animating powerful slaves rather than particularly nimble ones. Your peers over there have found their work impeded by the indelicacy of their hands, and the product suffered as a result. As you might suppose, my employers were less than pleased with our wares. But with this—” Mr. Mitchlan stroked the open palm of the child’s hand. “—you will at last rival the mastery of the living.”

Anticipating a most dreadful result, Isolde closed the Hex of Disgorging.

She almost felt bad for the rascal, who would be forced to choose between a vomit-filled respirator and chokedamp.

But then, rather than excite the contents of the potter’s stomach, her hex only succeeded in agitating the inconspicuous defensive ward on his shoulder, which began to glow. Its shining alerted Mr. Mitchlan to the presence of an intruder. He quickly spotted Isolde crouching in the shadows.

“Ah! Mr. Hodges, would you collect our guest?”

No sooner was the command given than the golem stamped toward her. His feet cracked the ground like a bombing run. She raised a finger to carve a hex, but found her faculties had fled. She could not think of a single useful hex, and soon it didn’t matter because Mr. Hodges picked her up and clutched her to his chest, leaving her feet dangling and one arm pinned. With her free hand, Isolde batted at the golem’s ponderous lozenge-shaped head, a helpless effort that was soon halted by the stony grip of the childish hand which vised about her wrist as the clay automaton carried her back to his master.

Patting the protective ward on the shoulder of his clean suit, the potter said, “Did you really think I wouldn’t take precautions after seeing how you comport yourself, Capt. Wilby? A Hex of Disgorging? Really? That isn’t witchcraft; it’s waggery. How embarrassing.”

Isolde attempted to twist her neck enough to see the necromancer, but her clay captor held her too tightly, and the lenses of her mask entirely obstructed her periphery. “You’re one to talk. You showed your watches to the Canouvilles, and they laughed you out of the room, didn’t they? All that effort for nothing! But bad as your watches were, you still couldn’t quite bring yourself to dump them in the river. No, you had to sell them on the black market. I’m sure that assuaged your ego a little, but somehow I doubt you asked for the Canouvilles’ permission. If you had, I’m sure someone would’ve told you about Prichard’s whisker, and how the fakes could be traced back to their workshop. They had to scramble to cover your tracks. I imagine they resented the inconvenience.”

Mr. Mitchlan’s rumbling laughter sounded more like a wheeze after passing through his ventilator. “If there is any animosity between my employer and myself, all will be forgiven after I deliver a much improved product, one made by drones who never tire, strike, nor require remuneration.”

“You don’t have to do this,” Isolde hissed into the face of the unblinking golem.

“Oh, but he does. The question is what should I ask him to do? I suppose I would like to see everything inside of Captain Wilby slowly emerge from her mouth and fill up her mask. Seems only fair. So, Mr. Hodges, if you would squeeze the lady, but gradually please.”

There was nothing gradual about the agony that followed. Isolde felt as if she’d been seized by a landslide and clenched between boulders. The pain was such that she knew she would not stay conscious for long. Desperately, she reached upward against the grip of the doll hand, which did not waver. And yet, she felt the limb begin to give. The wet clay the necromancer had used to apply the base of the arm had begun to tear. Seeing that small fissure gave her hope, and in that hope, strength.

She reached for the golem’s forehead, rending its new arm from its chest, and with her finger drew over the soul spike a hex once used to assist in the removal of thorns, barbs, and arrowheads. She closed the simple knot of a Hex of Disarticulation, then dug her fingernails around the ember-bright nail head and pulled with all her might. With a pop like a flashbulb, the soul spike released.

Had the golem fallen forward, it would’ve crushed her. Instead, the giant toppled backward, carrying her along with it. The clay drudge shattered upon the rough ground. A dazed Isolde lay half-buried in the wreckage of its arms.

Mr. Mitchlan tore the gas mask from her face. She gasped in shock and that inhalation brought with it an inflammation of clay dust. She coughed and sputtered as he pulled her to her feet by a chokehold on her neck. She reared back, and the base of her skull rang against something. The blow was sufficient to make her knees buckle and raise a crack in the necromancer’s helmet. Wrenching her backwards, the potter dragged her, tear-blinded and choking. He turned her and bent her over a barrel, its surface rusty with clay slip. He said, “Let’s hurry this along, shall we?” then forced her head underwater.

Isolde thrashed like an ensnared animal. She clawed at the water, beat her knees against the barrel staves, and kicked her heels in search of a vulnerable spot—all to no avail. The potter was stronger, heavier, and determined. The more she flailed, the surer his grip seemed to grow. His smugness was palpable; his serenity insufferable. She could feel his confidence, and so knew she had fooled him.

The necromancer had misattributed her supply of fresh air to the gas mask. He did not know it had been the Reef of Life all along that had protected her from suffocation. As it would once again. She breathed in the water, though the mysterious relic transformed the muddy slurry into oceanic air. It filled her nose, her mouth. She marveled at the sensation as she discreetly filled her lungs.

Once restored, she pretended to grow weak. Her feigned panic diminished into spasms and twitches before resolving in stillness. She let her arms float and her legs hang.

Even after he released her, she waited, allowing him time to catch his breath, to admire his violence, to revel in her defeat. And she waited a moment more to give his attention time to wander.

She slipped from the water as furtively as a snake. Her reflection in the back of the necromancer’s helmet was almost unrecognizable. Drenched in orange slip, she now resembled a golem herself, and she felt an almost automatic tranquility as she raised her arm, and etched at the back of the necromancer’s head a simple, small hex, then said, “Thither, come hither.”

The soul spike that she had lately plucked from the drudge’s forehead leapt from the rubble and flew like a dart at the potter’s head. When it arrived, it made a little symphony: a bark of shattered glass, a pop of escaping air, a dull crunch of punctured bone.

So stricken, she expected him to collapse. Instead, Mitchlan staggered around to face her. His eyes, nostrils, and mouth all beamed like the windows of a house at night.

“I just want to see my wife,” Mr. Hodges said with the potter’s more musical vocal cords.

“And so you shall. I promise.” Reaching through the jagged hole in the glass helm, Isolde gripped the spike by the head and yanked.

Like a marionette dropped by its master, the necromancer fell dead to the floor.

• • •

Six days later, Captain Wilby returned from her meeting with Commissioner Ganchen and surprised Sergeant Lewis Unthank by dropping upon the seat of her office chair an empty milk crate that she began to fill at once with selections from her drawers and desktop. He asked her what had happened, and she answered as she packed picture frames, stenographer pads, and books.

She said, “Commissioner Muckety-Muck doesn’t want to pursue the investigation any further. He believes the whole intrigue lived and died with Mitchlan. He doesn’t seem terribly bothered by all the abducted souls, who it must be said, don’t pay taxes and rarely contribute to the annual pension drive. Ganchen refuses—categorically, absolutely, full stop—to believe in any connection between the golem mill and the Canouville family.”

“But the potter confessed, didn’t he?” The lank sergeant held his arms out, palms up, a pose of astonishment. “And what about all those stamped crates? How can that not connect the forgeries to the Canouvilles?”

“Because our dear leader does not wish for it to.” Isolde retrieved from the well of a file drawer a pretty jade pot and the plant that had withered therein. “This isn’t about justice or facts, Sergeant. It’s a question of political expediency, of whose back itches and who can spare a scratch. You wait and see—I bet this year’s retirement gift has a Canouville crown stamped on back of it. It’s corruption, pure and simple! Hence, my decision to quit. What’s the point in finding answers when no one wants to hear them?”

Tempering his exasperation, the sergeant all but clicked his heels when he asked, “What can I do, Captain?”

“Go to the evidence locker, check out the box full of soul traps that the department removed from the golems in the mine. I’m sure Ganchen would be quite happy to see them forgotten. But I have a promise to keep. Wrap them up, please, and ship them to this address.” She paused her packing long enough to scribble on a scrap of paper. “I’ll see to it that they all get put to rest where they belong.”

“Oh, you will? How?”

“I have no idea. But I suddenly find myself with time on my hands. I’m sorry to say, Lewis, but I imagine this is the end of the OEI.” She discovered a plate under a small cairn of files, the face of which bloomed with mold. “I’m sure you’ll be relieved not to have to put up with my messes anymore.”

“We all lug around our quirks, Captain, but not everyone is as burdened by conviction. You fought for order, fairness, accountability. Who cares what your desk looked like?”

“You’re too good for this place, Lewis.”

“Bosh. I’m just grateful to be of use. I wonder where I’ll end up. Truancy? Parking? What about you? What will you do next?”

Isolde clapped him once upon the arm. “I’m going to kiss my husband. Go to bed early. Start fresh in the morning. There’s a dinner waiting on the other end of that address, Sergeant. You free Friday night?”

“Of course. What can I bring?”

“An empty stomach. Open ears. I expect both will get their fill.” Isolde Wilby tucked her crate under her arm and marched out the door.
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