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OUR CAST OF CHARACTERS

Abernathy — A metal jinn of the gold persuasion marked by ill temper and grand ambition.

Arcadi — A long-deceased artist of some renown and object of creative forgery.

Assessor, the — The laconic gatekeeper of the Ormolu Circle whose job it is to appraise the value of works of art.

Bartholet, Linus — A painter responsible for, among other works, The Slaying of Mortoangus.

Brast, Geoff “Jeffy” — Donjon drug kingpin, accomplished clarinetist, and former member of Rault’s Rogues.

Broxburn, Robert, Detective — A detective on the Berbiton Police Force, Isolde’s former colleague and antagonist.

Claud — A regular customer of Reppert’s Deli.

Demeray, Nathaniel — Warren’s youthful classmate, blessed with enviable dimples.

Eustace, Annalina — A theater critic for the Berbiton Times.

Felivox, Turdus — A serpentine red-scaled dragon and de facto archivist of the portalmanteau.

Fetrow, Joseph — A rail inspector and victim of scotopic bray poisoning.

Fetrow, Penelope — Wife of bray-bitten rail worker and mother of five children.

Gimoaldo — Valet to the Earl of Purfling and unlikely murder suspect.

Haden, Elliot, Sir — A handsome bachelor, local sophisticate, and friend of the Wilbies, whom he once rescued.

Kaluza, Jan — Pianist at the Aiguille Cantina, “Accompanist to the Clouds,” and trusted acquaintance of Margit Rault.

Konya, Joyce, Prof. — A former faculty member in the Alchemy Department of Wynn University and instructor to Isolde.

Lucente, Marco — An art collector and proprietor of Lucente Auction House.

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

Meliota, Glen, Sir — A wealthy art collector and member of (and recent host to) the Ormolu Circle.

Meliota, Hester, Lady — Wife of Sir Glen Meliota; sometimes preoccupied with a cat named Simon.

Merneith, Queen of the Pixosites — The 263-year-old ruler of a pixosite colony presently housed in the Salt Cellar.

Merton, Cedric, Prof. — A professor of chemistry and discoverer of nep.

Metic, Gregory “Gobbler” — An ill-fated inveterate gambler.

Nutton, Shirley — An acquaintance of Sir Haden.

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

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

Oscuro, General — A high-ranking member of Luthland’s armed forces whose charge includes the magical beasts within the Salt Cellar.

Purfling, Earl of — An unsympathetic employer and apparent victim of erotic asphyxiation.

Rault, Margit — An artist whose career was founded on painting and layering panels of glass.

Reppert, Henry — The cheerful proprietor of a delicatessen and newsstand.

Ribbonwood, Polly — A tattoo artist whose shingle hangs in the Donjon of Dove Town.

Simon — A cat, claimed by Lady Meliota, who he occasionally tolerates.

Slaight, Allen — A lighting technician.

Smud, Aloysius, Detective — Isolde’s former colleague on the force and a friend to animals.

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

Stallybrass, Cornelia, Lady — An heiress of a dairy empire and a practicing medium who performs regularly under the stage name “Madam Sooth,” though some refer to her as “Madam Soft Cheese.”

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

Traynor, Edward — Owner of Café Via Nulla, which lies across the street from Rault’s studio.

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

Wilby, James Vernon — Isolde’s grandfather who began his professional career as a piano tuner and concluded it as music director of Canorous Hall.

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

Wilby, Warren “War” — The second half of the Hexologists. Married to Isolde. Formerly known as Warren Offalman.
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A HOUSE CALL
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While this wasn’t the first time Isolde Wilby had broken into a shop, it was perhaps her most spontaneous invasion. Typically, she had a plan, a goal, and an urgent reason to flout the law. But on this occasion, she was being propelled by feelings that were far more potent than discretion or self-preservation or common sense. She was acting out of guilt, a punctured conscience that was, tellingly enough, unpricked by the present felony.

Isolde tried to rationalize her recklessness. The unlocked door could be taken as tacit invitation. It was a place of business, after all—a public showroom. Although presently unlit, it seemed only reasonable to assume that guests were generally welcome. The doormat said as much. Legally, they were on sound footing. “A breeze could’ve just as easily blown it open,” she assured her husband, even as she struggled to suppress a smirk.

Isolde was as slender as an exclamation mark and made a similarly emphatic impression. Her short, dark hair, which she had squandered hours styling, was taking advantage of the rain to pursue its natural preference for quirking tangles. She held the shop door cracked in a manner that might suggest to the uninitiated that she was still making up her mind about whether or not to proceed. But her spouse was under no illusions in that regard. Warren knew his wife well enough to recognize when a decision had been made. She was not vacillating; she was merely giving him a chance to prepare.

And if Isolde were a punctuation, then Warren was a page of unbroken text: a sizable block of a man whose physique discouraged casual inspection while also secreting surprising depths. Warren’s ponderous auburn brows arched in amusement. “Already outlining our legal defense, I see. ‘We weren’t trespassing, Your Honor. We were invited in by a sociable wind.’”

The hour was late. Both floors of the narrow storefront were dark. Behind them, a milky-gray summer downpour berated the streets. A jaunt plowed down the flooded lane, lashing the parked sedans with ashy mud like slip flung from a potter’s wheel. The Wilbies huddled beneath a sign that read RAULT’S FINE ARTS. The gold leaf that had once trenched those letters had flaked away, leaving behind colorless ruts.

In an effort to keep the rain from running down his spine, Warren pinched together the lapels of his tuxedo jacket, holding them cinched under his chin, a pose that he suspected only made him appear more roguish, as did the conspicuous carpetbag that was tucked under his arm. A flash of lightning splashed their shadows across the entryway, completing the tableau of a burglary.

He sighed, the broad yoke of his shoulders first rising, then rounding with acceptance. “All right. We’ll have a look. But remember, we have a dinner reservation at nine. Let’s try not to dawdle.”

“Right you are, dear. Just a quick poke about, then we’ll be on our way.”

Warren chuckled. “You always say we’ll be quick.”

Iz rose onto tiptoe to kiss him on the chin. “And you always convince me to linger.”

Before the storm had drenched her in rain-suspended soot, Isolde had looked like a flapper on her way to a jazz club. Her short dress, comprising tiers of black tassels, embellished each twist and turn of her hips. While primping for the evening, she had flitted about their bedroom, hunting after stockings, trying on headbands, and walking through spritzes of scent. With each step, she animated the fringe of her dress like a matador flares his cape.

Still fiddling with his bow tie, Warren observed the hypnotic swishing of her hem with casual delight that soon grew into a more pressing desire. Warren’s charge was considerably more gentle than a bull’s, and Iz made no effort to elude him. For the Wilbies, a simple change of costume was often as effective as a wedding veil at refreshing their awe for familiar sights.

There was a moment when it seemed they might not make it out the door in time to attend the play. Neither had been particularly troubled by the prospect.

But having satisfied their ardor, they collected themselves, found a hirable car, and settled into their seats in the off–High Street playhouse with enough time to inspect the program before the evening’s entertainment commenced.

Warren swatted the illustration of the show’s star, a handsome man with an aquiline nose and a divot in his cheek. “Oh, I always wanted dimples as a lad! Why, there was a boy at school, Nathaniel Demeray, who had the most mesmerizing dimples. How the girls swooned! I used to bite the inside of my cheek trying to make a dent. It didn’t work, of course. Just made me look like I had something stuck in my teeth.”

Patting her husband’s leg, Isolde answered, “Your cheeks have beautiful dimples; they just aren’t on your face.”

“Ms. Wilby!” Warren chuckled. “You know, Felivox said that the critic from the Berbiton Times, Ms. Annalina Eustace, absolutely castigated the production.”

Isolde fanned herself with her program. “Oh, Eustace would give her own mother one star. And be right for once.”

“Well, Johnny, my veg man, loved it. Took his missus. Said he laughed so hard an usher came and shushed him. Which is fair, because Johnny laughs like a—” Before Warren could finish, the houselights dimmed and the orchestra launched into a lively overture.

Warren had been pleasantly surprised when Isolde had agreed to take in a show. As a rule, she disliked the theater, loathing in particular anything that brushed against the genre of mystery. She found the whodunits and hair-raisers beyond tedious. They always relied on cheap narrative devices and unlikely conveniences to deliver what the author could not: namely, a compelling twist. Warren had assured her the show he had in mind was without even a whiff of intrigue, though it was chock-full of mischief. The Crooked Croaker had been widely praised for its memorable melodies and giddy antics. The story centered upon a charming surgeon who was secretly afraid of blood and who fabricated increasingly elaborate excuses for having peers and nurses (and in one case, a custodian) perform his operations in his stead while he tap-danced around with a drip bag stand for a partner.

Though a merry farce, the play still did an admirable job of exploring the lengths that certain persons were willing to go to—undersigning suffering and even the loss of life—just to preserve a fragile but psychologically essential facade. Isolde had particularly liked the fraudulent doctor’s solo, performed on the roof of the hospital in front of an immense full moon. The lyrics of that composition had given a glimpse into his motives, which were predictably self-pitying but amusing nonetheless. Indeed, by the end of the play, Isolde found herself guffawing right along with everyone else when the charismatic surgeon was forced to operate on a wounded prince under the watchful eye of his royal entourage. The sham surgeon, after failing to pass the scalpel to the prince’s bodyguards, high-stepped out an open window and plunged to his death with a droll yodel.

The curtain call went on for a quarter of an hour, as the standing ovation inspired an encore, during which the lead reprised the song “Hand on Heart, Heart in Hand” while a chorus of his mutilated patients sang behind him, still dressed in their gory hospital gowns. Roses were thrown. Someone in the orchestra pit opened a bottle, launching a cork and a plume of sparkling wine into the air. The communal euphoria was palpable and seemed destined to carry on late into the night.

Then Isolde casually proposed a short detour before dinner.

There was an art gallery not far out of the way that she’d been wanting to visit. Isolde had only begun to explain her desire to freshen up some of the flatwork in their home, when Warren surprised her by voicing his ready agreement. He confessed that in recent months he had found one of the paintings in their powder room increasingly distasteful. The illustration in question, which featured a rather lurid vision of a black dragon being lanced by a silver-clad knight, had belonged to Isolde’s grandfather, James Vernon Wilby. The patriarch had called the dragon “Morto Bog Watcher,” claiming that the beast marked young children who failed to wash their hands for a nocturnal visit and summary consumption. Warren had been vaguely amused by the piece and its backstory until he made the acquaintance of a real, living dragon himself. Ever since Felivox had become his cooking companion, his eager taster, and his unlikely friend, the fact that Warren’s privy included a depiction of a dragon being run through had felt increasingly crass.

As the jolly stampede of the dispersing audience carried them to the sidewalk, Isolde asked her husband, “So, what would you like to see in old Morto’s spot?”

“Maybe something with ducks,” Warren suggested.

“Why ducks?”

“I like ducks,” Warren replied and, freed from the press of the crowd, offered her his arm.

But the universe appeared to disapprove of the impulse because the rain began to sheet the moment they left the marquee’s protection. Warren’s bow tie wilted and his receded copper pompadour turned flat as an old penny. The delicate fringes of Isolde’s dress clotted into something that might’ve been pulled from a bathtub drain. They’d only trudged a block before Warren suggested they abandon the quest, hail a cab, and make for the restaurant, posthaste.

But Iz would not be so easily dissuaded. She answered at a shout over the drumming rain: “It won’t take a minute. We’re almost there. Just another block or two. Three at most.”

Warren squeezed the carpetbag under his coat. The cumbersome heirloom was more or less indestructible, but also slow to dry when it got wet. “All right, Iz. This obviously isn’t a whim. Why are we drowning in our glad rags? What’s going on?”

Isolde dashed the sodden hair from her eyes, paused to consult a street sign, then hurried on. “A few weeks ago, I brushed someone off, and I regret it. It’s been gnawing at me.”

“I see.” Warren followed her leaping lead over a swamped culvert. “Would you care to let these regrets nibble at me for a while?”

Isolde talked as they tramped, beginning an explanation that she would finish on the stoop of the gallery. Margit Rault, the proprietor of the studio in question, had recently corresponded with Isolde asking for help. Specifically, she had wished to know if working in close proximity with hexes was dangerous. As the city’s foremost investigators of the paranormal, the Hexologists received hundreds of such letters, usually from persons who had inherited a quilt, headboard, or plaque that included a worrisome ward. These concerned citizens wished to know how they had been cursed and what they could do to salvage the tatters of their immortal soul. In an effort to improve the national opinion of hexegy, Isolde had always taken pains to soothe these fretful individuals, promising them that the charmed sigils that puckered their duvets or hung over their pantries most likely promoted pleasant dreams or the freshness of fruit and were not, in any case, demonic bull’s-eyes. And so Isolde had answered Ms. Rault’s letter with well-rehearsed reassurances. It was only as a postscript that she offered to vet the troublesome hex, should the artist wish to provide her with a rough sketch of it.

Isolde’s interest had been piqued when Rault replied that the design was part of a work commissioned by a private citizen who did not wish to see its content nor their own identity disclosed to the public. Feeling a touch annoyed, Isolde had answered the rebuff with a Ward of Disseverment, which she said would temporarily thwart minor hexes. In truth, the hex was about as effective as a no soliciting sign at discouraging unwanted intrusions, but Isolde had hoped its presence would at the least have a placebic effect. Isolde then filed Rault’s letters under a couch cushion, rendering the matter closed.

That should’ve been the end of it, and it might’ve been for a less obsessive mind. As it was, Iz found her thoughts returning, again and again, to the identity of Ms. Rault’s enigmatic patron. While it was true that most hexes were broadly innocuous, some of the more involved sigils were quite powerful and could be hazardous to uninitiated practitioners. The energic reciprocation of some hexes could suck the breath from a person’s lungs, snatch the sight from their eyes, or drain the blood from their hearts.

When Iz relayed these fears to her husband on the sopping gallery stoop, he said, “You described it as a brush-off, but it seems to me you answered this woman’s request promptly and respectfully. I think you might be taking on more than is your due, dear. I mean, do you really think it likely that she would be able to produce a dangerous hex?”

“No. It would be like a first-year piano student sight-reading a concerto and landing every note.” Isolde seemed to be attempting a symphony of her own on the shop’s doorbell. They could hear the buzzer jangling through the plate glass. “What’s more likely is that Ms. Rault’s secretive buyer is some tycoon who has commissioned a Hex of Vigor to hang over his headboard. That’s a pretty straightforward, mild hex, but it’s understandable why her client might not wish to be widely associated with a sigil that originally was used to expediate animal husbandry, and I doubt Ms. Rault is in any rush to be known as someone who subsidizes her art with decorative aphrodisiacs. This could just be a case of people being squeamish about sex.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Because the rats in my head don’t care about possibly maybes. They won’t be happy with questionable odds; they want answerable ends. We’re here so I can sleep at night.” She quit torturing the door buzzer long enough to try the handle. When the latch clicked and the door broke open, Isolde looked to her husband with an impish smirk that made him wish for a sleep aid that was not quite so felonious.

“Perhaps she went home for the evening and forgot to lock up,” Warren said as he followed his wife into the darkened gallery.

Isolde considered the possibility with a quirk of her lips. “Or there could be an intruder.”

“Perhaps there are two!” Warren replied.

The basal lights of the city sky cast the showroom’s hardwood floor in a murky orange light. The deeply framed pieces of art on the wall were widely set, their contents obscured by shadow and protective glass. The air reeked of unhappy plumbing. Folding chairs lay in a chaotic heap against the back wall. A pair of dead potted figs drew the Wilbies’ attention to the placard near the entrance that introduced the collection in blocks of exuberant text that seemed at odds with the warped photograph tacked above. Years of sunlight had bleached the portrait, turning it the color of old bones. The youthful Margit Rault, whose features had been reduced to stark, masklike vacancies, seemed to dematerialize even as they pondered her.

The nature of the art itself, what little they could see of it in the gloom, appeared to blur the distinction between landscape and abstraction. The pieces were generally composed of layers of painted glass, stacked and sometimes interspersed with objects: leaves, dried flowers, preserved insects.

At a whisper, Isolde said, “Rault wrote in her letter that she was ‘just trying to keep her head above the clouds.’ It struck me as a funny mangling of the idiom. Surely, you either keep your head above water, or you try to avoid getting your head stuck in the clouds. But look…” She hiked her chin at an oil painting that was comparatively unassuming among the pieces of layered glass that made up the majority of the gallery’s collection. The somewhat dreamy vision of Berbiton’s skyline had been accomplished with dry brushstrokes and a limited palette. Centered in the sky was a round, pale moon. The spires and penthouses of the capital’s towers peeked up from dense clouds that ran to the edges of the canvas, giving the piece an unfinished look.

“The fog sort of makes the city look like a bride, doesn’t it?” Warren whispered back. “Funny to think it’s just pollution. Then again, a dash of volcanic ash makes a sunset all the more fabulous and a bit of charcoal painted around the eyes makes them shine all the brighter. Perhaps filth is the spice of beauty.”

“A pleasant thought.”

“Don’t see any ducks, though,” Warren replied, and his wife snuffled a laugh.

Finding little to explore in the neglected gallery, Isolde turned her attention to the straight flight of stairs. She drew upon the air with the tip of her finger the circlet of a sigil. When she closed the finishing stroke on her Hex of Radiance, a floating disc of pale blue light appeared before her outstretched palm. She pushed the magic luminary before her as she tiptoed up the stairs, following an arrow-headed sign on the wall that read STUDIO. Warren trailed behind her, his shifting weight enlivening a musical squeak with each step.

The door at the top of the stairs swung into a darkness the streetlamps did not reach, an inconvenience that became a hazard when Isolde’s guiding light went out like a blown match. Isolde cursed at the unexpected failure of her hex as her husband bumped into her and they both staggered into the murk.

She groped the nearest wall in search of a switch while Warren shuffled farther into the dark. He could just make out the edge of a workbench, and beyond it a vertical sliver of light. “I’ll open the curtain,” he said, and rounding the table, slipped on something. With an aborted shout of surprise, he pitched forward, throwing out his arms to catch himself. The accompanying crash sounded like someone had tipped over a dish rack: a commotion full of clatter and violent shattering.

Isolde found the switch. Brass-capped pendant lights revealed an airy workspace, a maze of tables cluttered with tubes of paint, curled like shrimp, and jars or muddy solvents. A pile of colorful rugs hung over the top of a changing screen, one crook of which formed the backing for the posed subject of a still life: a vase full of drooping lilies. The Ward of Disseverment Iz had mailed the artist days before was taped to the wall beside the light switch. Iz had dispelled her own hex. It was an irony she hardly had time to appreciate before seeing what Warren had tripped over.

Or rather, who.
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A PRECOCIOUS DAWN
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Margit Rault lay sprawled upon a floor that was lashed and speckled with decades of paint, a colorful aggregation to which she now added the tint of her own spilled life.

Her short ashy hair clotted about the mortal wound that deformed the side of her head. Her eyes were open, but unlit by sentience. Her black, sleeveless dress appeared new. A strand of pearls pooled in the notch of her neck.

There had been a struggle. Stools had been overturned. The legs of an easel stood in the air behind a well-worn sofa. In one of Rault’s clutched fists was a trophy: a shirt collar and a tuft of hair.

The puddled blood around her had been broken by Warren’s slipping passage, tracks that recorded the path of his spectacular fall, which had swept from the nearest table crocks full of brushes and a large glass palette. It seemed a miracle he’d not been cut by the debris, which rained from his coat as he pulled himself to his feet. He gasped at the dead woman and his accidental stirring of the tragic scene.

But Iz saw that his were not the only gory footprints. The apparent killer had tracked Rault’s blood about the studio. They were searching for something.

Warren stooped to confirm what he already knew. Touching the woman’s neck, he found her cold. “Dead. A few hours, I should think. We have to call the police.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Isolde hopped nimbly over the trail of blood, following the red crescent moon of the killer’s heel to the tipped-over easel. The tripod included an affixed backing board, which faced the floor. Isolde lifted the easel just enough to see whether it concealed a mounted work in progress. Observing only a vacant surface, she continued to follow the bloody tracks toward the storage rack at the rear of the room.

“I don’t see the murder weapon,” Warren said, glancing under the nearby benches.

“Perhaps the killer took it with them.” Isolde counted six tall cubbies, each containing several panes of painted glass, leaning one upon the next. The squares of felt that separated the pieces had done an admirable job of collecting evidence. Blood clotted upon the edges of those sheets. The killer appeared to have searched each compartment. “She was dressed for an occasion—a night out. I wonder where she was going, and who with.”

Straightening, Warren discovered that he, in his tumble, had gotten blood on his shirtfront. The lurid stain stood out bright as a traffic light. “Please, tell me you’re looking for a voxbox. Do you still remember Detective Smud’s number?”

Rather than answer his question, Isolde continued to pursue her own line of thought. “She still has her pearls. This wasn’t a burglary. The killer was searching for something in particular… a piece of art—something new. Yes, that’s why they went to the easel first. But they didn’t find what they were looking for, or they did and there was something else, something more.” She again inspected the bloody tracks underfoot. “See here, the footprints go from the end of the shelf back to the start. Foiled again. Then they went to the desk—quickly, urgently. Look, you can see where they came to a halt, shuffled a bit. The killer bent over.” She reproduced the pose herself, throwing her arms out over the bare top. “They swept everything onto the floor.” She considered the strewn receipts, envelopes, and sketches that littered the mottled floorboards around the desk. “They were frustrated. Angry.”

“I suppose murderers aren’t usually known for their levelheadedness.” Warren was having more trouble than his wife overlooking the dead woman. Her expression was so placid, so full of acceptance, and yet the attitude of her body, the gory wound, the fistful of someone else’s hair all seemed to shout, to battle, to rage. The terrible contrast of violence and quiet filled him with a lurching sense of revulsion. He found holding his hand out as a visual shield helped a bit.

When he did, his eye naturally fell to the shrouded bell on a pedestal near the window. Gingerly, he removed the handsewn coverlet, revealing a pair of blue-breasted budgies nuzzled together on a perch. They began to vocalize at once, like children rushing to unburden themselves of an urgent story, one that Warren, sadly, could not understand. He crouched to make himself look as unassuming as possible as he answered them in gentle tones, “Oh, of course, of course. Yes, I know. You poor dears! You must’ve been scared out of your wits. And who’ll take care of you now? Oh, I’ll make sure you find a good—”

A heavy clump interrupted him. Recognizing the slam of a jaunt door, he crept to the long curtains that blocked the front windows and wedged one aside. With his face to the crack, he said, “Well, that saves us a call, I suppose. The police are here.”

On her hands and knees, Isolde looked up from her scouring of spilled pages. “You’re joking.”

“Afraid not. Maybe a neighbor overheard the commotion. But dispatch didn’t exactly send a brigade. There’s just one of them. Quite a fancy ride, though. Those new squad cars look like racing jaunts. He’s looking around, getting wet… Oops! He’s dropped his keys. Now he’s fishing around in a puddle. Oh, he’s found them. Now he’s kicked the puddle. That’ll teach it. My god, is that Broxburn? Rats!” Warren dropped the curtain, sucking a rueful breath through his teeth. “I think he saw me. Of course, it had to be Broxburn. You know I try not to speak ill of people, but that man is an ambling cancer.” Warren trudged back to the spot where he’d lately toppled. He stooped to retrieve the carpetbag.

Though humble in its appearance, that piece of luggage was a portal to a vast storehouse that contained an immense collection of charmed artifacts and magical relics, wonders that had been assembled decades prior by Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby. The satchel, dubbed the portalmanteau, was Isolde’s principal inheritance, left to her after her father had vanished, probably into an unmarked grave. The fantastic repository was guarded by a serpentine red dragon named Felivox, who Warren had bonded with over a shared love of gourmet food.

Opening the satchel, Mr. Wilby spoke into its deceptive recesses. “Felivox? Are you there?”

The dragon’s voice rumbled distantly like a passing underground train. “Time for dinner?”

“No, there’s been a murder.”

“I didn’t know you had it in you!” Closer now, Warren could feel the bass of the dragon’s voice run like a zipper up his spine.

“No, not like that. Though, I admit it doesn’t look good for us. Or our dinner reservation. You may have to console yourself tonight with a leg from the Infinite Goat.”

Below them, the shop door banged. As Warren set the portalmanteau down by his feet and raised his hands, adopting a posture of preparatory surrender, Isolde’s muttering quickened. “Our killer was in a hurry. Perhaps they didn’t have time to finish their search. They might’ve missed something. Where the devil do artists hide their latest work?”

Listening to boots clomp up the stairs, Isolde suffered a questionable epiphany. With no time to deliberate, she seized the wastebasket from under the workbench, carried it to the portalmanteau, and stuffed it roughly inside, saying, “Hold this, please. And best to keep mum. Broxburn has a knack for picking fights, and I wouldn’t want to see you baited into biting off any arms.”

“As if I’m so easily tempted!” Felivox rumbled softly, sounding hurt.

“If I had your teeth, I would be.” She raised her hands a scant moment before the soaked detective stamped into the room, panting like an overexerted dog.

Detective Robert Broxburn looked as if he had recently fallen off a barstool. His eyes were bloodshot, his khaki raincoat stained at the sleeves, and his shirt half-untucked and draping from the cleft of his swollen gut—which seemed an addition recent enough to not have been addressed by the gentleman’s tailor.

Though Isolde would never have called Detective Broxburn a gentleman. She watched him with simmering irritation as the detective blearily absorbed the scene. He squinted at the corpse before turning his attention to her. A nasty expression of delight bloomed on his ruddy face. His sunken chest puffed out like a cock preparing to crow. “Wilby! Why am I not surprised?”

Isolde answered, “I suppose because you have no imagination, and every day is like the last because you peer at it from the monocular of a gin bottle.”

Warren coughed in surprise at his wife’s sniping. He offered his hand to the detective, though the officer gave no sign that he intended to shake it. Converting the bid into a salutational wave, War said, “We’re glad you’re here, Detective. There’s been a murder. We were about to call.”

“I’m sure you were.” Broxburn began to kneel next to Rault’s body, then some kink in one knee seemed to change his mind. Gripping the table edge, he leaned awkwardly over the corpse. “Why’d you do it, Wilby?”

Isolde laughed. “You think I killed this woman, stuffed someone else’s hair and shirt collar into her hand, then tracked her blood everywhere wearing someone else’s shoes? I suppose I must’ve also borrowed their fingers when I left bloody fingerprints just there, also over yonder, and here as well.” She pointed as she spoke. “And then, having thoroughly pollinated the room with the evidence of someone else’s crime, I waited here for the body to cool and the police to arrive.”

“I expect you did.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not as smart as you think you are. You killed this woman, heaven knows why, then staged it to look otherwise. But you needed help to move the body.” Broxburn straightened with a grunt, and hitched up his drooping trousers as he waddled closer to Isolde. “You left and came back with your husband because you needed muscle. You expected him to do the dirty work. That’s why he’s got blood on him.”

Isolde, having quickly abandoned a posture of surrender, now crossed her arms. “He fell.”

The detective’s bottom lip jutted wetly. “That’s what all the battered spouses say, Wilby. But all right, I’ll play along. Why don’t you tell me what you’d like me to believe happened here.”

“Oh no. That’s why I left the service. I got tired of doing your job for you.”

“Is that one of yours?” Broxburn pointed to the pinned sigil near the light switch.

Isolde sighed. “Yes. I sent it to Ms. Rault. We exchanged a few letters in recent weeks. I expect they’re around here somewhere.”

“Letters? What about?”

“She was afraid. Seems like she had every right to be. I was dismissive of her fears. I consider myself partly responsible for this terrible result.”

“If it’s guilt you’re feeling, we can certainly help with that, Wilby.” The detective produced a pair of handcuffs from one pocket of his trench coat. “You know how this goes. Hands behind your back.”

Isolde arched an eyebrow. “The question is why are you here? Dispatch doesn’t send a detective to follow up on a noise complaint, certainly not without backup. Was this a personal call?”

“The neighbors reported hearing a disturbance. You must’ve made quite a racket.” Broxburn’s complexion explored a new shade of crimson. “Now, turn around.”

“Detective,” Warren said, one finger raised and crooked toward the gap he’d left when he’d peeked out the drapes. That crack was now a beaming fissure. “Did you leave your spotlight on?”

Broxburn shuffled to the window and threw back the curtain.

Through the pane, they observed a gash of variegated fire expanding over the city. The spindle of violent energy swelled rapidly, sucking up the lightning, devouring the thunder, blowing out the clouds. The abruptly exposed moon, which seemed small in its apogee, split in two, the cracked halves ragged and uneven. Stars shone through the gap. Then the seething, shedding cocoon of fire blazed nearer, banishing the darkness as it advanced. The inferno turned the High Street spires into cigarette ash, evanescing rowhouses into spumes of smoke, reducing the people inside to fizzing atoms.

The conflagration moved through the city streets with the sweeping deliberation of a sunrise.

“A bomb,” Isolde murmured, then the fire reached the room.

The wave of erasure shivered through her, dissolving her like the kiss of a comet.
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THE BOTTOM OF A BOTTOMLESS WELL
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Oh, I always wanted dimples as a lad!” Warren shimmied happily in his narrow theater seat and beamed at the backs of the settling crowd. The musicians in their pit tuned their instruments as the proscenium curtain riffled with the last-minute agitations of stagehands. “Why, there was a boy at school, Nathaniel Demeray, who had the most mesmerizing dimp— What’s wrong, dear? Why are you making that face?”

Isolde wore the astonished, puckered expression of someone who’d just discovered they’d swallowed a tooth. She murmured, “You said all that before.”

“I did? My god, it’s finally happened! After ten years of marriage, I’ve run out of stories.” His eyebrows rose like a drawbridge, revealing the hazel waters of his eyes. “Well, we had a good run, Ms. Wilby!” He slapped the play’s program on his knee and rolled his head in playful defeat.

A small smile broke Isolde’s troubled look. “No, no. I’m having one of those déjà vu moments.”

“Marmalade! Tourniquet! Paddleboat!” Warren blurted.

“What are you doing?”

“Just trying to break the spell.” The merry lines of his broad brow crimped with dawning concern.

She stroked his jaw appreciatively, petting the plateau of one auburn chop. “I’m sure it’ll pass,” she murmured even as the orchestra spoke over her. She turned her attention toward the stage and entrained her own hands to the thundering applause, smiling so that Warren would not feel obliged to miss the show to attend to her.

The houselights dimmed, though her disquiet did not.

If anything, the frenetic capering of the play only exacerbated the queasy sense that she had seen all of this before. And yet, when she forced herself to guess which stage door would fly open next or which actor would burst into song, she could not. There was a staleness to the events of the play, though this vague familiarity was not sufficient to instill in her a viable prescience. Rather, it felt as if the clock that churned inside the world was running one second late, or the timepiece whirring in her heart a tick or two ahead.

Try as he might, Warren could not fully enjoy the madcap conclusion of the play, nor the audience’s warm reception of the players as they reemerged to bow and curtsy, because of his mounting concern for his wife, whose slouching and scowling he had observed out of the corner of his eye for three long acts.

“You look like you have a headache,” he said, leaning near her ear as the orchestra concluded its reprise of the opening overture.

“Perhaps I’m just trying to give myself one. I’m all right.” She rallied a smile.

“Let’s get you home. I’ll chase us down a cab.”

She grabbed his coat sleeve when he stood and rose herself, seemingly to join in the ovation, though she took the opportunity to speak closer to his ear. “You promised me dinner. And Felivox, too. We must keep our promises, especially where a dragon is involved. But I need to make a stop on the way. Just a quick wellness check on a new acquaintance. Won’t take a minute.”

“Just like you to worry about someone else’s health when your own is in question.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m fine.”

Though, quite obviously, she wasn’t. What should have been a brisk walk, albeit one undertaken through a warm downpour, proved to be an absolute ordeal. The rain felt like a volley of arrows on her shoulders. The torrent seemed to come in violent waves that broke her impeccable posture and punished her rounded back. Isolde was compelled more than once to stop and grip something solid, something bolted to the ground, partly to replenish her suddenly deficient lungs and partly to fend off the feeling that she was about to be swept into the sewers and washed out to sea. She passed these woozy interludes off as incidental consultations with the street signs and landmarks she clung to.

Warren was not deceived by his wife’s panting excuses, but he saw in her demeanor a grim determination that would not be easily defused. She was on a mission, and though she’d not yet enlightened him regarding the necessity for it, he knew her well enough to understand she did not take on errands lightly, nor make casual asides. All was done with purpose, and all purposes were justified in time. If trust was the foundation of their marriage, then patience was its roof.

Still, by the time they reached the stoop of the artist’s gallery—a destination she had not begun to explain—Isolde could scarcely stand. Her ears rang and her gaze roved, refusing to focus on anything farther away than her fingertips, which had begun to tingle. To her great annoyance, she felt as if she would faint, a thing she absolutely did not do. She did not faint when an efreet blazed to life in the palm of her hand; she did not faint when she was shot in the chest by a possessed garden hermit; she did not faint when she was told by a gray-faced banker that her father was dead. She did not faint.

But then, her knees began to tremble and, before she could lock them, gave way.

She would’ve fallen into a heap if Warren hadn’t caught her by the elbows and braced her against the door where a stingy awning reduced the lancing rain to needles that prickled her cheeks. Or was that just the blood leaving her face?

Warren marshaled her bleary gaze to his own by turning the rudder of her chin. Even as her eyes nearly crossed, she saw he was doing an admirable job of masking his own fright. “Can you sit up? There you go.” With her momentarily propped, he rapped vigorously on the door with one hand as he rang the bell with the other. “Come on. Come on. Hello! We need some help out here! Excuse me! Hello!” He tried the door handle, rattling it until the interior latch jangled. “Locked. All right, stay there. I’ll be right back.” Isolde watched him bound toward the street, arm raised and flagging with the command of a signalman.

Even as she wondered if she had been poisoned by an assassin or an undercooked bivalve, Isolde managed to extract from her clutch a calling card. By the guidance of one winked eye, she scrawled with her kohl pencil a few words upon its back.

She twisted about on the stoop and slipped the card under the door. Then the world began to wheel about her and she had to throw out both hands to brace herself before she collapsed and rolled down the steps. But would that have been so bad? At the end of that short tumble, there would’ve been at least the opportunity to lie down on a nice, soft sidewalk.

Then all at once, she was weightless. Slipping loose of gravity’s tenuous grip, she seemed to be hurtling upward into the fray, up to where the storm was being forged between hammer-headed winds and anvil-hearted clouds, where lightning was sparked and bolts were quenched, and all was a furious violence through which she flitted like a sparrow.

Warren held her to his chest as he fled toward the waiting jaunt, the cabin’s yellow light, a leather bench, and the hospital for which it was bound.

There was little in the world Isolde found more galling than the experience of having her own expertise scoffed at until another expert—generally masculine—certified her opinion with his own.

This had happened frequently over the course of her career, but never so often, nor with such zest, as while she had served as the head of the short-lived Office of Ensorcelled Investigations, an entity of public safety that had been hollowed out by the very powers that founded it. Even before the chief of police began his covert campaign to defang her department, Captain Wilby’s peers had treated her with flippant contempt. They flagged every word she uttered, every case she touched, every particle of evidence she logged as dubious at best, and fallacious at worst.

A prime example of her thwarted authority was the case of the Headless Lord. When Captain Wilby offered her theory as to how the Earl of Purfling had managed to decapitate himself in his bathtub, no one took her seriously, least of all the lead detective, Robert Broxburn. He already had his man: a young valet named Gimoaldo. Broxburn believed the footman, though thin enough to vanish behind a lamppost, had somehow managed to saw off the earl’s head with a length of piano wire, which had yet to be recovered. The valet’s motive for this gruesome act was attributed to a public reproach the earl had paid him some days prior after the lad had failed to remove the black scuffs from the white-walled tires on the noble’s touring jaunt. This meager motive was further corroborated by the skinny valet’s foreign birth. Gimoaldo had emigrated from the Belloc Islands by way of his mother’s arms—a detail that struck Broxburn as intrinsically suspicious.

When Isolde proposed an alternate theory, she was met with a chorus of scoffs and the sort of theatrical eye-rolling that passes for wit among bullies. Undaunted, she presented evidence that the Earl of Purfling had recently bid on a lot of antiquities that included a thin gold necklace, which Detective Broxburn had found in the red waters of the earl’s ill-fated bath, and entered into evidence as “a trifling chain.” After some research, Isolde identified the modest choker as the Garrote Amor, a relic once used in ritualistic blood sacrifices by an ancient, libidinous cult, the very mention of which inspired the elbowing of many organizational ribs.

But then, no amount of sneering could change the reality of the necklace’s unusual power: the Garrote Amor shrank nightly in accordance with the lunar cycles, a feature that could, on the right evening, infuse a person’s private activities with a pleasurable constriction, and on the wrong night, see their head sawn off. Isolde demonstrated this fact in dramatic fashion one evening with the assistance of a cantaloupe and a new cycle of the broken moon.

And even still, her theory was not believed. Some chalked it up to a parlor trick, others to the application of her own witchery.

It was not until the coroner announced that the lacerations on the earl’s neck matched the peculiar pattern of the necklace that Isolde’s postulations were finally given credence. Officially, the gold chain was tagged as the cause of death, which was characterized in the final report as “accidental.” The exonerated Gimoaldo was hurriedly deported for reasons that the chief claimed stemmed from “irregularities in his documentation,” though Isolde speculated the true cause to be an excess of institutional embarrassment.

That occasion had been only one of many when she discerned that the expertise of another was required to ratify her own. It was an outrage that, rather than acclimate herself to, Isolde Wilby had cultivated a particular distaste for.

So when the physician informed her that she was in perfect health, Isolde was tempted to throttle him, having spent the past two hours assuring him, her husband, and everyone who was brought in to poke or prod her that she was, in fact, fine. Whatever paroxysm had seized her on the stoop of the artist’s gallery had begun to abate the moment their hired jaunt had pulled away from the curb. By the time the taxi had reached the emergency intake of the nearest hospital, some scant minutes later, she was already pink-cheeked and protesting. It was only her love for Warren (and her awareness of how badly her swooning had frightened him) that made her consent to a checkup, believing, as she had, that it would only take a moment to confirm what she already knew: She was fine.

But the physician that was assigned to her was not so easily convinced of her recovery. As he called for tests and a battery of syringes—some empty and waiting to be filled, some full of vitamins to address what he suspected was undiagnosed anemia—Isolde began to imagine he was the inspiration behind The Crooked Croaker. She could only hope he would come to a similar end, and dance himself out an open window.

By the time they were discharged and piloted home, it was well after midnight. They were both in such a state of exhaustion, they shed their still-damp evening wear on the stairs and collapsed into dreams even as their bodies fell into bed.

Iz and War slept in, only tearing themselves from the gauzy envelope of cotton sheets and the mesmerizing drone of an electric fan at the insistence of their tightening stomachs. They enjoyed a midday breakfast over which they reviewed the previous evening’s events… with the notable exception of Isolde’s sudden illness. That was a mystery that neither yet had the strength to probe, and it was perhaps to fill this conspicuous omission that their conversation followed less consequential themes.

The kitchen was one of very few rooms in Castle Wilby that bore the mark of Warren’s influence and personal aesthetic. When he had moved into Isolde’s ancestral home, he had more or less allowed his decorative preferences to be subsumed by the home’s established style, which was dark, baroque, and out-of-date. In all fairness, he generally liked the house’s antiquated character. Their home was one immense curio cabinet, a time capsule, a shrine to the varied and venerable Wilby clan. But the kitchen had been simply too glum to bear. The dark wood paneling that spanned the walls and clung to the low ceiling was repeated in the bulky cabinetry and echoed in the color of the table and chairs. It made him feel as if he were frying eggs and steeping tea inside a prematurely sealed coffin.

At first, he tried to brighten the room with new hand towels, which proved to be a cheerful but insufficient bunting. He bought a rug to lighten the redbrick floor and a countertop hyaline set to compete with the clatter of alley traffic. But these improvements did nothing to attenuate the bleak impression of the room.

Then, one morning, Isolde surprised him with a five-gallon bucket of paint, a pair of brushes, and a proposal to whitewash the walls of his kitchen-casket. He had felt a confusion that verged upon shame. He had never complained, never alluded to his discomfort. Yet, she had known. He insisted that he did not wish to alter what had been sufficient for generations of Wilbies. He was content to live inside someone else’s vision of coziness.

In answer, Isolde had pried opened the drum of paint, dipped a brush into the silky white, and slapped it upon the sacred dark wood of a wall. Warren gasped. She said, “I want this to feel like your kitchen. I want you to have a refuge from the historic clutter and the majestic gloom. I know it can be overbearing. You deserve your own spot. And you claiming it will only make me feel better. Safer. People who refuse to leave a trace have a tendency of slipping away in the night.”

“I would never,” he said with head lowered and eyes full, though he quickly rallied and straightened so she could see the conviction in his repeated answer. “Never.”

She held the other brush out to him. “Then come on, War. Come make your mark.”

Predictably, the effort to paint the kitchen was briefly delayed by an impromptu renewal of their vows—not those recitations they had droned before a judge at the courthouse, but the secret oaths they had whispered to one another over the altar of a pillow on their wedding night.

And yet, once begun, the redecoration continued in earnest. In the weeks that followed, Warren would swap the heavy drapes for airy curtains, install a quartz backsplash that glittered in the morning light, and replace the dark iron fixtures with sunny brass. He claimed the kitchen as his own, and rather than feel self-indulgent or disrespectful, he felt as if it were all an expression of his love for the woman who sat opposite him, yawning extravagantly and scratching at her armpit.

Forking the crisp end of a kipper into his mouth, Warren said, “It’s funny how the end of an evening can completely erase the start. There were so many great laugh lines in that play, and now I can’t recall a single one of them.”

Isolde held up the sleeve of her silk robe as she reached across the table to claim the bottle of brown sauce. As she drowned the bacon that capped her toast, she replied, “Then we’ll have to see it again. I feel like I owe you a second date.”

“Oh, at the very least. Maybe a third! This could really turn into something if we’re not careful.”

“Out of curiosity, what was the next step of your plan if you had succeeded in breaking into the gallery last night?”

“It was an emergency! I thought she might have a voxbox. I only gave the door a little rattle. And didn’t you just say the two of you exchanged letters? She was hardly a stranger! I’m sure she would’ve forgiven the interruption.”

“‘Interruption’ sounds so much better than ‘breaking and entering.’”

“Nothing was broken last night, unless you count the dinner I promised—” Warren sprang from his chair with a gasp. “Felivox! I completely forgot to feed him! He must be ravenous.” He ran from the kitchen with as much speed as his backless slippers would permit.

Isolde called after him, “I wouldn’t stick my arm in, if I were you. Maybe lead with a drumstick. Better yet, a ham.”

Isolde reflected on how, just a few months prior, she had been introduced to Felivox in a desperate moment when she had sought refuge inside the portalmanteau’s voluminous vault. She had been astonished to discover a dragon, some twenty feet from tail to snout, had hatched inside her father’s storehouse. She’d also been fairly certain it would eat her. She had learned about dragons at university, and so knew that they ranged in size from teacup skink to mountainous leviathans. The scope of their intelligence was similarly wide-ranging. Some were as dumb as a rod; others, as learned as a don. Fortunately for Iz, Felivox was well-read and reasonable: qualities that afforded her the opportunity to propose a bargain. In exchange for her life, she had promised the dragon the bounty of Warren’s stovetop.

Not only had Felivox proved to be an eager gourmand with an admirable palate, but he’d also distinguished himself as a capable archivist, a thing for which the Wilbies had a great need. The storehouse, whose physical location was entirely unknown, contained thousands upon thousands of charmed relics, ensorcelled devices, and magical ephemera, all of which had been amassed by Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby, over the course of many years. Professor Wilby had been an accomplished and fearless adventurer, a man who would walk into a den of swine goblins just to retrieve a mystic matchbox or preternatural bobbin.

Unfortunately, Silas Wilby’s insatiable drive to assemble did not engender in him the desire to collate. He was a disorganized man. The contents of the portalmanteau were poorly cataloged, ungenerously labeled, and devoid of any discernible order. The only guide he left for this hoard was a handwritten register full of abbreviations, puns, and frequent allusions to a primary index—an essential tome that had apparently been lost. Felivox had made some headway in recent months connecting the often inscrutable scribbles from Professor Wilby’s ledger with the objects that crowded the storehouse’s shelves, but it was slow and hazardous work. Though the portalmanteau’s holdings often appeared innocuous enough, some secreted great and terrible power.

As a rule, the Wilbies did not make a habit of dragging the portalmanteau with them on every outing and errand. Its contents, being both powerful and invaluable, naturally attracted the attention of collectors and criminals alike. It simply wasn’t prudent to carry a treasure chest to the grocer, racetrack, or opera, and yet, the prior evening they had elected to bring the portalmanteau along to afford Felivox the opportunity to join them for dinner. For days, Warren had whetted Felivox’s appetite by extolling the menu of the Rattling Pot, particularly its salmon terrine, for which it was famous.

Warren returned to the kitchen in a shuffling daze. Isolde observed him over her drooping toast and its savory freight. “Looks like he didn’t take the news well. Really, though, if you’ve had one fishy aspic, you’ve had them all. He’s really not missing much. What’s wrong?”

Her husband held the patched carpetbag clutched to his chest, his voice emerging in a constricted whisper: “It’s gone.”

“What do you mean? What’s gone?”

He opened the satchel, tipping the mouth of the carpetbag toward her even as she dropped her breakfast and pushed back from the table.

She had never before seen the tattered silk that lined the bag’s interior. Its faded pattern of green birds in an emerald hedge struck her as eerie and alien. For as long as she could remember, the piebald bag had opened upon a vast depth, a recess that extended beyond the reach of sight and imagination, a voluminous trove of untold, unattended enigmas, among which, she suspected, lurked the fragments of the mystery she had yet to confront: the full measure of her father’s legacy and the cause of his uncertain fate.

Isolde put her hand into the mouth of the portalmanteau and touched the bag’s unremarkable and utterly daunting bottom.
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AN INTERRUPTED SWIVET
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While fear was a utilitarian emotion that could be harnessed in a number of productive ways, panic was a useless, pernicious reaction. Panic bled wounds instead of closed them; it spread fires rather than put them out. Panic was a crop to the flank of a runaway horse. And yet…

Her father had entrusted Isolde with his life’s work, and she had taken this sacred charge and dragged it around town like a lunch pail. The contents of the portalmanteau could, in the wrong hands, savage a kingdom, shatter a continent, or break the yolk of the earth. And she had let it all slip through her fingers. Somehow panic did not seem sufficient.

This was a crisis, and the only way to approach a crisis was with placid deliberation and decisive action—though at the moment Isolde was petrified by shock and caught in the kind of solemn rigor better suited to courthouse statuary. Her grandfather’s satchel dangled from her hand like an empty scale.

Warren, meanwhile, had abandoned his breakfast in favor of gingersnaps, which he was presently slotting into his mouth with the sort of rapid inattention with which one feeds coins into a parking meter. Having years ago divested himself of the vices of smoke and drink, his nervous compulsiveness had few remaining avenues of expression outside of dusting, cooking, and the consumption of baked goods, a weakness that he now yielded to with unblinking dedication.

Hugging the blue-and-white porcelain urn that was the biscuits’ home, he spoke around a cheekful: “It could be a fake. Last night at the theater, I had the portalmanteau between my feet for a time. Someone in the row behind us might’ve reached under my seat and swapped it out for a replica.” He loaded another gingersnap. “Obviously, a good one. All the patches and piping seem the same. It even has the rémoulade stain from our anniversary dinner. Maybe the counterfeiter was working from a photograph.”

Isolde answered in the distracted whisper of a sleep-talker. “There’s a set of initials stitched on the lining: J. V. W.—James Vernon Wilby, my grandfather. That’s not a detail a camera could’ve caught. I hate to say it, but this is the portalmanteau. Just sans portal.”

Warren’s agitation was no longer sated by the cookie jar, and he began to rove the kitchen, peeking out the curtains on the back door and reconsidering the window over the sink that looked out upon the alley. “A raid, then? Perhaps someone discovered the location of your father’s warehouse, broke in, and destroyed the aperture. We might’ve been looted while we slept.”

Isolde’s wrist dropped and the satchel bumped dispassionately against her leg. “It’s a possibility.” Though her exploration of that cavernous space was incomplete, her father’s trove appeared to be without windows or doors. As far as Isolde could tell, the portalmanteau only siloed walls, shelves, several museums’ worth of artifacts, and a single serpentine dragon. “If someone did manage to break in, they would’ve had to get past Felivox.”

“Poor Feli! I hope he’s all right. At least we know he won’t starve.” Before Felivox had been spoiled by Warren’s cooking, he had sustained himself by eating an animal penned inside the unfathomed recesses of the portalmanteau called the Infinite Goat, a beast that regenerated every night as long as its horns were left undevoured.

Isolde’s thoughts were absorbed by a different worry. “It’s the timing of it all that bothers me. I fall ill the same evening the portal is dispelled. I was hoping it was just food poisoning, but perhaps I was the victim of an attack, some sort of sorcery. Maybe I know exactly what happened but was made to forget, and that’s why I had the feeling of déjà vu.”

“What do we do?”

Isolde raked a hand through her dark curls, lifting one side of that bramble into a more prominent shock. She seemed to be absentmindedly styling her hair to reflect her agitation. “Well, the first order of business is to repair the gate. Until then, we won’t know whether this is a conspiracy or a mishap. Unfortunately, I don’t know much about portals.”

“You know a wizard.” Warren licked the granulated sugar from his fingers.

“I do, but halos aren’t really their field. Besides, Obelos seems to have moved house, and he wasn’t kind enough to leave a forwarding address.”

“Could you summon the starlings?”

“Perhaps. But would it really be wise to advertise our defenselessness to a sorcerer?”

“I suppose not. Perhaps your mother would have some idea of what to do.” Warren shelved the now sealed ginger jar on the highest shelf of a cupboard, a spot chosen to make its retrieval inconvenient, though the way his nerves were firing at the moment, he probably should’ve put it on the roof. “Or are the two of you still quarreling?”

Isolde gritted her teeth, and through that pearly dam replied, “No, we’re fine. It was just the usual back-and-forth.”

Warren snuffled a laugh that sounded more uneasy than merry. “As I recall, you accused your mother of being ‘an unfeeling fraud with an overdue heart.’”

“She was cheating at cards; I had to say something.” Tucking the carpetbag under her arm, Isolde strode toward an inconspicuous cabinet in the corner of the kitchen. The door seemed to promise entry to a pantry, though in fact it led to a set of narrow servant stairs. “I need to think. I’ll be in the attic.” She thundered up half a flight of stairs, then pounded back down again. Her head popped out from behind the door. “Will you be all right? You won’t run yourself ragged?”

Warren composed an expression of perfect insouciance. “Oh no! Just going to take a quick inventory.”

“Of what?”

“This and that. Don’t worry, darling. I’m fine.”

The failure of the portalmanteau not only cut them off from poor Felivox, it also blocked Warren’s access to the armory. The charmed weapons that Professor Wilby had accrued over the course of his adventures were too dangerous to leave lying about the house, which was especially unfortunate given how impossible the house was to defend. Thirty-six windows perforated the four floors of Castle Wilby, which was really only a townhouse encased in eight inches of poorly maintained brick clad in cedar shingles that fell like dandruff when the winds came in from the west. The front door had three sturdy locks and one anchored hinge, the remaining two being largely ornamental owing to the work of termites on the lintel. The back door was sturdier but included a pane of glass that could be readily broken in arm’s reach of the locks. Then there was the widow’s walk, which could be vaulted onto from either of the neighboring roofs. That rickety cupola supplied access to the attic via a hatch that was secured by a bit of string wrapped around a nail. Their home wasn’t a fortress; it was a sieve.

So, Warren took stock of what weapons he had at his disposal. He ransacked the cellar, the old carriage house, his kitchen cabinets, and each of the seventeen closets in search of arms. He could not afford to be overly picky. He selected a croquet mallet, a rusty pitchfork, a rolling pin, a particularly weighty cleaver, and a broom handle that he hoped could be sharpened to a point. But he did not snatch up every object he contemplated. There was the nacre-handled pistol that, while possibly useful as a bluff, only fired a small flame for the lighting of cigarettes. The painted lead blades on the halberds that hung in the dining room couldn’t open a letter, much less a man. Then there was what Warren found tucked behind a broken set of skis in the recesses of a seldom-used wardrobe. The head of the walking stick was shrouded by a black dress sock. When the light of the bedroom struck the frowsy stocking, the head of the cane moved, and a sound like the distant shriek of a steam whistle began to build.

Warren slammed the wardrobe shut, and said aloud to the empty room, “No, thank you!”

He carried all that he found to the formal dining room, where he arranged his arsenal upon the buffet. Considering this banquet of dubious arms, he selected the pitchfork as his primary. This he carried to the living room, where he spent nearly an hour polishing the tines and securing the handle with a pair of new screws.

Satisfied with the integrity of his weapon, Warren set about getting a feel for it. He thought of carrying it to his modest gymnasium on the third floor, but quickly decided that his pommel horse, chin-up bar, and collection of dumbbells wouldn’t leave him enough room to lunge about. So, he pushed the living room furniture to the walls, an effort that made the perspiration run into his eyes. He shed his collared shirt and undershirt, leaving only his braces on his bare shoulders. He found one of Isolde’s bathrobe belts draped over the back of a sitting chair and tied it around his head. Then he began his training, or rather his sparring with the empty air and the ghosts of worry that hung there.

He had not realized how emotionally reliant he had become on the portalmanteau and its vast repository of miracles, but now he saw quite clearly how often he slotted that easy, inexhaustible answer into the uncertain vacuums their lifestyle presented. He need not fear the imps and ghouls and monsters they tracked or that prowled at the periphery of their life because Isolde’s bag of tricks was ever at hand, and it always seemed to have just the right knickknack to resolve whatever spot they found themselves in. Granted, some of the trove’s gifts were worse than the dilemmas that inspired their retrieval, but on the whole, the portalmanteau supplied the one resource that always seemed in short supply: peace of mind.

Warren was so absorbed by his aerobic self-flagellation that he did not notice Isolde had descended the main stairs until she hurriedly ejected the umbrellas from their brass can and vomited into the vacuity.

Casting his trident onto the sofa, he hastened to her side. “What’s wrong, dear?”

With quivering knees and one hand still braced upon the rim of the umbrella stand, Iz replied, “Just a bad reaction to a hex.” She swallowed hard, her complexion looking as sallow as a candle. “I’m sorry. I thought the worst had passed.”

He drew a handkerchief from the back pocket of his trousers and dabbed at the cold dew on the back of her neck. “Which hex was it?”

She groaned, cupping a hand over her unhappy stomach. “Anamnesis. I was trying to remember whatever it was that I forgot about last night.”

“You’re allergic to that hex.”

“Yes, I am. That fact stands confirmed.” Still trembling, she seemed to finally absorb the shifted furniture, her husband’s bare, sweat-slicked chest, and the floral silk belt tied about his head. She squinted at him, puckering her pale lips. “You know, I was worried we might lose our heads over our busted bag and run around like a couple of ninnies. But I think we’re taking this all rather in stride.”

Warren threw back his head and laughed. He was about to reply when an authoritative set of knuckles drummed upon their door. Warren retrieved his weapon before warily answering it, though the moment he saw who was on their stoop, he flung the door wide. “Al! Look at you! I like the beard. It suits you. How’s Minxie?”

As warm as Warren’s greeting was, Detective Aloysius Smud leaned back in surprise. A flurry of uncertain emotions animated his round, boyish face as he took in the scene he’d stumbled upon.

From her post at the umbrella stand, Isolde waved, began to speak, and had to divert her attention to an unanticipated spasm.

As his wife pitched forward to retch into the brass bucket once more, Warren said, “We were just finishing up. Come in. Come in.”

Detective Aloysius Smud carried a particular odor that was not the result of indifference, but its opposite. Smud cared too much, particularly for animals. His modest apartment contained a veritable menagerie of ever-evolving strays and outcasts. Last Warren had inquired, Al had become host to six cats, two dogs, nine koi, a corn snake, three box turtles, and a seventy-two-year-old gray parrot named Minxie, whose entire vocabulary was devoted to the most tender and mawkish endearments. Minxie called everyone “moppet” or “lambkin” or “ducky,” and sang fragments of lullabies when she was happy. Smud was a stocky blond whose thinning hair did not seem to match the immaturity of his face, which was blessed with a youthfulness that his recent attempt at a beard did nothing to augment. Smud smelled like a pet store, dressed like a professional bachelor, and was perfectly content.

He also had an extreme aversion to awkwardness and most socializations, qualities that had endeared him to Isolde during her brief time on the police force and which allowed him now to overlook the fact that one of his hosts was shirtless and brandishing a pitchfork, and the other was wearing a tatty banyan and nursing a glass of milk, having recently turned her stomach inside out. They sat upon the recomposed furniture around a platter of piped shortbread that Warren had put out and no one had touched.

Isolde adjusted the cold rag on her forehead, observing the detective through one half-lidded eye. “To what do we owe the pleasure, Smud?”

“I’m here in a formal capacity, I’m afraid.” He rocked in his chair to gain access to his jacket pocket. Producing a small white rectangle, he held up the article for Isolde’s inspection. She snorted in amusement when she saw the Hexologists embossed upon the face of her own business card.

“Usually, I’m the one handing these out.” She took the card and flipped it over. She recognized the scrawled note at once. “I slid this under the door of Margit Rault’s gallery last night. Why do you have it? What’s happened?” These questions and her interest in their answers had a reviving effect. Isolde cast aside her compress and focused upon the calling card that had unexpectedly returned.

Detective Smud answered her questions with one of his own. “On the back there you wrote, ‘If you’re still feeling uneasy, call me.’ Uneasy about what, may I ask?”

Iz answered quickly, eager to return to her original query: “She was working on a piece that involved hexes, and was worried they might be affecting her health. I assured her they weren’t. Is Ms. Rault all right?”

“I’m afraid Ms. Rault is dead. Apparently, by her own volition,” Smud said, and Warren cupped a hand to his mouth. “I’m sorry if she was a friend.”

Isolde slumped back in her seat, her gaze leaping in sympathy with her thoughts. “No. Not really. We’d only exchanged letters.” Isolde briefly recounted the details of their correspondence, which the investigator took down. To each of his questions about what might’ve inspired the artist’s dread, Isolde could only add her own. She didn’t know what was causing Rault’s anxiety, and Isolde’s uncertainty on that point was what had incited her impromptu visit. “But there didn’t seem to be anyone at home when we stopped by. I wasn’t feeling well, so we didn’t pursue it. Obviously, that was a mistake.”

Smud made a note in his pad. “What time was that?”

“Around nine, I think—during the worst of the storm. We knocked, rang the bell. No one answered.”

“We’re still putting together a timeline, but she was probably heavily sedated or dead by then.” Smud paused to flip back a few pages in his pad, and then began a droning recitation of the facts. “Ms. Margit Rault was discovered around 11:45 last night by Detective Robert Broxburn after the police were summoned by one Mr. Edward Traynor, owner of Café Via Nulla, which lies across the street from Rault’s gallery. Mr. Traynor called the police after noticing that someone, presumably Ms. Rault, had painted the word ‘goodbye’ on the front window of her working studio, a message whose creation and discovery seem to have been temporarily obscured by the thunderstorm. Using a lockpick, Broxburn entered the studio. The detective proceeded upstairs to find Ms. Rault slumped on the floor. There was a teacup on the workbench that was nearly empty. The residue at the bottom appears to be the remnants of an overdose of nep, which would account for the pronounced lividity around her mouth. The contents of the teacup are being tested now. There was no evidence of a break-in, no sign of a struggle.”

“Did she leave a note, other than the goodbye on the window?”

“She did not.”

“And I suppose since he answered the call and discovered the body, Broxburn is the primary investigator,” Isolde said with an expression of wry cheerfulness.

“He is.”

“Oh god,” Warren grumbled, snatching up the plate of shortbread and popping one of the piped hoops into his mouth. Though Warren was loath to speak ill of anyone, Detective Broxburn had distinguished himself as deserving of ire.

“Broxburn found your hex on Rault’s wall, that and the fact that your card was on the floor made him… speculate as to your possible involvement.”

Isolde crossed her legs, crossed her arms, and leaned forward as if she would fold herself into a knot. “Let me guess: He thinks I snuck into this woman’s studio, poisoned her, painted the word ‘goodbye’ on the window to imply a suicide, then dropped my calling card on the way out?”

“More or less. Obviously, the chief won’t buy it, and I don’t think Broxburn is dumb enough to press the matter, but I’d steer clear of the general area for the moment.”

Isolde stood and began to pace the living room, her gaze roving the floor. “Where are my shoes? I want to see the crime scene.”

“That falls under what I’d consider to be the ‘general area.’” Detective Smud stood to better track his flitting host. “And there is no crime. I understand the woman had a history of addiction, financial trouble, mental instability…”

“Don’t we all.” Iz dove into the bottom of the coat closet and resurfaced with a pair of muddy paddock boots, which seemed a comical addition to her morning gown, though that did not stop her from plopping down on the bottom step and plunging her bare feet into them. “She went to the trouble of reaching out for reassurance about the long-term effects of hex exposure, then killed herself a fortnight later. It doesn’t sit right.”

Detective Smud sighed. “I spent the morning talking Broxburn out of his crackpot conspiracy. I really didn’t expect to have to do the same with you. Come on, Wilby. You’ve seen it before. You know how this story goes. Sometimes the sad and obvious evidence just points to a sad and obvious truth. Rault was troubled, strung out, or just fed up, and she killed herself.”

But Iz was not done yet. She clomped back across to Smud in her boots, neither of which were laced, holding her calling card aloft. “Whose footprint is this?” She pointed to the black scuff that marred the periphery of her handwritten note.

“It’s Broxburn’s.” Detective Smud plucked the card from her hand and returned it to his pocket before she could object. “He didn’t see it when he let himself in. It was retrieved later by another officer. A more observant one.”

Iz pinched her chin. “Interesting.”

“It’s really not. This is the most pedestrian thing in the world. A giant fire-breathing horse on High Street—that was remarkable. Chimney wraiths in the school clock tower—fascinating. This is a dull little nothing. Wilby—Captain Wilby…” His invocation of her former station made Isolde stop shaking her head. “I came because I wanted to keep Broxburn from having an excuse to harass you. You’ve done me a good turn in the past, and this is me paying down my debt. I know you like to stir the pot, but there isn’t any stew here to stir. If anything actually interesting pops up, I’ll let you know. Otherwise, let it go. All right?”

Isolde rounded her shoulders in a sympathetic, if ambivalent shrug—a gesture that seemed to say message received without offering any further reassurances. Smud frowned and advanced upon the front door. He opened it and, with one foot out, turned to add, “Broxburn was going to come himself, but I told him I needed to return a book I’d borrowed. If he asks, please tell him I did.”

Warren raised an inquiring finger. “What was the title of the book?”

The detective deflated a bit, seeming to regret having come. “How to Mind Your Business in Ten Easy Steps. Step one…” Smud hauled the door shut behind him.

As the door knocker chattered from the gust of their parting guest, Isolde forked her curls with the comb of one hand and said to a grimacing Warren, “Well, obviously, we’re not doing that.”
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THE ORMOLU CIRCLE
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One of the benefits of being publicly associated with a certain mode of dress was that it was relatively easy to don an effective disguise. Isolde was known to wear men’s clothing almost exclusively. With the exception of an occasional night out, which might inspire her to throw on a frock, she preferred the practicality of trousers, a buttoned blouse, and clodhopper boots. In winter, she would add to this ensemble a long felt coat that resembled a bathrobe and a bucket cloche. In the warmer months, she let her naturally unruly curls be brushed by her pillow and coiffed by the dew.

Isolde’s famous indifference toward women’s fashion meant that for her the most successful disguise was one that appeared to have recently sprung from the window display of a lady’s boutique, which was exactly where she had purchased her present costume. Isolde wore a floppy straw hat, a floral dress, and a pair of white one-strap slippers—lovely little rat traps that had almost instantly given her blisters.

The other essential piece of her disguise was the absence of Warren, whose physical immensity was as widely known as his intimate association with her. If the press spotted Warren standing next to a shrub, they would just assume Isolde had taken to wearing green.

Contrasting with Isolde’s chic appearance was the rather humble state of Café Via Nulla. The café had only three exterior tables, all of them rusty. The awning above Isolde was split in several places, permitting lances of sunlight to pierce the precious shade. One such ray presently illuminated the cup of coffee Isolde had been served, the rim of which bore the mark of another woman’s lipstick. Still, the coffee was excellent, and the server had treated her like a lady of the realm, though it was neither of these commendable qualities that had recommended the spot to Isolde.

Across the street from Café Via Nulla’s humble facade stood Margit Rault’s gallery and studio, the contents of which were presently being humped out the front door and loaded onto a large box truck by a team of jumpsuited professionals. The side of their vehicle was helpfully marked LUCENTE, ART HOUSE AND AUCTION. Isolde had come hoping to sift through Rault’s personal effects, and had a lockpick kit in her clutch to assist in that effort. Unfortunately, the movers had beaten her there. Even so, she might’ve attempted to charm her way into the studio—perhaps claiming to be the artist’s cousin—had it not been for the presence of a pair of uniformed police officers, who were observing but not assisting the purge. As impressed as Isolde was with her disguise, she doubted that it would be, on closer inspection, sufficient to fool one of her old colleagues.

All she could do was watch the movers eviscerate her crime scene, sip her delicious coffee from a dirty cup, and plot her next move, which she intended to be considerably less discreet.

“You have a lot of nerve coming here, madam,” said the corpulent gentleman with drawn-on eyebrows. Mr. Marco Lucente wore a dark green three-piece suit, a scarlet necktie, and a white carnation in his button hole. The upturned mustache under his snub nose was perfectly white, as was the hair that bordered his gleaming pate, features that only made the conspicuous black arches of his eyebrows stand out all the more. Warren had made the diplomatic decision to train his attention on the foyer’s figured cornices in an effort to avoid staring at the man’s brows, though Isolde addressed those grease-painted tildes as if they were the very seat of sentience.

She said, “Mr. Lucente, are you still cross about the Arcadi affair?”

“Am I still unhappy about the fact that you permanently tarnished the name of my auction house?” The gentleman gestured broadly at the airy lobby of his business, a space distinguished by velvet flocked wallpaper, maroon carpet, and numerous works of art in enormous gilt frames. “You exposed a counterfeit while it was sitting on my block in front of an audience of some of the most wealthy and influential art collectors in Berbiton!” Mr. Lucente’s fit of temper had begun to make him wheeze, and he was forced to pause here to catch his breath. He was referring to an incident, nearly a year gone, when Isolde had used a charmed relic, the Demiurge’s Brush, to alter a fake that purported to be a painting by the master Arcadi in an effort to unmask the forger. She had used the brush to change the painting’s signature, misspelling the name as Acardi—a gaff that inspired the forger, who had presented himself as merely the lucky academic who’d discovered the lost work of art, to spontaneously confess to the crime. The forger was arrested, and the newspapers spent some weeks luxuriating in Mr. Lucente’s naivety. “You and that foul magic brush of yours are responsible for an eighteen percent dip in my annual revenue!”

Warren cleared his throat. “Do you have anything with ducks?” He made a square in the air with his hands as he scanned the art on the walls. “Something about yea big. Our powder room needs a couple of mallards, eiders… oh! Wood ducks would be lovely. Anything about sixteen inches tall by, I don’t know, eight inches wide.”

The gentleman’s shoulders squared with indignity. “Sir, I’m not in the business of selling ducks by the foot.”

“You’re more of a buzzard man, aren’t you?” Isolde mused.

“I beg your pardon.”

“I mean you like to take advantage of a corpse while it’s still warm.” Isolde enjoyed watching her remark ripple through the gentleman’s brows.

He glanced about, apparently in search of diversion. But there were no dawdling staff members or browsing tourists. The magnificent lobby was desolate but for himself and his unwanted visitors. “I’m sure I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Yesterday, I learned from a friend on the police force that one of my clients, Ms. Margit Rault, had died suddenly. This morning I paid her studio a visit.” Isolde did not add that she had gone in defiance of police orders, nor that she had come equipped to enact a burglary that had only been foiled by the presence of so many witnesses. “I was surprised to see one of your helpfully labeled box trucks parked out front, and a number of motivated men emptying her gallery. I’m still trying to decide whether that makes you a vulture or a marauder.”

“The movers were collecting my legally acquired goods at my request and with the police department’s blessing. Three years ago, Ms. Rault transferred ownership of her entire collection to me, deliverable upon the occasion of her death. I paid her well. In fact, I believe she was able to secure the deed to her studio with those funds. Yes, I acted quickly, Ms. Wilby, because I didn’t wish to run the risk of Rault’s friends and family absconding with my property. Grief is an entitling emotion, I’ve found. I removed the works to preclude unnecessary arguments.”

“Perhaps I’m in the market to acquire one of her works. May I peruse the collection?”

“So that you can cast aspersions upon my latest acquisitions? No, you may not. They are in a secure location that is closed to the public.”

“So, you don’t intend to sell her work?”

“I will hold a private auction in the coming days.”

“Private?”

“I have an arrangement with a certain society of collectors who are willing to pay a premium for exclusive access to recent entries into the market, and their roll includes a number of avid collectors of Margit Rault’s work.”

“Just so happens I’m in the market for a new fraternity. Always looking for opportunities to mingle with the crumbs of the upper crust,” Isolde said, and Warren coughed to stifle a poorly timed chortle. “Perhaps you could give me their name and address.”

“I thought I had been clear. I despise you, Ms. Wilby. I believe it is an absolute absurdity that you are allowed to be involved in any public matters not pertaining directly to the catching of rats or the collection of leeches. I will not abet whatever tawdry nonsense you’ve turned your eye to, and if you do not leave these premises immediately, I shall call the police.”

“Understood.” Isolde raised her hands in defeat, lowering her gaze and shuffling backward, a display that Warren initially mistook as sincere. Then Iz paused her retreat, and fixed an unblinking glower upon the auctioneer’s overscored and quivering eyes. “I’ll be holding an auction of my own in the near future. I’m putting the Demiurge’s Brush up for sale. I’ll be very interested to see whether it is ultimately purchased by a criminal or a conservator, though I suppose in the end, it hardly matters. Either would be a source of anxiety for art collectors who will have to contend with a polluted market. Perhaps some wealthy altruist will come to the rescue, and bid on the brush with the intention to destroy it. Or at least pretend to. There will always be doubt, won’t there? And the entire time the newspapers are mulling over the questions of magic and forgeries, unregulated commodities and victimless crimes, surely your name will crop up again and again, for months on end.”

An older couple in youthful clothes, which had been tailored to an immaculate fit, bustled into the auction house. They waved to Mr. Lucente, chattering to one another about a new arrival to the gallery. They reeked of money and had the familiar air of repeat customers. Isolde wiggled her fingers at them in a friendly way, which seemed at odds with the phrase she uttered through her teeth: “I nearly ruined you by accident. Just imagine the damage I could do if I tried.”

Despite a flurry of accusations of criminal blackmail and general turpitude, Mr. Lucente could not supply the Wilbies with answers quickly enough. The private club of art collectors was called the Ormolu Circle. They held fortnightly salons hosted on a rotating schedule by one of several principal partisans. Mr. Lucente, who had a standing invitation to these gatherings, provided Isolde with a penthouse address for the next assembly, scheduled to occur in two days’ time. Though closed to the general public, the club was always willing to entertain new members. Most salient to the application was the requirement that hopefuls present for professional evaluation a single work of art. Should it be appraised at twenty thousand gallets or more, the applicant’s petition for membership would be approved, barring any objections from existing members.

Having surrendered these secrets, Mr. Lucente once again implored them to leave, and this time, the Wilbies obliged.

They took a tram back home, where they found even the lower rooms had become unbearably warm. Isolde announced she was going to attempt a Hex of Gelidity, a cooling ward that was popular before the advent of modern refrigeration. Though useful in the preservation of perishable foodstuffs, the persnickety hex was notoriously difficult to draw and prone to spontaneous failure, a lesson Isolde had learned while at school after an ambitious student froze the campus pond. The responsible student crowed his success as he skated to the center of the pool, which then reverted back to water, forcing him to undertake a decidedly less boastful wade back to shore.

Sweating in her living room, Isolde whipped her finger in the air, movements whose density and diversity suggested a variety of energetic, unbroken cursive, written in a coil. Her effort concluded with a light fizzling sound and a poof of smoke that signaled the hex’s failure.

“Never mind, darling,” Warren said, setting a consolatory kiss on Isolde’s scowling cheek.

War retrieved from the basement a kerosene-fired floor fan, which he called “the mangler” owing to its lack of any protective guard. This he positioned on the hearth and lit, backing away from the slowly accelerating blades with exaggerated care. The Wilbies then divested themselves of their street clothes and, clad only in their undergarments, flopped upon the rutted sofa where they offered up their sweat-glossed limbs to the gentle ministrations of the whirring fan.

Wriggling his liberated toes on the footstool, Warren mused, “Was that blackmail? I always get blackmail confused with extortion. Whichever it was, I can’t say it felt very good.” He cupped his stomach with both hands as if to mute the gurgle that resounded therein. “Oof! I’d make a terrible criminal. My stomach would always rat me out. Of course, I completely understand the necessity of using a strong arm now and then. I’m not trying to criticize your—”

Isolde sighed into the artificial breeze. “I lost my temper. I don’t have a lot of tact at the best of times, but when my blood’s on the boil, I turn ruthless. I’m sorry I made you uncomfortable, darling, and I’m glad for your honest stomach.” She rocked to one side and pecked a kiss on his neck.

Brightening, War hastened to supply her with a plausible excuse: “I’m sure you were still feeling torn up over the portalmanteau. I mean, I certainly am.”

“No, it wasn’t that. It was that comment Mr. Lucente made about sending in the movers before Rault’s kith and kin could troop in and get their grubby little paws on his property. Such god-awful callousness! Can you imagine? Your mother, sister, daughter, or aunt dies, and before you can arrive, some glorified moneymonger carries away all trace of their life, leaving no mementos, no keepsakes—just empty walls and a dusty floor. It’s grotesque, and frankly, it strikes me as incriminating. Mr. Lucente stood to profit from Rault’s death, and we know his profits were down eighteen percent on the year. Strikes me as a compelling motive.”

Warren palmed his slowly drying forehead, sweeping back the errant strands of his depleted hairline. His mouth gathered into a thoughtful pout. “I agree Lucente was insensitive and a bit of a snoot, but did he really seem capable of murder?”

Isolde rested the back of her head upon the hard rail of the couch, exposing her throat to more of the welcome air. “No, but he struck me as the type who might hire someone who was. And if Lucente wasn’t responsible for Rault’s death, then perhaps one of the Moomoo—”

Warren chuckled. “You mean ‘Ormolu’?”

“Yes, them. Mr. Lucente said their little club included a number of ardent fans of Rault’s work. Perhaps one of them wanted to expand their collection but couldn’t because so many of her paintings were tied up until her death.”

“And we are sure it wasn’t suicide?”

“Positive. All coincidences aside—and there seem to be quite a number of them—Smud said that Rault was either unconscious or dead by the time we came by. So, my question is, if it wasn’t her, then who picked up the calling card I slid under the door?”

“Smud said an officer did after Broxburn called for backup.”

“Yes, but only after Broxburn had first stepped on my card on his way in. He left a footprint on my writing. But I slid the card in with my note facing down.”

“Are you sure? You were rather woozy at the time.”

“I was, which made me all the more deliberate when I focused on the card. I was worried the rain would smudge my note. I turned it down to protect it. I remember it clear as day.”

“All right. I believe you. But what does that tell us?”

“That the killer may have still been there when we knocked. They waited until we left, then inspected the card. When they realized they couldn’t remove it without raising questions, they put it back on the floor, but the wrong side up.”

Warren’s chin dimpled with consternation. “But why not just take the card? No one else knew we’d come by.”

“Because our killer knew the suicide would be investigated by the police and reported on by the press, who revel in the tragic ends of celebrities, even diminished ones. One way or another, I would learn of Rault’s death and wonder what happened to my calling card. If Smud hadn’t come by to return it, I would’ve investigated. It’s what I do—famously. And I almost certainly would’ve ascertained that, given the estimated time of Rault’s death, someone else had been present and taken my card on their way out. So, our killer chose not to risk piquing my interest. It almost worked.”

“Seems a lot of forethought on our killer’s part.”

“But that jibes with his method of murdering Rault. This was all carefully planned and precisely orchestrated. We are looking for a fastidious fiend.”

“It’s a compelling theory. And more than a little eerie.” A shiver ruffled Warren’s broad shoulders. “I’m going to go out on a limb and guess that you want to crash the next Ormolu salon and figure out who the Rault fanciers are.”

“That’s the idea.” Isolde itched under one strap of her brassiere. She considered removing the article, but knew where that would lead, and she was presently weighing a far less enjoyable undertaking. “So, the question is, where are we going to get a twenty-thousand-gallet work of art? Do we mortgage the homestead or hazard a heist? I wish I hadn’t been bluffing about having the Demiurge’s Brush at the ready. I could just slap down a masterpiece on the back of a cabinet door and call it a day.”

“It occurs to me that if one of the Ormolu members is the killer and they saw your card and know your name, they probably won’t be happy to see us roll into one of their secret wingdings. We could be walking into a den of vipers.”

“Good thing I married a snake charmer.” She slapped him on his woolly thigh, a playful smack that elicited a pleasurable whinny. Warren raised his arm to hook around her shoulders, when Iz surprised him by popping to her feet. “I want to try something. Maybe I’m making this more complicated than it needs to be. One second. I’ll be right back…”

While an inspired Isolde bounded up the stairs, War went to the kitchen to chip off a few rocks from the block in the icebox. He collected sprigs of mint from the window box to garnish the limeade that he poured into crystal tumblers and set upon a beaming silver-plated tray, an item that was supposed to be reserved for fancy occasions, but which he simply enjoyed too much to leave disused. As he arranged eight recently baked gougères on a saucer, he entertained the question of whether he should whip up a quick béarnaise, but then he heard his wife galloping down the stairs, and his curiosity overtook the need for a dipping sauce.

While he returned bearing light refreshments, she came with the portalmanteau clutched under one arm, and her hands clasped under a heavy stack of books.

In answer to Warren’s querying expression, Isolde said, “I’m going back to school. Well, not really. I’m just going to try to jog my memory.”

“They’re textbooks?” He settled the tray on the low table between the sofa and divan.

“Mmm. Let’s see—” She began to sort through the books upon the head of a gold-tasseled footstool. “We have An Introduction to Static and Nomadic Halos, Pareles’ Eight Laws of Portals, Entropic Geometry and Abstruse Figures… all the classics.”

“You’ve read these?”

“Parts of them. About fifteen years ago. Generally in the wee hours of the morning shortly before class.”

“Naturally.” Warren laid a heavy hand over an older folder of loose notes that the fan was beginning to enliven. “What are you hoping to find?”

“At university, everyone had to take so many alchemy courses to graduate. I never demonstrated much of a knack for casting portals. It takes a certain amount of attunement and grace.”

“You’re graceful.”

“I’m limber. There’s a difference.” She tried one of the gougères. “Those are delicious. Anyway, near the end of my studies, I managed to cast a few small, simple portals. I wonder if one of those would be sufficient to rattle loose whatever is stuck inside the portalmanteau.”

“Haven’t you always told me there’s a reason practitioners stick to their field? Isn’t it dangerous to dabble?”

“Yes, somewhat. But then, crossing the street is somewhat dangerous, too. Consider it a calculated risk. All I mean to do is to twist the knob, as it were. If the door is still there, and unblocked, then maybe we can get back inside. I’m sure Felivox would be delighted to see you and your gougères.” She popped another of the cheese pastries into her mouth and smiled as she chewed.

“All right. What can I do to help?”

“Find me something made of iron. Anything solid and heavy. The shape doesn’t matter; I just need the metal.”
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Warren’s task proved much easier than the one Isolde set out for herself. She had only just arranged her old school books on the dining room table before War returned brandishing an eight-inch cast iron skillet. Presenting the pan, which glistened from years of careful seasoning, he wore an expression of chagrin. “You said any shape, but I imagine you had something a little more elegant in mind.”

Taking the hefty skillet, Isolde gave it a few speculative turns before declaring, “It’s perfect.”

“Why don’t I give Luella a call? Didn’t she take Introduction to Alchemy back in her school days? I could just nip down to the corner voxbox and ring the library. Wouldn’t take a minute.”

Isolde gave an inverted smile that, while not exactly disapproving, seemed plainly unenthusiastic about the suggestion. “No, no. That’s all right. I can handle it.”

Warren clapped his hands and rubbed them together in cheerful readiness. “As you like. Do you need anything else? A bubbling cauldron? Wool of bat? Bark of dog? The fork from a snake’s tongue, perhaps?”

Isolde smirked. “It’s not that kind of magic, I’m afraid.” She surveyed the ponderous tomes that reeked of damp. “No, all I need now is time and some quiet. And I wouldn’t mind if you brought the fan in. It’s like a hothouse in here.” She touched her frizzing hair. “I seem to be going to seed.”

“Say no more!” Warren hurried from the room, and soon returned with the fan, an addition that took some careful positioning to keep from making a whirlwind of Isolde’s school papers. Satisfied that she was comfortable, he withdrew.

Warren never had any trouble occupying himself while Isolde worked. As the primary custodian and only maid of Castle Wilby, his list of chores and projects was long and ever lengthening. The recent heat wave had made the wallpaper in one of the house’s many bedrooms bubble and begin to peel. A month ago, he had bought new decorative liners for the drawers of Isolde’s bureau, an aspiration that had spent the ensuing weeks sitting on a basement shelf where he could consider it as he fed wet laundry into the clothes wringer, which was itself in desperate need of greasing.

But being never at a loss for occupation was itself a source of comfort. He was needed, essential, depended upon. He had come to understand that he did not need to court the affection of every stranger, nor leap to repair every broken thing, nor please the entire world—efforts he had frequently undertaken in his youth that had always left him feeling exploited and inadequate. No, he could dote upon his wife, keep their home from falling down, and accept the great gift of her love.

And so he happily moiled about the house while she studied.

Or attempted to study.

Iz was finding it difficult to focus upon the question at hand as her perusal of her old school books exposed her to long-suppressed truths. She had never been a very good student. She hadn’t cared whether she impressed her teachers, was generally ambivalent about the sanctity of syllabi, and found her own interests more urgent than any assignment, which were ever in a state of delinquency and crisis. She had limped her way to graduation, and most of her instructors had been glad to see the back of her. All of which she remembered well enough.

What she had not recalled as clearly was just what a tedious nitwit she had been, nor why she had chosen to immortalize this point in the margins of her textbooks. She was rediscovering that she apparently had a small quiver of favorite blue-pencil rebuttals, none of which seemed to illuminate the text so much as to shine a light on her own arrogance. The narrow margins of those broad pillars of scholarship were spattered with numerous instances of ha! and oh, really? and how windy! and Isolde’s manifest favorite barb, says who? It took her an hour to stop cringing at the smug dismissiveness of her past self.

When she finally did, she located the stance and shape that would conjure a basic tin-pot portal relatively quickly. After practicing for a half hour, she called for Warren, who answered from the second floor and appeared a moment later, pink-cheeked and carrying a can of wallpaper paste and a horsehair brush.

He found Iz standing with the cast iron pan cocked behind her head, as if winding up for a pitch, though the lower half of her body did not continue this impression. Her legs were splayed as if she were astride an invisible horse. Her empty hand was contorted into a claw that she held out in a rigid salute. “I’m ready.”

“Indeed you are.” Warren set his brush and glue pot down among her books. “What should I do?”

“I’m just trying to keep the right shape. God, I’m already getting a cramp! Can you open the portalmanteau? Now, hold it up. Off to the side, please. Don’t want to portal a hole through my beloved. Right there. Perfect. All right. Here goes nothing!”

Opening halos required, in addition to a certain degree of athleticism, the ability to adjust focus, much as one might twist the eyepiece of a telescope to bring into relief the moons and rings of distant celestial bodies. But in the case of practicing alchemists, it was not one’s vision that needed adjusting; rather, it was one’s sense of the spatiotemporal continuum that required careful and precise attunement. One had to be keenly present. Though, as Professor Konya, Isolde’s old university don, had often noted, the present moment was a tumultuous thing: “The now is an expression of perfect violence—abrupt and continuous—caused by the collision of infinite possibility with singular reality. The present is not a silver thread, spinning out from a woolly mass of dreams. It is the flat blade of an oar beating upon the round face of a god.”

Needless to say, it was an effort that made Isolde instantly nauseous.

But then she perceived the iron handle in her hand was warming and felt a sort of magnetic energy run the length of her arm and advance into her curled fingers, which now seemed to grasp in their rigor a hardening stone of air. Indigo motes of light flitted from the open mouth of the antique carpetbag, whose bellows began to shiver and bulge with building energy.

Isolde could not fully suppress a smile at the sight of the pitch-dark bud that opened inside the ring of sparks. The portal in the bottom of the satchel grew as large as the button of a coat. She began to feel the weight of time funnel into the room. It battered her like hail, like a stampede, like earth shoveled into a grave. The sharp smell of ammonia brought tears to her eyes, and she was only then aware that Warren was shouting at her to stop as he wrestled to hold a bag that seemed to have filled with violent intention. A black dart shot from the quivering halo amid a muted clap of thunder. Isolde’s arms dropped, the pan clattering heavily upon the padded carpet, narrowly missing her foot, as the gate at the bottom of her father’s satchel imploded.

As the boom fled and the agitated loose pages settled, Warren dared to open his winked eye. “Did it work?” he rasped, his throat chafed by the chemical fog that had leaked into the room. He hazarded a quick glance into the patched carpetbag and, finding it empty, probed the bottom with his hand. “Nothing. Sorry, Iz.”

Feeling as if she had just backstroked down a waterfall, Isolde blinked at her dining room’s heavy chairs, gilded mirror, nautical wallpaper, and decorative halberds. Still in his underwear, Warren regarded her with empathetic disappointment, holding her grandfather’s bag like an infant in his arms. Everything seemed as it should be, as it had always been, and yet…

The electric bulbs in the chandelier hummed softly. Her neglected glass of limeade added another drop of perspiration to the ring of water on the table. And in the long mirror over the buffet, a feathery black monkey stared back at her from the perch of her shoulder.

“Oh, b—” Isolde began, then the beast beat its wings, lifting her up and hurling her across the room.

When Warren saw his wife cartwheel over the dining room table, crash into the decorative halberds, and flump upon the sideboard, the first unfinished thought that came to mind was that she had vaulted across the room of her own volition. Which would have been out of character, of course, but then again, her abrupt flight seemed equally unlikely. Save for the two of them, the room was empty and quiet.

He set out to hurry to his wife’s side but hadn’t managed a step before a firm and forceful something struck him in the small of the back. He crashed onto the table, bowling through a dozen books and upending a crate full of Isolde’s handwritten essays. With a strangled bleat, he fell into the insufficient arms of a pair of dining room chairs, shearing one seat in half and driving the other into an unnatural split as its four legs surrendered in disparate directions. He landed on his wide shoulders with his heels in the air. Between his bare feet, he observed Isolde’s stunned face peek over the lip of the buffet. She began to say something, but before he could make it out, he was picked up by his ankles and flung back the way he’d come.

Warren’s second collision fractured the dado rail, jolted a pair of ceremonial wooden masks off their hooks, and reminded him that he was not a throw pillow to be so casually flung about, but was in fact a large person capable of considerable violence—a point he was now ready to prove.

He was about to spring to his feet when he heard a psst. He looked to his left and saw Isolde, catching her breath under the table. He crawled toward her, wincing as the effort strummed his abused ribs.

“What the devil is going on?” he asked, head ducked under the cross brace. The table leaf above him rattled, and one of Isolde’s denser school tomes soared through the entryway into the kitchen, where—by the sound of it—it exploded a dish he’d left on the island. “Is this little beastie our saboteur?”

“No, I think I opened a window to hell and a devil slipped through. It’s a mirror wraith. They’re polar sprites, specifically the poles of the Entobarrus. They usually live in glacier ice, but in a pinch they can nest in a looking glass, where only their reflection is visible.”

“What does it look like?” The light in the room dimmed as each bulb in the chandelier was evidently unscrewed and summarily burst upon the tabletop.

“Like a crow ate a monkey. They’re strong, quick, and ill-tempered, but fortunately not very smart. It can’t leave the looking glass, but that doesn’t stop it from interacting with anything that appears in its reflected domain. And we’ll feel on our side whatever it touches over there.”

Warren clucked his tongue. “Pity about the rug.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, we’ll have to break the mirror. I’ll never get all the slivers out.”

Isolde delayed her answer to accommodate the sound of the chandelier being ripped from the ceiling and thrown into the foyer. “No. That’s precisely what it wants us to do. That’s how it spawns. It’s like a flatworm. You cut one in half, you don’t have a dead worm; you have two live ones. A broken mirror could make dozens—hundreds—of wraiths.”

“Then why doesn’t it just break the mirror itself?” Warren flinched at the sound of another atomized dish. “It seems awfully fond of throwing things.”

“Yes, but it can’t do both at the same time. It can’t interact with our side of the mirror and multiply on its own. It needs a willing partner. The demolition is just foreplay. It’s trying to warm us up.”

“How romantic,” Warren growled.

“We’ll have to cover the mirror up somehow.” Isolde craned her neck to see between the legs of the remaining chairs. “What do you think: Are both the kitchen and the living room doorways visible in the mirror?”

Warren closed his eyes to recollect the hours he’d spent polishing the looking glass. “You can see both. How fast is this thing? Maybe I could make a run for it. There’s a blanket in the great room that should be big enough to cover the frame.”

“What about the bottom drawer of the buffet? Is that visible in the mirror?”

“The tablecloths! Now, there’s a thought.” Warren once again consulted his memory of the mirror’s limit. “I think… I think I’d be in the clear. It’s worth a shot.”

He and Isolde changed places, an intimate entwining that in other circumstances would’ve been invigorating, but here was made wretched by the scratching of bolt threads and the drip of limeade. Now in position, Warren reached for the tarnished pull of the sideboard’s lowest drawer.

The moment he did, the same excruciating touch he’d suffered before seized his hand and heaved him aloft, holding him suspended in the air. Dimly, it occurred to Warren that his calculations of what was visible in the mirror had not taken into account the recently smashed chairbacks, a loss of cover that was proving quite inopportune. With his free arm, he swatted at the invisible thing that clenched him, striking nothing but his own flesh. He shouted, “You rascal!” then felt the formidable squeeze shift from his wrist to his throat, driving him high against the wall. The top of his head scraped the ceiling while the tips of his toes skated upon the polished top of the sideboard in search of footing that was just out of reach.

Leaping out from under the table, it took every ounce of Isolde’s resolve not to fly to her husband’s side, not to put herself in reach of the ghoul who was wringing the life from the man she loved. She could not help Warren if she were caught, too. She had to keep her distance, which meant leaving the tablecloths in their drawer.

She was convinced that if she were bold enough to approach the mirror to drape a cover over it, the wraith would instantly turn its attention to her. A boon to Warren, perhaps, but for how long? Presumably, it could throttle them interchangeably until both of them were dead. What she needed was her own set of invisible hands to carry the shroud to the mirror. She forced herself to concentrate on the contents of the room and overlook for the moment Warren’s tormented thrashing and reddening face. What did she have at her disposal? Heavy books, old papers, shattered glass, broken chairs, editing pencils, mostly snapped, a kerosene fan, a horsehair brush, a pot of glue. Oh, if only she could wallpaper over the mirror and inter the imp in a paisley grave!

All at once, she perceived their salvation. Snatching up an old school essay from the spilled filing crate, she flipped it over and with the remnant of a pencil began to sketch.

For most persons, there is no reasoning with the panic of suffocation, no thought save for the yearning for breath. But Warren had an unusual history with this particular variety of deprivation. He’d been frequently choked to unconsciousness on the wrestling mat, and nearly drowned while diving for pearls. Twice he’d been subjected to hanging: once by industrial accident, and again by a mob who mistook him for an outlaw. Though he did not now relish the experience of gagging for breath, he was also not driven immediately to panic by it, partly because of the range of his experience, and partly because of the confidence he had in his wife. So, even as the depleted air in his lungs burned with mounting urgency and tears warped his tunneling vision, Warren felt oddly serene. From where he hung, pinned high upon the wall by an infernal monkey-bird, he could see Isolde bent over the table and drawing—rapidly, assiduously—as if she meant to spark a fire with her pencil lead.

At first, he could not guess the hex she drafted, then she finished her sigil, and it began to incandesce a pleasing and familiar shade of aquamarine. And so it was with darkening cheeks and bulging eyes that Warren put on an unlikely smile.

Isolde moved behind the floor fan and held before its sucking draft her Hex of Emanation. In times past, nurses and caregivers had used the hex as a remedy for pent-up wind, and Iz had continued the tradition whenever Warren suffered the wrath of cauliflower or broad beans. Most basically, the hex facilitated the movement of air. On this occasion, it served to transform the waft of a fan into a gusting squall.

War felt the pressure on his neck waver. Glancing at the mirror, he observed what seemed a flutter of uncertainty pass through the wraith. Its birdlike neck lengthened as it regarded Isolde’s activity with a macaque’s inquisitive squint. It was so focused upon her that it didn’t pay any mind to the first page that lifted from the spilled pile of documents and tumbled down the table’s length. But then, what had begun as a lonesome flake quickly turned into a blizzard of documents.

The force on Warren’s throat vanished. He fell onto unready feet with a gasp.

From behind the fan, Isolde watched in the mirror as the wraith dove at her, its tatty wings and black hackles blurring. It had figured out her game. She flinched in anticipation of a brutal strike.

But then the ghoul abruptly balked. There was an obstruction in the reflection, an impediment that the wraith could neither see nor surmount: A single sheet of paper lined with Isolde’s cursive clung to the mirror at the insistence of the wind. A second page affixed itself beside the first, then was joined by a third, and the blitz was on.

Finding it could not attack her directly, the wraith turned its fury to the onslaught of foolscap. It ripped into whatever it could reach, and the resulting confetti fell upon the vanishing glass. Like a fish caught in a tidal pool, the wraith flailed within its dwindling environment. Trapped now in one corner of the mirror, it lashed out at a glimpse of her. Its simian lips peeled over rows of yellowed teeth. Then a rumpled manuscript plugged the last glinting spot, and the wraith was sealed off from the room.

Approaching from the side to keep from disrupting this fragile prison of paper and wind, a limping Warren cast a tablecloth over the mirror’s frame. First tucking and securing the shroud at the corners, he then pulled the looking glass from its mount and lay it on the rug. He stared down at the cloaked rectangle as if he expected the devil it contained to tear through the veil and lunge for his throat once more.

At his back, the gale broke. Isolde’s papers drifted to the floor. Joining him in observance of the wrapped looking glass, Iz asked, “Are you all right?”

Warren sighed as he took in the shambles of his dining room. Bare wires protruded from the ceiling. The pot of wallpaper glue had blown over, spilling its contents across the table. His best tea set, which had held a place of pride on the buffet, had been reduced to smithereens. He hissed in pain when his big toe found a shard of it in the carpet. As he balanced on one foot to pluck out the thorn, he said, “You know, it occurs to me—I can tidy all I want. I can spend the rest of my life walking around with dusters in my hands and mops on my feet, and it won’t make a difference. The mess always wins, doesn’t it? The muddle will outlive me!”

“Darling, unless you die on a hill and roll into an open grave, you’re bound to leave behind a mess or two. That isn’t a character flaw; it’s a symptom of life.” She kissed him on the chin. “Now, put on some shoes. I’ll fetch a broom.”
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It took the Wilbies the better part of the day to return the lower rooms of their home to some semblance of order, and many of the major repairs would take considerably longer. Warren would have to shop for a new chandelier and chairs to match the ones that had survived. He’d trussed up the covered mirror with cooking twine and stowed it in a corner of their basement where it would stay until they could figure out how to safely divest themselves of a hellion.

The following evening, a northern wind freighted in drier, cooler air, inspiring Warren to propose a picnic dinner in Caul Lane Park, a grassy spot that afforded an attractive view of the river and casual entertainment from a variety of buskers. An amenable Isolde suggested that perhaps afterward they could pop by the National Museum of Fine Art and join one of their after-hours socials.

Bustling in the kitchen, Warren smirked at her scheme as he wrapped a chilled bottle of mineral water in a dish towel and slid it into the basket. “I know why you want to go to the museum. You’re still trying to figure out how you can crash that Ormolu Circle shindig tomorrow night! What’s your plan, then? Wrench a painting off the wall and see how fast the guards can run?”

“I thought I would ask the director if we might borrow something. Maybe he could loan us one of those god-awful foxhunting scenes they have so many of. I imagine there’s a stack of them in the basement. It doesn’t have to be pretty. It just needs to be expensive.”

“Spoken like a true patron of the arts! But as plots go, it seems a bit far-fetched, doesn’t it? I mean, what poss—”

A melody of rings and knocks resounded from their foyer. The rapid call-and-response between the doorbell and the knuckles of their visitor brought the Wilbies’ heads around. They recognized the signal at once; it announced the arrival of Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby—Isolde’s mother and a member of the Cardinal Library staff. Years prior, they had agreed upon that particular pattern of knocks and rings to distinguish Luella from visitors coming on more pressing business. This unique manner of announcing her presence afforded Isolde and Warren the time to make themselves decent if they did not mind the interruption and the freedom to pretend to be away if they did.

Warren began to jog for the front door when his wife called him back, saying, “We don’t need to change our plans. We were about to leave anyway.”

“Of course! Just a quick hello, and then we’ll be on our way.” Warren turned again toward the kitchen doorway, and again Isolde hailed him.

“I’d rather not,” she said with a pained smile.

Warren came to a full halt, regarding her with concern-hooded eyes. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. I just… Oh! Oh, all right!” Isolde stormed to the front door and flung it open to find her mother with her back turned and one foot on the sidewalk.

Looking over her shoulder, Dr. Timmons-Wilby’s expression brightened. “I didn’t think you were home. I trust I’m not interrupting.” Luella reclimbed the stairs. She wore short white gloves and a moss-green skirt that complemented her bobbed white hair, a coif that seemed immune to kink, split end, or tangle. As rumpled as her daughter was, Luella was always impeccably ironed. “The library had a duplicate sale. I saw this and thought of you.” She presented a slender volume bound in thready mauve cloth. “It’s an anthology of insults. Most of them are rather old, but a good affront doesn’t ever really spoil, does it? I find the desire to publish slurs and trade barbs so utterly human. Why, I imagine the cave walls of our ancestors were awash with taunts about monkeys and mothers and—”

“I lost Grandad,” Isolde blurted.

Luella’s amiable expression suffered a hiccup of surprise. “What?”

“The portalmanteau: It’s broken. The portal’s gone. I’ve tried everything I could think of to bring it back. But it’s gone. All of it, just…” Isolde flapped her arms in a great shrug of defeat. She was having to glare at her mother to keep from staring at her own shoes. A lump had gathered in her throat. She awaited her mother’s judgment, her disappointment, her anger.

Luella glanced over her daughter’s shoulder as she tugged at the fingertips of her gloves. “Warren, I don’t want to intrude on your evening, but it seems I could use a little catch-me-up.”

Warren, who appeared just as surprised by Isolde’s declaration as her mother, answered with admirable poise, “Oh, we were about to embark upon a twilight picnic. Why don’t you join us, Lue? I’ll fetch the basket. There’s plenty to share.”

The grass in Caul Lane Park was dead, but the atmosphere was lively enough. Couples and foursomes shared baguettes and bottles, either recumbent on the brittle lawn or perched on the edge of the central fountain. A half dozen musicians supplied the loafing public with a choice of instrumentation and genre. Warren steered his party toward a student playing melancholic tonadas on a battered guitar. The youth demonstrated the touch of an amateur but the emotion of a maestro, and Warren would spend the evening occasionally depositing coins into his felted guitar case.

But first, War spread out a mustard-yellow blanket and began to serve the women. The River Zimme had put on its evening jewels. The diamond and ruby lights of barges and cruisers twinkled upon the dark silken waters.

Over morsels of potted salmon, capers, and toast, Dr. Timmons-Wilby listened as her daughter regaled her with news of recent days. Luella did her best not to interrupt, though she could not help but to interject upon learning of Isolde’s medical episode. Luella said that in the future she must be notified of all hospital stays, no matter their brevity or triviality. Though it was her daughter who promised to obey, Luella and Warren exchanged a tight smile as both understood it would most likely fall to him to keep Isolde’s word.

But the librarian did not tut-tut when her daughter admitted to bullying the proprietor of an auction house, nor did she gasp when she learned of Isolde’s reckless attempt at portal casting and the little demon that broke through as a result. Rather, Luella accepted these and other details with perfect grace—nodding and humming sympathetically as called for by the account.

They had polished off the cheese plate and moved on to the fruit course by the time Isolde finished. Declining Warren’s offered crock of chocolate ganache, Luella said, “I understand why you’re upset about the broken portal. What I can’t comprehend is why you wouldn’t want to tell me about it.”

Isolde gritted her teeth at the skyline behind them, the canyon of rowhomes rising up the urban slip toward the mountainous high-rises. A nearby party laughed at some private hilarity. A hired car sounded its horn at an idling lorry. Isolde had hoped the universe might answer for her, but the universe seemed otherwise engaged. “I thought you’d be disappointed,” she said quickly. “The portalmanteau represents Dad’s life’s work—the thing he pursued instead of being with us. For some reason, he entrusted it to me. I never understood why. Obviously, it should’ve been you.”

Luella took a strawberry by its green mop and considered its golden pores. “I think your father chose you because he knew I would’ve turned the collection over to the library, and they would’ve opened it up for general perusal, would’ve offered tours, sold souvenirs. He knew that I believed in the holy right of the public to have full access to the materials that make up their history, that inform our society, that have the potential to empower one faction or another.” Luella bit the point from the strawberry and paused to savor its flesh. Swallowing, she added, “But I can also admit, exposing the treasures of the portalmanteau to the world might’ve ended very badly. Idealism is not without consequence. Frankly, I was grateful that your father bequeathed his treasure to you. I know it was a heavy burden, but then you’ve always been so strong.”

Isolde sat folding and refolding her legs in search of elusive comfort. “But it’s more than a treasure, more than a sacred heritage of the human race. It’s a last tendril to Dad. I was worried you had pinned all your hope on that old handbag, believing that there was something in there that could bring him back, or something he would come back for.” This final confession exhausted Isolde in a manner and to a degree that surprised her. The uncomfortableness of the moment inspired her to make a joke—one she had not made in a long time. “I suppose it could be the work of Mr. Snag. He always liked to vanish things just when you needed them most.”

Mr. Snag was the moniker that her father had given the mysterious person who inspired his first expedition to find and recover a lost relic, the inaugural jewel in what would become the portalmanteau’s trove. Mr. Snag, who originally only signed his name with a glyph of a dead, bare-limbed tree, had enticed Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby, to abandon his comfortable office at Wynn University of the Thaumatic Arts and eventually his reliable position on the faculty in the History Department by mailing to him a charmed object: a plumb bob composed of an arcane, perhaps nonterrestrial material that pulled in the direction of magical artifacts. The plumb bob acted as a sort of ensorcelled divining rod, a thing that guided the professor’s search for those objects that Mr. Snag believed were too potent and dangerous to leave lying about for any old fool to find.

Mr. Snag not only supplied this essential tool of Professor Silas Wilby’s recovery efforts, but also the intelligence that sparked each new excursion. Originally, Mr. Snag’s correspondence with the professor took place via posted letter, though with the conclusion of the professor’s employment at WUTA (and the expiry date of his forwarded post), subsequent messages were shared via personal ads in the Berbiton Times. With this switch, the nameless benefactor formally adopted the epithet that the professor had bestowed upon him privately and addressed his answers to. So was Mr. Snag introduced to the indifferent, inattentive public.

Often, Mr. Snag’s guidance was as vague as rumor. He might, for instance, suggest that on the Isle of Tyrsta, there were whispers of an earthen lamp that contained the energy of an erupting volcano. Other times, he might choose to supply the longitude and latitude of a point of interest without further embellishment. Occasionally, he would send fragments of ancient poems or family manuscripts or agrarian broadsides that introduced, among other things, the existence of a feather that allowed a person to fly, or a ring that permitted the bearer to dive into the realm of shadows, or a mask that could peer into the past. The academic nudges that led to these magical treasures often came with a geographical starting point to which the professor would trek to begin his investigation.

As the enigmatic person responsible for her father’s frequent absence, Mr. Snag became a household bugbear who encompassed all things inscrutable, uncertain, or inconvenient. While her friends at school blamed family pets and older brothers for the destruction of their unfinished homework, little Isolde would say that her lesson had been devoured by the shadowy Mr. Snag. Nocturnal creaks and squeaks were attributed to him as well, which seemed in greater abundance during those increasingly brief spans of time when her father was at home.

Finishing her second strawberry, Luella said, “Oh, I imagine Mr. Snag has retired by now. He’s probably bought a cottage in some sleepy coastal town and is indulging his old hobbies—disappearing biscuits, hiding socks, signing dead trees on unfathomable postcards.” She took her daughter’s hand, as she rarely did, and pressed it to emphasize her words. “Listen. There is no surer road to misery than taking responsibility for other people’s decisions. I’ve decided to be hopeful, because the question of what exactly happened to your father is in doubt, and where there’s uncertainty and a paucity of facts, well—then we get to believe what we like. I know you feel pessimistic about your father’s fate, and I respect that; understand it, even. But I wasn’t ready to let go. I’m still not. It feels as if he’s with me. So, I’ve chosen hope. Twenty years of waiting hasn’t changed my mind, and neither will a bit of lost luggage.”

Isolde squeezed her mother’s hand back, then took the opportunity to applaud the end of a song to break the embrace. She asked, “Do you think it can be fixed?”

“The portalmanteau? I don’t know. Have you thought about contacting Joyce Konya?”

“My old alchemy professor? She’s fallen off the map, I’m afraid.” Professor Konya’s mastery of halos made her a highly prized asset in the current economy, which depended upon the thalanium mills that were responsible for the nation’s electrification. Thalanium and its distillate, electrahol, were drawn from organic materials that passed through a hellish dimension, the Entobarrus, via portals. While wizards and necromancers had been effectively expelled from society by restrictive laws and a vigilant military, alchemists continued to enjoy a place of cultural and financial preeminence. Konya could’ve been the head of her own thalanium yard if she had wished. She could be one of the richest women in Berbiton. Instead, she had chosen to disappear or had been driven underground. “I tried to chase her down a few years ago, and couldn’t find hide nor hair of her.”

“I could have a poke around.” Luella wriggled her fingers back into her gloves, signaling the end of her repast. “In fact, I tell you what: Why don’t you hand this little mystery off to me. That way you can focus on the question of what really happened to Ms. Rault.”

“Oh, that reminds me, we still need to burgle—I mean borrow a painting.”

Luella swatted the air. “The house is full of paintings.”

“And all of great sentimental value! Unfortunately, I need something that’ll appraise for at least twenty thousand gallets.”

“There’s always Bog Watcher.”

“What?”

Luella’s lips puckered in a moue of confusion at Isolde’s incomprehension. “Morto Bog Watcher—the painting of the dragon that hangs in the downstairs privy. Back when your grandfather was music director of Canorous Hall, the venue’s board of trustees gave him the work as a retirement gift. Your father had it appraised for insurance purposes when you were a girl.”

“For how much?”

“Forty-six thousand gallets.”

Warren gasped. “And he hung it in the washroom?”

“He liked to tell guests there was a dragon in the privy. Your grandfather had a puckish streak. Like father, like son, I suppose.” Luella stood, then bowed to kiss Isolde on her upturned cheek. “I’m off. I love you. You too, Warren. Thank you for the lovely picnic. And remember, next time either of you find yourself in hospital, give me a call. If you don’t, I’ll just wait till you’re out, then send you right back so you can try again.”
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The following evening, Warren plucked Morto Bog Watcher from the privy wall, tucked the dragon under his arm, and boarded a tram on the heels of his wife. Not knowing how to dress for the gathering of a secret society, the Wilbies had defaulted to their usual summer garb. Warren wore a pale linen suit that was as tight as a fitted sheet, and Isolde donned knickerbockers and a loose white blouse that she gussied up with a vest, more for the additional pockets than its fashionable effect.

The opulent towers that lined Berbiton’s ridge were virtually indistinguishable at ground level. Even with the aid of an address and a lifetime of local experience, the Wilbies still spent some minutes turning circles on street corners and staring up the marble-clad bases of high-rises that vanished into low clouds. But eventually they found the particular pillar of heaven Mr. Lucente had recommended to them.

Heaven, it turned out, was full of mazes—a series of lobbies and elevator banks guarded by blind corners and suspicious porters. Isolde rebuffed the queries of those uniformed sentries by solemnly intoning the name of their host, Sir Glen Meliota, and making oblique reference to “the event.” She wasn’t sure whether it was her haughtiness or the gilt oval frame under Warren’s arm that convinced the gatekeepers that they were not vagrants in search of a new squat, and she wasn’t particularly fussed either way.

Still, it came as some relief when they finally arrived on the thirty-ninth floor at the door of the northeast penthouse, which the architect had named the Aerie. The gentleman who received them had a curiously elevated mien for someone whose livelihood appeared to revolve around opening doors and accepting parcels. Though bald as a barber’s pole, he seemed otherwise a well-preserved sixty-year-old. He had the creaseless hands of a youth and his breath smelled of posca and myrrh. Warren would later describe his conduct as befitting “a god working the coat check,” and indeed the penthouse foyer had something of an ancient temple about it. The floor was tiled in travertine, the walls were braced with pilasters, and what alcoves the Wilbies could see were populated by statues of sylphlike nudes. The doorman introduced himself as the Assessor before asking for their names in a tone that suggested he already knew them. He then took ownership of Morto Bog Watcher, delicately leaning the framed dragon against the wall among a line of wooden crates and gem-encrusted reliquaries. This chore complete, the Assessor vanished through a small doorway without explanation, direction, or invitation to follow.

In the absence of a welcome, the Wilbies did what any partygoer would do and chased down the source of muffled music and obvolute voices.

The main ballroom contained perhaps thirty couples and hardly a stick of furniture except for the occasional pedestal that provided a temporary depository for wineglasses and highballs. The ceiling was vaulted and the floor recently polished. The tall curtainless windows were as slender as embrasures, affording slivered glimpses of purple twilight.

The atmosphere seemed to have been engineered to promote a feeling of calm. Jasmine sweetened the air, which was a pleasant temperature. Candle-dim chandeliers softened creases and complexions alike, flattering the features of those in attendance. A string quartet played a soothing composition that seemed to continue without break nor reach toward any resolution but only murmur along like a garden brook. Yet the serenity of these embellishments did little to cool the general climate of the room, which Isolde would’ve described as evoking both the bleachers of a racetrack and the corners of a boxing ring. Everyone seemed agitated, tense, and bristling with pique.

The apparent cause of this disquiet centered upon a row of three easels, backed by a golden tapestry that featured a trio of nymphs bathing in a lily-wreathed pool, a work of art entitled The Triad of Splendor, which Isolde would come to learn was essential to the proceedings. Periodically, the Assessor would emerge from an obscure alcove. His appearance would stifle every voice in the chamber. He would then announce a patron’s name, the title of the painting they had delivered to his judgment, the name of its creator, and his final estimation of its value. If the price was greater than one of the three works on display before the graceful bathers, the lesser work was removed and replaced by its superior, an event of some ceremony as a comely young woman in a pale yellow gown would appear, throw a shroud of black silk over the unseated work, and carry it from the room with the solemnity of a pallbearer.

The rules of the contest were at first oblique, but the Wilbies came to understand that members of the Ormolu Circle could not bring any canvas to the contest more than once, and the attendee responsible for the submission of the least value had to surrender said work to the person who’d brought the evening’s nonpareil. If a work of art were ever judged to be worth less than twenty thousand gallets, the disgraced owner would be stripped of their membership and summarily ejected.

The general furor that followed the Assessor’s announcements seemed to work in the Wilbies’ favor. Warren had been concerned that they would be converged upon like a crust of bread in a duck pond. Instead, they were more or less overlooked as attendees debated the Assessor’s undiagnosed senility, the dubious parentage of their competitors, and why their own investment in this or that artist had not been more richly rewarded by the market—which may or may not have been rigged. Isolde was amused to see the top drawer of society lose their tempers and turn the same shade of red that flushed the cheeks of the city’s poorest back-alley gambler.

And perhaps it was her uncharacteristically amiable expression that attracted the attention of their hosts. Sir Glen Meliota had a soft physique, blue watery eyes, and an impressive coif of blond curls that Isolde at first mistook for a wig until the gentleman forked his fingers into it, repositioning the golden wave that was eternally about to crash upon the shore of his forehead. Everything about the man radiated silliness and a curious sort of chagrin, as if he were embarrassed to have been caught in his lavish home with his well-dressed friends while engaged in a grotesque show of wealth. These qualities were generally echoed in his wife, Hester, who appeared to be his junior by a few years, his superior by a number of inches, and who had a high nervous laugh that sounded almost exactly like a floorboard squeaking in the night. Both were dressed in black evening attire, accented with splashes of saffron, which in his case included a flouncy bow tie, and hers a dyed ostrich feather tucked prominently in her headband.

After briefly introducing himself and his wife as the evening’s entertainers, Sir Meliota said, “I must confess, I believe I recognize your likeness from the papers, madam, which of course have done you a terrible injustice with all those mean cartoons, but might you be Mrs. Wilby, the famed investigator?”

“Oh, perfect!” Lady Meliota interjected before Isolde could answer. Giggling uncomfortably and fanning her blushing décolletage with a black lace fan, the lady of the house went on: “You’ll probably think I’m an absolute sap, but I could use a detective. I’m swimming in mysteries! Like, where did Simon hide my hosiery? Or why is Simon crying now? Or where is Simon and why won’t he come when I call?”

“Simon is her cat,” the lord confided in Warren, who received the news with an expressive tap of his nose. “But what are you doing here, Mrs. Wilby? Not that you’re not welcome. You couldn’t be more welcome! It’s just a mystery”—his wife laughed—“as to how you came to be here on this rather fraught night.”

“A fraught night every fortnight!” Lady Meliota squeaked. “When it’s our turn, I try to create a soothing sort of atmosphere, but everyone is always so tense! You’d think they were moving armies and deciding the fate of nations the way they all go on! I’ve seen two men in their seventies come to blows over a painting of a frog on a bicycle.”

“It was a toad,” Sir Glen again confided in Warren.

“It was a disgrace!” Lady Meliota cheeped another giggle. “But my husband loves it so. Says it’s like chess, except all the little pieces are priceless paintings, and you go broke if you lose.”

The lord mugged a guilty grimace, though Isolde did not think that he felt any real shame. He said, “I don’t want you to think I’m being a stickybeak, because I hate to pry—unless it’s an oyster, and then I pry with zest!”

“Oh, he does love a fresh oyster.” Lady Meliota struck his arm with her closed fan, a flirtation that excited a brief feigning of injury. “And he won’t turn his nose up at an old one, either!”

Meliota put on a laddish leer that seemed thirty years past due, then sobered and said, “But I really must ask, what work of art have you elected to bring to our little gathering?”

The lord and lady now smiled at Isolde expectantly. She presented her hand to Sir Meliota, saying, “Isolde Wilby. Pleasure to meet you. May I introduce Warren Wilby, my husband.”

The Meliotas received this tardy introduction with bashful murmurs of “charmed” and “how do you do.”

Isolde put on her keenest smile, which her mother had once described as resembling the grill of an oncoming lorry. “I’d like to answer your earlier question first. You asked how we learned of the occasion. Mr. Lucente extended the invitation to us, or perhaps it would be more accurate to say, I extracted it from him.”

Sir Meliota’s open expression clouded with uncertainty. “I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“Mr. Lucente has recently taken possession of a body of work that was released to him upon the artist’s death. I consider the circumstances of her demise suspicious, so I’m investigating. As a man with his ear to the ground, Sir Glen, I’m sure you know who I am referring to.”

Meliota seemed unsure how he should answer the question. With rounded mouth and eyes, he turned to his wife for assistance, and she came to his rescue. “We heard about Ms. Margit Rault, of course,” Lady Meliota said, biting back her nervous giggling long enough to present a sympathetic pout. “She was such a talented woman. And so interesting! Such a tragedy. But was her death really suspicious? I thought it was an accident.”

Isolde peered at her. “Really? What have you heard?”

“Ha, ha! You are good, Mrs. Wilby! The way you stare at a person—it makes me want to confess!”

“Confess to what?”

“Oh, to anything!”

It seemed to be Sir Meliota’s turn to come to his wife’s rescue. He spoke with a composure that had previously eluded him. “We don’t wish to speak ill of the dead, Mrs. Wilby, but Margit’s history of drug use is not exactly a secret.”

“And yet, I have not heard of it.” Isolde twisted to snatch a cocktail glass from a passing tray that she had not appeared to be tracking, but clearly had. Sipping the green contents that was either very good absinthe or very bad gin, she said, “Please expound.”

Sir Meliota sighed. “The Margit Rault who died this week was a shadow of the woman I grew up admiring. I was an art student myself when her star first rose. This was before I discovered that my talent lay with appreciating rather than creating art. Miss Rault did not emerge from the academic mill I was ground down by. She came from a family of glaziers, who inspired her medium. Her early work was all painted glass. She developed this fascinating technique of layering panes to create an arresting sort of dimensionality. Her subject was generally anatomical. She painted the organs, veins, and bones that lay under the skin, often using herself as a model. It’s difficult to express just how haunting and beautiful her pieces were. This was back when everyone else on the scene was obsessed with gold foil and quilted colors. The art world was awash with these gaudy, haughty pastiches. Next to all of them, Margit Rault’s work looked like a live birth—a thing bloody and poignant and ecstatic. No one could look away.

“But she was so young. I think she had her first show at the Eclogue when she was nineteen. Nineteen! The press were brutal. When they weren’t smothering her to death, they were flaying her alive. To be frank, she seemed at times to court the ridicule. I suppose she had to insulate herself somehow, but her choice of entourage was simply bizarre. She shunned her peers, her would-be patrons, her advocates, and eventually her own family, choosing instead to cavort with a collection of deviants and misfits. She brought them everywhere she went: openings, salons, plays, restaurants. The gallery owners hated them all, of course. Margit’s crew were always breaking things and taking things and spitting on the floor. Rault’s Rogues, the papers called them. A gaggle of junkies is what they were! It wasn’t long before Margit was conspicuously intoxicated whenever she appeared in public. Eventually her reputation and her work suffered. I can hardly recall having ever witnessed such a spectacular example of self-sabotage.”

Isolde had extracted from her vest pocket a notepad early on in her host’s account, and she now paused her scribbling long enough to ask a question: “What happened to her rogues?”

Sir Meliota inflated his cheeks to accomodate a considerable sigh. “Rault’s taste for spectacle seemed to wane even as her fame did, and they peeled off, one by one, as opportunity or misfortune beckoned them. One went on to have a reasonable career in fashion, I believe. One died of something rough—I can’t recall what. Then there was old Geoff Brast. I’m given to understand he went on to sell nep in Dove Town. Everyone hated him worst of all because he was always edging for a fight in Margit’s defense, even when she didn’t need it. All the while, he was pouring the poison right down her throat.”

Isolde glanced up. “Pouring, you say? He was her nep dealer?”

“He was a well-dressed leech. Always wearing a new suit, new spats, a new watch. I think half of everything she made ended up in his wardrobe, and she made quite a lot. If Margit was indeed back on the nep, as she seemed to have been, I shouldn’t wonder if old Brast hasn’t got a new pair of shoes on his feet.”

Isolde underlined something in her notepad before flipping it shut and pocketing it. “It’s funny you’d suggest the most likely beneficiary of Rault’s death would be a drug dealer—who presumably just lost a source of revenue—and not an art dealer or collector, who seems to have quite a little windfall to look forward to.”

Lady Meliota, who had contributed only punctuating titters to the recent conversation, again opened her lacy fan and her mouth, saying, “If you ask me, there’s not a lot of sunlight between drug addiction and art collection!”

Isolde continued on: “I’m not as well-versed as you, Sir Meliota, in the intricacies of the fine art market, but I believe that the value of an asset tends to increase upon the death of the artist. Partly, that’s because their passing provides occasion to undertake a retrospective of their work. And partly, their stock is inflated by an assurance of scarcity going forward. The die has been destroyed; no more coins can be struck, as it were.”

Sir Meliota’s soft features appeared to quiver like custard on a spoon. “I’m not sure what you’re implying, Mrs. Wilby. That Rault’s apparent overdose was not the product of addiction or relapse or suicide, but the result of a conspiracy by art collectors to see their own holdings increase in value?”

Isolde shrugged. “It’s a thought. Here’s another: How many original Margit Raults do you own? Or are you in the market for your first?”

Sir Meliota was still stuttering toward an answer when Isolde heard her name announced to the room and everything went very quiet. The resurfaced Assessor held his arms stiffly at his side as he droned: “The Slaying of Mortoangus by Linus Bartholet, circa 4017, assessed at fifty-nine thousand gallets.”

“It’s gone up a bit,” Warren murmured to Isolde out of the corner of his mouth.

This figure, though remarkable to the Wilbies and sufficient to gain admittance to the club, was not enough to unseat any of the paintings posed before The Triad of Splendor. What it did accomplish was to inflame the tempers of a number of club members. They congregated about the poorly dressed interlopers, who they had politely ignored, but who could no longer be so graciously borne.

It was soon apparent to the Wilbies what had agitated the scrum of gray-haired blue bloods. The Demiurge’s Brush, which Isolde had once wielded to expose a forger, had not only cast a pall over the art market entire, it had also marked the Wilbies as an enemy of authenticity and cultural purity. Who was to say if this painting of a dragon, supposedly the work of Bartholet, was not itself an enchanted counterfeit? Given the existence of this doubt, how could the Ormolu Circle possibly risk polluting its ranks?

Isolde received these accusations and complaints with equanimity and a touch of boredom. When the mob took a breath, she turned to her host and asked, “Will you vouch for us, sir?”

“I’m sorry, but I really must remain neutral. I feel it’s my duty as the host to do whatever is required to preserve the peace,” he answered, and the ironic twist of his mouth indicated that perhaps Isolde should not have accused him of conspiracy to commit murder mere seconds before asking him to rush to her defense.

Warren spent these contentious moments rocked up on the tips of his toes, scanning the huddled crowd for any glimmer of familiarity. Some men, when cornered, looked for the exits, but Warren preferred to look for a friend.

To his surprise, he found one.

Sir Elliot Haden was a handsome man in his late twenties with umber complexion and jet-black hair, which he wore in a glossy wave. His smoke-colored eyes were capped by immaculately groomed arched brows that made Warren think of silhouetted birds in flight. He had a natural grace and a genuine smile. But the lord was not without flaw. A childhood accident had scarred his lungs and damaged his vocal cords. As a result, he was predisposed to exhaustion and his voice was left permanently hoarse. Though it was hardly fair to call the timbre of his speech flawed. Many young women considered his husky whisper to be nothing short of enthralling.

Isolde liked Haden well enough, though he was always attempting to recruit her for one of his garden salons. Invitations to these gatherings were much coveted, particularly among the city’s debutantes. The featured discussions, which generally pertained to topics of a supernatural variety, were undertaken by questionable authorities of some social standing. Haden had been trying to rope Isolde into contributing to a panel for years.

When Warren spotted him, Sir Haden was standing outside the pack of well-dressed grumbling dogs, wearing an expression of deliberation. He appeared to be vacillating over whether or not to get involved. Warren decided to give him a nudge.

Raising one hand high in the air, Warren hailed his friend: “Elliot! Over here! It’s Warren. Warren Wilby! Good to see you, old chap! My, you’re looking sharp as ever.” As he spoke, Warren parted the wall of evening wear and aggrieved expressions, lowering the boom of his arm to offer his hand to his friend, who could only receive it while returning Warren’s irresistible smile.

“Do you know this person?” a horrified lord asked Sir Haden.

“Yes, I do,” the striking noble replied, still gripping Warren’s hand.

“Indeed he does!” Warren thundered.

By this time, Lord and Lady Meliota had shifted to more closely observe Warren’s joyous reunion. Lady Meliota laughed as she hooked her arm around the gentleman’s waist, an awkward embrace that he appeared to endure, much as one suffers the attention of a friend’s overactive hound. She said, “Oh, Haddie! Haddie! Where have you been hiding? It has been too long since we’ve visited the playhouse together, but I have done my best to keep your seat warm.”

“Don’t hang on him, dear,” Sir Meliota said, tugging his wife from her fawning embrace, allowing Sir Haden a graceful extraction, which he took advantage of to reunite his lips with his cocktail. “So, how do you know the Wilbies, Sir Haden?”

Warren proudly announced, “This gentleman is responsible for our very existence.”

The lady fleered at the implication. “Haddie is much too young to be your father!”

Warren beamed down at his hostess, who seemed genuinely aggrieved on Sir Haden’s behalf. “Oh, no, no! I mean to say he saved our lives. My wife and I would be nothing but a pair of skeletons in the foothills of the Torht Mountains were it not for the intervention of Sir Elliot Haden!”

“Are we getting a story?” Lady Meliota clapped her hands in delight.

Warren beamed at the crowd, observing as curiosity began to allay their anger. “It all began when our train slowed for a turn. Isolde and I locked hands, and leapt into the high grass on a moonless night…”
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OUR SAVIOR IN HIS SLIPPERS
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Why, you might ask, would we leap from a perfectly good train?

To understand that, you must first be introduced to the scotopic bray—or gloaming dog, as the locals call them. Scotopic brays are nasty buggers, and ancient. They are the descendants of the wild hounds who lapped up the spilled blood of the Yoked God some five thousand years ago. But don’t worry! This is not a history lesson. No! This is a tale of derring-do, of near disaster, and an oath sworn to the young children of a dying father.

Back to the gloaming dogs. Allow me to paint you a picture. Imagine, if you will, a timber wolf with the jaws of a crocodile. These lanky beasts have purplish manes and large reptilian eyes that pierce the dark as readily as their fangs puncture the hides of their prey. Yes, I said fangs: deadly reservoirs dripping with amber venom. If a victim of the gloaming dog’s bite is a fortunate fellow, they will only suffer and die. If they are unfortunate, they will be transformed into a beast themselves, an agonizing process that typically takes a week. Naturally, the majority of the gloaming dog’s quarry don’t live long enough to test their luck. They are instead flayed to the bone, which the dogs then suck dry—marrow being their primary source of nourishment. But every once in a while, a victim escapes with their life, and the cursed dice are rolled!

Mr. Joseph Fetrow was a track inspector who, while pumping his handcart home after a long day of probing railroad ties for signs of rot, was ambushed by a pack of brays. If he had been on foot, he wouldn’t have stood a chance, but he was blessed with wheels and the convenience of a bridge, which the brays would not cross. This is an important detail to which I shall later return! Mr. Fetrow escaped, but not unscathed. In parting, a gloaming dog nipped him on the calf.

By the time we were beckoned by Mr. Fetrow’s wife, Penelope, Joseph was two days into the throes of a fever that was threatening to boil his brain. Even then, it was not clear which course the venom would take: destructive or transformative. We had no choice but to take precautions: The delirious wretch had to be barred inside a room and the local authorities warned.

The rail company was promoting a very different version of events than the story Penelope told. They claimed that Mr. Fetrow had been bitten by a stray dog on his off time, and that he was now experiencing the effects of rabies. A tragedy, to be sure, but not the fault of his employer, who maintained that Mr. Fetrow had concocted the story of a pack of monstrous dogs (which hadn’t been sighted in the region in nearly sixty years) to bilk the company out of a considerable sum of money, something which the Fetrows did not have much of. What Joseph and Penelope did have in abundance was children—five of them, all of whom were having to listen to their father moan himself to death.

When we arrived with our little bag of tricks and our inflated reputation and looked at those pink-cheeked darlings in their flour-sack pinafores, what could we do but promise to save their dying father?

What we did not say was that if we could not save him from the poison, we might have to save them from the beast he became.

But there was still time, and we wasted none. Isolde had learned of a scotopic bray antivenom during her time at university—a relatively simple concoction with one desperately difficult ingredient. The cure required the gloaming dog’s… and here, I really must apologize to all of you who are blessed with delicate stomachs. Unfortunately, the facts of the story are a matter of record, and since I cannot alter them, I can only attempt to alleviate your suffering with brevity. The only known antivenom is found in a gloaming dog’s saliva as extractable from their hair balls. Henceforth, ladies and gentlemen, I shall refer to these detestable objects as “mimsies.”

Luckily for us, and for Mr. Fetrow, the scotopic bray marks its territory with mimsies with relative frequency. I say “lucky,” though of course, to retrieve a mimsy, one must first trespass upon the monster’s hunting grounds.

And so, I return us to the train and the blustery gangway between passenger cars where I took my wife’s hand and admired for a moment how the wind had turned her hair into a dervish and how the cold had pinched her cheeks full of color and how the adventure before us lit up her eyes. It was with entangled gazes that we leapt into the night.

We tumbled down a hill of winter-toughened grass peppered with stones. This unkind ramp delivered us to the edge of a forest where we spent some moments collecting ourselves and the belongings that had been thrown from our pockets by our somersaulting descent. Now, you might wonder why we would ever approach our quarry so recklessly. I assure you, we are not predisposed to leaping from railcars onto rough terrain that is infested by monster dogs as a means of entertainment. Let me remind you, we were being hunted by a more merciless, trudging, and tireless predator: time itself! Every second we delayed, poor Mr. Fetrow drew nearer to death and his children to a fatherless future.

And we were not so foolish as to come unarmed. While my wife, in her estimable wisdom, thought it prudent to leave our magic carpetbag behind, before sallying forth she had plucked from its depths a single charmed relic with a rather remarkable capacity. The Headspring Comb is a handsome hair pick fashioned from the rib of a beaked blue whale, a creature of unparalleled size and beauty, now sadly extinct. The comb was once used by the king of the Nereid to direct ocean currents, but it also possesses the ability to summon great spouts of water from the dry land. It can rouse torrents that flow in defiance of gravity and vanish without flooding the earth. Simply put, it can conjure up a wall of water. Remember the trestle that saved Mr. Fetrow’s life? My wife believed that was the result of an intolerance shared by certain tainted beasts: The brays appeared unable to cross running water. Since we could not travel with a bridge, we trekked with a river in our pocket.

We began our search for a mimsy among the trunks and roots of beech and maple—all leafless but about to bud. Still, spring felt very distant on that chilly night, and the limbs of the trees we passed seemed to stir in the light of my electric torch and reach after us with witch’s fingers.

Despite the grim atmosphere, we were immediately blessed by a run of good luck. The bare ground, softened by the melted snow, held tracks as well as plaster. It didn’t take us long to locate a trail of bray prints, which are similar to a wolf’s but larger. These, we only had to follow a short distance before we came upon our repulsive objective, thoughtfully laid out for us in a bowl of tree roots. I collected the mimsy, and we took our bearings by a glimpse of the polestar. The village where we’d begun our evening lay four or five miles southeast across a largely wooded landscape, which on the whole presented us with a relatively easy downhill ramble. We believed we could beat the sunrise to the Fetrows’ doorstep, and have a cure concocted for Joseph by lunchtime.

But our optimism was quickly curtailed by a daunting cry. The call of a gloaming dog has been described as falling somewhere between a donkey’s bray and a hyena’s cackle. Though to my ear, the chilling howls that echoed through the cupped hands of the valley seemed more human than animal. It sounded as if we were being serenaded by a choir of madmen who were rapidly closing upon our position.

Now, you might well ask, why did we come armed with a whalebone comb and not, for example, a field gun? My personal distaste for firearms notwithstanding, such cumbersome weapons would’ve provided no defense against gloaming dogs. As you might imagine given their diet, brays are basically animated jerky. The most a slug of lead could do is weigh that devil down a bit. I considered bringing a sword, but the thought of jumping from a train with a blade in hand seemed to present as many hazards as advantages.

Still, as the brays began to streak through the forest around us, staining the moonless shadows a more dreadful black, I did regret having packed so light. One of the hallmarks of maturity is the ability to admit when you are wrong. Tragically, maturity offers little further defense against the consequences of your errors.

We began to run. Either guided by the slope or led by fate, we soon found ourselves in a deepening crag, a hollow that was narrow enough for either wall to be gilded by the light of my torch. Then we saw them, advancing in a wedge over our tracks. The gloom made their exact number difficult to judge, but I counted eight sets of bog-bright eyes striding ever nearer. The gully seemed to funnel their stench directly to our nostrils—an odor so foul as to baffle the other senses. It was a reek that made our ears ring.

Certain that an attack was imminent, Isolde thought to take advantage of the alley we found ourselves caught inside. We halted and turned to face our pursuers despite the flogging of our instinct. Their approach slowed as they reached the limit of my beam, and it was only then that I truly grasped their size. They were as large as plow horses. They no longer barked but crept silently nearer. Their long maws hung open, perhaps to prime their venomous taps, but I must say, it seemed they were grinning at us.

Isolde slashed the Headspring Comb through the air with broad and forceful strokes. The water that sprang from the ground was bright as a sunlit wave. It swelled up and out, damming the gulch with a coursing, frothing oceanic wall. I’ve scarcely ever seen a more beautiful, more glorious, or welcome sight. I looked to my wife. Oh! The relief I saw on her face was more heartening than the dawn!

Which made it all that much more dispiriting when the barrier of water broke about the probing snout of a bray.

Even as we shuffled backward, the beast’s neck and shoulders followed. The gloaming dog parted the saltwater barricade as if it were gossamer.

Upon reflection, the mistake we had made was to assume the brays had been leery of the bridge because of what ran beneath it rather than across it. It was not water that brays were cowed by but locomotives, and tragically, we did not have one of those in our pocket.

For the second time that evening, we ran. Soon, we broke from the narrow crag, and the forest swallowed us again. I turned my eyes to the ground in search of something heavy to swing while Isolde undertook the far more challenging task of assembling a hex on the hoof. Weaving between trunks and ducking branches, she scored the air with her fingernail, tracing a knot of emerald light: a Hex of Fecundity. She assures me it is a rather elementary ward, but even a machine as simple as the lever can sponge up a great deal of force. So did my wife pour all of her energy into a figure she had often used to revive the herbs in my window box and coax a little color from our drought-parched lawn. When she closed the hex on this occasion, even as the brays bore down upon us—panting their obscene breath, and grunting with excitement—Isolde held nothing back.

After a long winter, spring seemed to arrive all at once and in great force. Saplings lanced up from the ground. Brambles and brush shot up and branched out like fireworks, their vines and limbs all snarling together in a great tangle of greenery. The forest closed up behind us, choking in around the unready brays, who resumed their sinister chorus amid the protest of shattering wood.

Even as Nature herself seemed to leap up into the air, Isolde dropped. I dove to catch her before the mud did. Too much of the life that now deterred the gloaming dogs had come from her, leaving her in a state of unconscious exhaustion. I clutched her to my chest, and knowing the prison of sticks and leaves would not hold the beasts for long, I bolted without strategy or thought except for a wild determination to put one foot before the other, and as quickly as I could.

Everything seemed so far away: the dawn, the town, my wife’s recovery.

But all at once, I broke from the trees and saw it: a yellow candle of salvation flickering at the heart of a glade. The lit window of that solitary cottage seemed to promise someone was at home. But would they open the door to a stranger dressed in leaves and spattered in muck and cradling an unconscious woman? As I charged across that open field, my original impression of the homestead began to change. It was larger and stouter and farther away than it had first appeared. What I had taken for a candle on a windowsill, now seemed to have only been starlight glinting upon the glass of a dormer. The lower floor was dark, the windows shuttered. I shouted for help before I reached the front steps, hoping that if a resident didn’t answer that the universe might, and gift me with an unlocked refuge. I looked back and witnessed the moment the brays breached the clearing where they could at last demonstrate the full measure of their terrifying speed.

The young man who opened the door was in his slippers, and the lamp in the room behind him made him seem for a moment to be standing upon a beam of light. Despite the hour and his unbelted housecoat, there was nothing drowsy about his expression or his assessment of the fiends galloping across his lawn. Without a question, without hesitation, he hustled me in and barred the door as if he’d been waiting all night for us to arrive.

“And that youthful gentleman was none other than Sir Elliot Haden!” Warren scanned the faces of the gentry that still hearkened to his narration, and was surprised to find that Sir Haden’s perfect swell of sable hair was not in attendance. War wondered whether it was the unwanted attention or the dull repetition of a familiar story that had driven his friend from the room. He smiled at the thought of how he would tease Elliot for being shy about such a brave occasion the next time he came to dinner.

Warren carried on, even as his thinning audience began to reclaim the air he’d monopolized. “Not only did Sir Haden deliver us from the ravening brays, he saved the life of Joseph as well. The moment the sun was up, and we could be certain the gloaming dogs had slunk back to their den, he piloted us to town in his jaunt, depositing us on the Fetrows’ front stoop. Oh, what a glad reunion! It was a challenge, naturally, to prepare the antivenom using only a teapot for a beaker, but—”

And here, at last, Sir Meliota interjected, having spent the majority of Warren’s lengthy account biting a knuckle and frowning apologetically to those guests who seemed most annoyed. “Mr. Wilby! What a delightful story. It’s truly a privilege to have such a thorough glimpse into your investigative process. And obviously, we’re all delighted you survived.”

“That bit was spoiled by you being here, though, wasn’t it?” Lady Meliota added with a snuffled laugh. “But I suppose that’s the trouble with personal accounts of near-death experiences—the happy ending is obvious from the outset.”

Warren chuckled. “Madam, I’ve had my stories booed before, but I don’t think I’ve ever had an audience wish me dead.”

Sir Meliota laughed with the grating artifice of a cuckoo clock. “No, no! No one is suggesting that, Mr. Wilby. But I am afraid that since there has been a formal protest regarding you and your wife’s petition to join our little gathering, we must again beg you to accept their decision—our decision—to refuse your application.”

Warren’s smile wilted but gradually, as he shared his slow revelation with both his hosts in turn. “Oh. Oh, I see. You want us to leave. I’m so embarrassed. Here you are dropping hints, and we’re supposed to be world-famous investigators, and yet I can’t even see the breadcrumbs, large as loaves, that you have been—”

But Sir Meliota was no longer listening. Instead, his head was swiveling, his gaze darting about. “Mr. Wilby, where is your wife?”

Warren’s lips gathered as if he were about to blow out a candle, and he looked perfectly innocent when he breathed the word, “Who?”
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While Warren was busy entertaining their hosts with a narration of an old adventure, Isolde took the opportunity to slip from the great room and explore the penthouse without the disadvantage of a guide. The staff she encountered were either too busy opening bottles or ferrying trays to pay her much mind, and when a porter’s attention lingered upon her, Iz appeased their suspicion by asking for directions to the lavatory. When she reached the back rooms of the capacious penthouse, she found herself entirely on her own and free to nose around.

What exactly she was searching for was unclear. But she had found Sir Meliota’s prepared and, it seemed, heavily editorialized history of Margit Rault’s career suspicious. He had conveniently glossed over his own aspirations in the art world. Isolde expected there was more to that story. The Meliotas had struck her as perceptibly nervous, though whether that was owed to their natural temperament, the tension of the occasion, or recent nefarious deeds, Isolde could only speculate.

Isolde read the tea leaves of the couple’s domestic clutter. The Meliotas had apparently shunned the decorative minimalism that was in vogue. There was hardly an empty inch of tabletop anywhere for all the vases, ewers, and figurines. Stacks of magazines and newspapers sprouted up wherever there was room for them. In the library, she found the daily crossword tidily folded under the paperweight of a magnifying glass. The puzzle was complete and, based on the telltale slant of its left-handed script, the work of Sir Meliota. When Isolde flipped the puzzle over, she found the answer key, also neatly folded, as published in the next day’s edition. Sir Meliota, it appeared, enjoyed doing the crossword a day late so that the answers were readily at hand. She imagined him getting stuck on some riddling clue, then turning to the key, where he would console himself, even as he looked, that deep down he had known the answer, but only needed to be reminded of it. Sir Meliota seemed the sort who did not like to suffer mysteries and had no qualms about cheating.

And apparently, the Meliotas had a fondness for nude statuary. There were two or three in every room—exclusively women, composed of a variety of materials and of a range of heights, though all nude and waifish. The dimensions of the statues were similarly varied and ranged from desktop statuette to life-sized effigy. The statues lurked in corners and loomed on mantelpieces, though one bronze figure was given a more conspicuous spot atop a plinth in the center of what appeared to be the couple’s private parlor. The piece featured a winged fairy seated on a little trapeze that dangled inside a birdcage. It was a curious work, and even as she delved the room’s unremarkable drawers, her eye returned to it. She circled it slowly. There was something unusual about it—beyond its subject matter. The sculpture seemed to have an aura.

Whoever had been Margit Rault’s mysterious client had requested she produce a work of art that included a hex. Isolde wondered whether the Meliotas liked to dabble in the ensorcelled arts.

Putting the statue between herself and the door to block from ready view what she meant to do next, Isolde drew in the air a Hex of Declaration, a loopy floret that radiated in the presence of magic.

The moment the sigil was complete, its petals began to glimmer through the spectrum. She pressed the prismatic hex forward with the palm of her hand. As the pattern drifted nearer the imprisoned fairy clinging to her swing, the sigil’s aurora brightened.

“What are you doing?”

The unexpected voice made her start. Her focus spoiled, the hex shattered into sparklets. She tried to put on an air of nonchalance as she answered Sir Elliot Haden, who leaned, arms crossed, in the parlor’s doorway.

“I was looking for the lavatory.”

Haden laughed hoarsely. “Oh, you’re full of it.”

She smiled. “Hence the necessity of my quest. Did you forget your cane?”

“I’m trying to get along without it. My physician tells me the more I lean on it, the more I’ll need it. He insisted I get rid of my whole collection.”

“I’m happy to loan you one of mine. I have dozens. Not all of them bite.”

Sir Haden nodded slowly in lieu of a bow. “Thank you for the offer, but I’m sure it’s for the best. And at least you’ll know who to blame if I fall down in the middle of the street and am run over by a tram.”

The lord approached the bar cart beside the cold fireplace. Though he did not exactly mince, he moved with small, careful steps. “Did you ask me to vouch for you so you could rifle through our hosts’ boudoir?” He uncapped one of the crystal decanters and sniffed its contents, which did not appear to please him. “Are you trying to get me kicked out, too?”

Isolde watched the doorway for sign of further company, and was relieved when none materialized. “Would that really ruin your day?”

“You’d be doing me a favor.” He replaced the first decanter and inspected a second.

“Lady Meliota would be heartbroken, I think.”

He rolled his eyes. “I made the mistake of being kind to her once, and she has never let me forget it.”

“Kindness is wasted on the rich. They just assume it’s an extension of their birthright.”

“I hope I’m not included in that valuation.”

“You’ve proven yourself to be an exception—in more ways than one.”

Though bareheaded, he mimed a tip of his cap. “You know, before I was initiated, the Ormolu seemed so mysterious. Turns out, it’s just a lot of socially awkward pillocks pretending to be augurs of the art world. The whole thing is silly. I don’t understand why everything has to be a competition. Some of these old boys would joust in the national museum if they thought they could get away with it.”

Isolde forced herself to wander elsewhere in the room, if for no other reason than to make herself feel less like a burglar caught in the act. “Still, I’m surprised you didn’t stay for War’s story. You come out looking like quite the hero.”

“Obviously, I’m glad I was there for your sake, but I don’t enjoy revisiting that particular chapter in my life.” He frowned at the memory.

Four years earlier when the Wilbies had been chased to the refuge of his mountain home by a pack of devilish dogs, Sir Haden had been grappling with his own mortality. His chronic respiratory malady had become, it seemed, terminal. The family physician had prescribed the mountain atmosphere ostensibly to spare his lungs the polluted city air, but Sir Haden perceived that the cure was less to mitigate his own suffering than to provide his family with relief. He had been sent away so they would not have to hear him cough. The evening the Wilbies threw themselves upon his stoop, he had been awake and writing his will. His eventual recovery would come as a surprise to all—none so much as himself. He returned to Berbiton six months later a new if imperfectly healthy man, and one without relation, as he was determined to shun those who had abandoned him.

As he capped the last of the decanters, his exquisite features brightened with an expression of mischief. “The more interesting question is why are you snooping?”

“Oh, you know me. I don’t need an excuse.”

“No, but you always have one.” He had a naturally flirtatious smile that Isolde could appreciate on an academic level, though his pronounced teeth were overly white, perturbingly straight, and so closely set she could not help but think of the keyboard of a piano. When he smiled, she could almost hear a little trill.

She joined him at the bar cart and, surveying the offerings, inhaled the fumes his investigations had released. “Mint?”

“As far as I can tell, they’re all peppermint schnapps.”

Isolde wondered if one of the Meliotas suffered from halitosis. She wrinkled her nose and changed the subject. “What do you know about Margit Rault?”

“Not as much as Sir Glen, obviously. She strikes me as a tragic figure.”

“Mmm. I assume you’ve heard about Mr. Lucente’s imminent auction of her estate. Are you planning to attend?”

“I hadn’t decided. I always end up spending too much money at auctions.”

“Do you know when it will be?”

“Later this week, I think. Mr. Lucente likes to keep us all in suspense. He sends out invitations twenty-four hours in advance. He thinks the anticipation loosens up our wallets. Usually, it just spoils a lot of brunch plans.”

“Do you have any of Margit’s work in your collection?”

“I do, in fact.” He meandered over to the sofa, where he idly picked up the novel that lay split upon the armrest and scanned the open page. “Now you’ve got me doing it. Is nosiness contagious? God, I hope it’s not addictive!”

“Believe me, it absolutely is. May I see it, your Rault?”

He carefully replaced the book. “Of course! How about this Sunday?”

“Sunday? Why Sun— Oh, no you don’t! I know what you’re trying to do. You’re having one of your symposiums, aren’t you?”

Haden’s head rolled back as he voiced a groan that struck Isolde as partly performative and partly a genuine expression of frustration. “Come on, Iz! You’ve been putting me off forever! It’s not an inquisition, just a friendly salon.”

“I’m busy this Sunday.”

“Doing what?”

“I haven’t decided yet.”

In many regards, Isolde had a deep appreciation for the mission that the relatively youthful noble had made his life’s work. Since the Meridian War, a quarter century past, the national opinion of magic had soured significantly. The prestige that the ensorcelled fields had once bestowed upon its practitioners had been replaced with a contradictory, but wholly negative, impression.

On one hand, magic users were often characterized as provincial, rustic, and out of touch with the modern world. The clichéd vision of a wizard was not a learned potentate hurling bolts of magical fire, but a dunce-capped charlatan bilking country folk out of their last gallet. On the other hand, and quite perversely, magic users were also considered by many to be smug but ineffectual academics. The scholarly tradition behind hexegy and alchemy marked the users as haughty eggheads who contributed nothing to the world outside their conviction that they were superior to the common man.

After years of public sleuthing, the Hexologists had established themselves in the minds of a portion of the public as unlikely folk heroes, but for every fan they could claim, there was a detractor who was convinced Isolde Wilby was an overeducated idiot, a metropolitan yokel.

As a member of the nobility with a background in the mathematical sciences, Sir Haden was a rarity: a person who understood both the value and the potential of technological advancement and also the enduring application of magic in the modern world. He was a bridge who wished to unite the contemporary fascination with industry with the vanishing tradition of magic.

Yet, there was little Isolde hated more than a sham, political dialogue conducted for the enlightenment of an uninterested crowd. Isolde’s impression of Haden’s salons was that the attendees came to see him and to be seen themselves, and that was an exchange that had no need of her.

The fallboard of the lord’s lips parted, and his musical smile returned. “Please come. You can see my Rault. Warren can envy my kitchen. If we’re lucky, maybe he’ll make us both dinner afterward. I promise, the salon portion of our day won’t be too long or too contentious. I will recruit a panel that is deserving of the honor of your wisdom. And you can call them all names, be as rude as you like. Come on, Isolde. What do you say?”

Isolde returned to the bar cart by the mantel. She uncapped a decanter, took a swig, and grimaced. “I’m starting to wish that you’d let the brays eat me.”

Sir Haden laughed. “I’ll take that as a yes.”

Isolde enjoyed Sir Elliot Haden’s company because he, like her, was a curious person—one who was unabashedly fascinated by the breadth and depth of human endeavor. Sir Haden could engage in a satisfying tête-à-tête on a wide range of subjects, from civil engineering to social justice, from theoretical mathematics to the looming obsolescence of magic. Isolde was accustomed to her acquaintances (and even some of her friends) avoiding the topic of her specialization, because they seemed to find the existence of magic both impenetrable and unsettling. Isolde often wondered which her guests feared more: a boring lecture or an errant curse.

But the very subject that caused so many of her associates to shrink back made Sir Haden lean in.

Before getting to know him, Isolde had assumed Sir Haden would be like the other young noblemen she had met: full of himself and interested in very little else. She had been perplexed by Warren’s fondness for the lord, who he bumped into occasionally at the barber. While Warren enjoyed a trim and Haden his daily shave, the two would chat and sometimes reminisce about the awful night of their blessed introduction. But despite the good turn the lord had once paid them, Isolde remained unconvinced by her mate’s reassurances that she and Sir Haden would hit it off. Then Warren at last succeeded in luring the lord to their home for dinner, leaving Isolde with no choice but to confront her prejudgments.

In the days prior to the dinner, Warren agonized over what to serve their honored guest, finally lighting upon a menu of duck breast, minted peas, and mashed parsnips. When Sir Haden arrived on their stoop at the agreed-upon hour, Isolde was surprised by his transformed appearance. When she had first met him eighteen months prior, Haden had been so emaciated and sickly, he looked as if he had lived his twenty-four years twice. Now, he seemed a man in his prime. His back was straight, his complexion clear, his magnificent pompadour of dark hair lustering. Though his voice still bore the scars of his illness and he was slow to mount the stairs, in all other respects, the lord seemed to have recovered from his dreadful malady.

In their living room, Sir Haden inhaled the air and affected a swoon of pleasure. While her husband laughed at the handsome lord’s suggestion that they bottle the atmosphere and sell it as perfume, Isolde stood by with arms knotted and mouth buttoned. Sensing his spouse might need a little help warming to their guest, Warren proposed she give Elliot a tour while he drained the peas and lit the candles. Isolde agreed, but only after first arming herself with a gin fizz. She expected Sir Haden, like many of their less tactful guests, to grimace at their home’s unusual decor.

But if Sir Haden found the profusion of fossils, monstrous artwork, and macabre antiquities displeasing, he hid it well. He only interrupted Isolde’s inventory of guest rooms and alcoves to inquire after the wards and hexes he spied about the lintels and windowsills. He admired these forms for their aesthetic beauty and asked after their practical function, which Isolde happily explained. The wards discouraged mold and mice and anxious dreams. Sir Haden absorbed all of this with interest.

Though generally impervious to charisma, Isolde could not help but be charmed by his complimentary estimation of her sigils, which he said were only lacking a frame and a gallery wall.

Early into their inaugural dinner, Isolde offered the lord an opening to talk about his recent trip to the Belloc Islands, which had been mentioned in the society pages of the Berbiton Times in recent weeks. It was a subject Isolde had been holding in reserve, one which she expected would provide a full quarter of an hour of conversation. She had learned that the gentry reliably delighted in three topics: racehorses, yachts, and trips abroad. The third option struck her as the least odious of the lot.

But Sir Haden gracefully dispatched the question with a few effusive adjectives, which he dovetailed into an apology: “I’m sorry, Ms. Wilby. I’m not very good at small talk. Or rather, I don’t care for it. I think that’s why I started my garden salon. I like the big questions and heady conversations and solving the world’s problems over a glass of wine.” He lifted his goblet of pinot noir. “You should come sometime. I think you might enjoy yourself.”

Overlooking the invitation for the moment, Isolde turned her attention to her parsnips and peas. “Did you have a topic in mind, Sir Haden?”

“Please, call me Elliot.” The already sunny lord brightened further. “I have questions from here to breakfast! I’m just trying to resist the urge to quiz you for your opinions on everything and keep you from enjoying your dinner.”

“A hurricane couldn’t drag me away from this duck. Quiz away.”

“All right.” Sir Haden paused to accept the boat of jus that Mr. Wilby offered. Ladling some of the savory sauce on his dinner, Sir Haden interrupted their discourse to lavish his host with praise for the meal. Then, while Warren was still blushing, the lord embarked upon a new subject: “I’ve been told that magic in general, and hexegy in particular, is a finished science, a complete art. There’s—apparently—nothing new to learn. Which strikes me as sort of incredible.”

“Why is that?” Isolde tilted her head to better see the lord between the tall candlesticks. Warren’s excitement for a guest could be measured by the number of candles he lit. At present, his enthusiasm appeared to fall somewhere between birthday cake and bonfire.

“Well, I studied mathematics at university, and even though it wasn’t that long ago, I already feel completely out of touch. The number of discoveries that have been made since I left school is overwhelming. My old fraternity chums, who carried on in the field, are steadfastly dissecting the universe. And each new discovery only leads to an expansion of their questions. The thing that we seem to be unveiling most reliably is the scope of our ignorance. I can’t help but wonder if our understanding of magic is really so entire. I mean, do you think there is no more to learn?”

“It’s an interesting question. And the short answer is, I don’t know. In theory, there could be new ground to break in the ensorcelled realms, but practically, academically, we seem to have reached either the limit of magic’s versatility or humanity’s capacity to engage it. Though frankly, it doesn’t help that it’s no longer one of our societal priorities. Magic is fiddly and chancy in a way that industrial production and technological innovation are not. Magic is miraculous, and miracles aren’t particularly reliable. And only occasionally lucrative.”

“We have surrendered wonder in pursuit of coin.”

“Yes. But I imagine you understand what is at risk of being lost on a very personal level. You have experience with miracles, don’t you?”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, shouldn’t you be dead?”

Warren’s knife squeaked upon his plate. When Isolde glanced at him, she saw his eyes were round with alarm.

Under the table, Isolde patted her husband’s leg. “We are glad that you’re not, of course. But when we met you in your mountain home, you were terribly ill. I saw what you were writing that night we barged in. A young man with a chronic cough who has retreated to the countryside to draft his will generally means one thing.”

The lord dabbed his mouth with his serviette and answered at a quieter volume. “You’re right. I should be dead. Everyone is astonished that I’m not.” He went on with a rueful lilt to his strengthening voice. “When I returned to the city last year, my old doctors examined me thoroughly—thoroughly—hoping to discover the secret of my survival, which I suspect they would’ve liked to bottle and sell. But it seems to have just been one of those things. One of those miraculous, inexplicable, fantastical things. I went into the woods as a perfect skeptic, a cynic waiting to die. I emerged humbled, grateful, and full of wonder. That’s why I corral people on my lawn to discuss things I don’t understand, but desperately wish to.”

Isolde voiced an appreciative hum, but pressed him just the same. “You really can’t account for it? Not even a guess?”

Sir Haden sipped his wine. “My doctors credit the mountain air. The spring water. The berries I foraged from the forest floor. It all sounds so insufficient, doesn’t it? Perhaps it was just the universe having mercy on me.”

“Certainly doesn’t sound like the universe I know.” Isolde forked a morsel of meat into her mouth and began chewing with mechanical efficiency.

Haden chuckled. “No, it does not.”
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THE DONJON OF DOVE TOWN
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Isolde and Warren experienced the aftermath of a party very differently.

Isolde emerged from social outings suffering the fatigue of a student who’d stayed up late cramming for a difficult exam—except on this occasion there was no test, and Iz had instead stuffed her head full of unusable, irrelevant minutiae about the persons she’d encountered and the rooms she’d occupied. Still, she could no more curtail her observational habit than an ocean could turn off its tides. Though she knew it was absurd and unfair, she couldn’t help but feel put upon by her host and their guests merely because they had passed through the indiscriminate beam of her vigilance. Her preferred method of post-soiree detoxification was to hole herself in her attic laboratory and read, preferably something familiar and mindless. She kept a basket full of old travel magazines for just such occasions.

Warren, meanwhile, usually came home from a party in a humming good mood. Socialization, like sunshine, left him feeling vaguely euphoric, a touch sleepy, and broadly warm. Yet, this initial pleasant glow turned itchy and hot by the middle of the night. His discomfort would usually reach a crisis point sometime after two in the morning, compelling him to troop down to the kitchen to make a snack, though he rarely ate anything so much as his fingernails. What inspired that bad habit was a worse one: He obsessively reviewed every interaction and exchange, scrutinizing what he had said and the responses his words had elicited for any sign of displeasure or offense. If he found evidence that he had insulted, belittled, or elsewise annoyed anyone—lord or porter—he would fixate upon that moment until the minor gaff was inflated to something akin to a diplomatic scandal that portended global war.

His sensitive nature would not permit him to absolve himself of these sins in private. A formal apology was required. As a result, Warren often spent the day after a party sending flowers and assembling gift baskets and composing eloquent expressions of sincere regret. In the past, he had been inspired to apologize for calling a powder room “small,” for failing to guess the obvious clue of “tap dancing” during a game of charades, and for not laughing at a joke, an oversight that he blamed on clogged ears resulting from a recent head cold.

Their evening with the Meliotas, though more of an infiltration than a social occasion, had left Warren feeling unsettled. It wasn’t the deception he minded. After all, politeness was essentially socially sanctioned duplicity. No, what bothered him was that, when they were being shown the door, he had been so preoccupied by the sudden convergence of an agitated Isolde and the scowling Assessor, that when Lady Meliota had, despite everything, thanked them for coming, he had answered her with only a murmured, “Yes.”

The next morning, Isolde found her husband seated at the kitchen table pecking at the typewriter and muttering the word “yes” over and over while a blustery march played on the hyaline at a low volume that did little to temper its frenzy.

Isolde switched on the kettle. In her opinion, modern gadgetry had peaked at the electric kettle. She’d happily live in a world without voxboxes, aerials, and light bulbs, so long as she could keep her ready font of hot water. “Who are we apologizing to this morning?” she asked.

Warren halted his compositional poking. “Lady Meliota. Which do you like better: ‘blockheaded half-wit’ or ‘absolute donkey’?”

“I imagine Sir Meliota will answer to either,” she said, making Warren chuckle. She dropped a tea bag into a mug and leaned upon the kitchen counter. “And I wouldn’t apologize just yet. I don’t think we’re done with the Meliotas. I’d hate for you to have to waste a second stamp.” She answered Warren’s puzzled expression by telling him of the suggestion of magic she had uncovered in the Meliotas’ private parlor. “And my hex didn’t give off the monochrome glow of some primitive fragment or flea market trinket. No, this was the whole rainbow. There was something potent hidden in that room. Unfortunately, I was interrupted before I could ferret it out. I want another crack at it.”

“Usually getting tossed from a party doesn’t bode well for a second invitation.”

Isolde shrugged. “Perhaps we could let ourselves in.”

“Ah, breaking and entering!” Warren yanked the paper from the typewriter and crumpled the sheet into a ball. “I think that might require a longer format. Maybe I should start writing a penitent novel. I could invent a whole new genre: the grovel novel!” He smiled at his wordplay, which elicited a groan from his mate.

Isolde changed the subject. “Who do we know in Dove Town?”

Warren’s bottom lip jutted in thought. “Well, we know Polly.”

“That’s right. Her parlor is part of the Donjon.”

“It’s been a while since I asked her to stab me in the back. What are you thinking?”

“I want to speak to someone Meliota mentioned from Rault’s old crew: Geoff Brast. Even if it turns out that he didn’t provide her with the nep that killed her, he might know who did. Assuming he is the poison peddler Sir Meliota believes him to be.” In Isolde’s experience, members of the upper class sometimes ascribed villainy where only poverty existed. She suspected the Rault’s Rogues’ chief offense had more to do with their pedigree than their conduct. Rault had come from the working class and had failed, according to Sir Meliota, to embrace the gentry when they extended their hand to her. Though easily offended, the moneyed class seemed to resent being snubbed most of all.

“The Donjon is full of some pretty unsavory characters, Iz.” He carefully fed a fresh sheet into the carriage of his typewriter. “Most of them are heavily armed and all of them are cagey, especially where outsiders are concerned. And we’re not exactly equipped to defend ourselves at the moment.”

“Mmm.” Isolde raised one leg and wiggled her bare toes. “I think I may have rolled my ankle.”

Warren’s thick brows leapt with concern. “Oh no! When?”

“Just now.” She smiled even as Warren’s puzzled expression began to resolve into unhappy comprehension. “I’ll just fetch my cane.”

Before Warren could formulate a protest, Isolde had bounded across the kitchen, swung around the balustrade, and leapt onto the stairs.

“We’re not taking that bully with us!” he called after her at last.

The only answer he received was the sound of his wife’s capering footsteps on the floor above and the rumbling boil of her forgotten kettle.

Dove Town was one of Berbiton’s oldest neighborhoods. Posed upon a particularly steep section of the watershed, it had once been home to the city’s professional class who delighted in the grandstand view of the three bridges, the white footpaths shaded by hornbeam trees, and the promise of a modern subway line. But the physicians, barristers, and bank managers had long since fled to higher ground, leaving behind crumbling three-story brownstones, an allée of stumps along root-buckled sidewalks, and a sealed entrance to a subway that had never opened.

Possession of the quarter had tumbled down through the classes until first single residences, then entire blocks were given over to dereliction. A short-lived and dubious renaissance followed when a number of the more august homes were transformed into nightclubs, betting parlors, and brothels—enterprises that ushered in a criminal element. When the owner of the Water Key, who kept an illegal whiskey still in his alley, stoppered the mouth of his backstreet with the burned-out chassis of a jaunt in an effort to fend off police raids, the fate of the neighborhood was quite literally sealed. Soon, the proprietors of the adjacent gin joints, bordellos, and flophouses followed suit. They barricaded their lanes with shipping pallets, crates, beer kegs, and old furniture, transforming Dove Town into a single ad hoc fortress that would come to be known as the Donjon.

Though it seemed a cohesive citadel, the Donjon had many masters—some ascending, some in a state of decline, though all united in the effort to keep their aspirations and exploits from spilling out into the city. The Berbiton Police Department, by and large, tolerated Dove Town’s flagrant vice, believing it better to have the riffraff and felonry contained in the open than dispersed underground. So long as the bosses and madams of the Donjon kept their own in line, the law was satisfied to leave the rats’ nest alone.

The enclosed matrix of alleyways held a black market that was colloquially known as the Racket. It could only be accessed through the back doors of the establishments that served as the Donjon’s battlements, rendering those who dwelled within as de facto gatekeepers to the city’s most notorious purlieu. Accessing the Racket required poor judgment and a willing sponsor. Fortunately, the Wilbies had an excess of the first and a sufficiency of the second, which came, predictably enough, by way of Warren’s wild oats.

Warren had commemorated the start of what he presumed would be a lifelong career as a sailor by commissioning his first tattoo. His vision for the illustration was ambitious, both in its breadth and expense. The undertaking would have to be done piecemeal as wages and shore leave allowed. The tattoo’s subject was predictable enough given his infatuation with the sea. Convinced that he would be borne to greatness upon the ocean’s noble swells and buried among her stately troughs, he had elected to ink a tall ship across the broad canvas of his back.

He’d selected the artist who would permanently embellish his body based upon her proximity to his anchored ship. At the time, her shop was nothing more than a barrelhead, and her only bona fides were a sign that read POLLY RIBBONWOOD’S INK SUITS AND SLEEVES. The writing on her shingle began tidily enough, though the letters crowded toward the end of the board—a fact that might’ve signaled a worrisome lack of foresight to a soberer man. And yet, the rum-flushed Warren had found her lopsided sign charming.

Over the course of the ensuing (and sobering) fifteen years, Warren had continued to return to Polly, even after he fell out of love with the sea and her parlor moved from the head of a wine cask to a sliver of a storefront in the wall of the Donjon. Upon each visit, she would add to the two-masted brigantine she had begun on his back as a nineteen-year-old novice. As she gained experience and honed her talents, Polly would often ask Warren if she could amend her earlier work. Despite the offer of free ink, he wouldn’t hear of it. He didn’t want her to cover up the learning strokes that marked her growth and—he liked to think—symbolized his own. And so, his tattoo included a clumsy, blown-out hull, a sketchy quarterdeck, cartoonish sails, a competent flag, an attractive figurehead, and a nearly photorealistic sea.

At a glance, Polly exuded a sort of country wholesomeness that seemed at odds with her profession. Freckles dusted the bridge of her nose. Her thick red hair was marginally contained by a pair of ribbon-bound pigtails, and she had a small gap between her front teeth that she would whistle through, particularly when undertaking a challenging job. Yet, that was where the impression of provinciality ended. The picture frames that crowded the parlor’s walls, which showcased the breadth of her professional portfolio, encompassed subjects that were lurid, monstrous, salacious, and strange. These pictures rattled along to the music that poured from her hyaline, which was tuned to a station that played a variety of hedonistic jazz called “shindy” that sounded like music for scoring a riot. When the Wilbies found her, Polly was loafing in the barber’s chair that she inked her clients in and indulging in a cigar and a copy of Lap Chap, a magazine that provided its readership with a variety of etchings of the masculine form rendered in clinical detail.

When she saw them, Polly was quick to clear the air and free her hands so that she could better embrace them both.

It was only when she released Isolde, who seemed to withstand her hug rather than savor it, that Polly noticed the cane Iz carried. “How’d you hurt your leg?”

“She didn’t,” Warren answered.

Polly crossed her arms over the front of her sleeveless shirt, which she appeared to have borrowed from a much larger man. Her left arm was densely inked; only freckles embroidered her right. “Why is there a sock on the handle?”

“Cuts down on the screaming,” Isolde said.

Polly tongued the gap in her smile and didn’t pursue the point. She turned her attention to Warren. “So, are we adding the whale or are you still toying with the idea of a mermaid?”

“Neither, I’m afraid. We haven’t come on my account,” Warren said.

Polly opened a drawer in the rolling caddy under her tattoo machine and pulled out a well-loved sketch pad. She scoured the softened pages of the bound book, searching for something specific and apparently elusive. “So, he finally wore you down, did he? If you don’t have ideas, I have a few. Don’t make up your mind until I finish. So, picture a fox with horns—”

Isolde’s voice shook with genuine laughter. “Absolutely not! No poking and prodding for us today. We’ve come in search of intelligence. I wanted to ask you about Geoff Brast. Is the name familiar?”

Obviously disappointed, Polly returned her drawings to their cubby. “You came all this way for Jeffy B.?” She shook her head. “That guy’s a real clarinetist.”

“Are clarinets bad?” Warren asked with a note of concern.

“I mean he’s a walking cliché.” Polly took up and relit her cigarillo. “I love a good musician. I’ve loved a lot of them. I could write a book. Drummers are comedians. Pianists are philosophers. Guitarists are poets and drunks. Ninety percent of horn players are about as deep as a hat, but they could kiss the brass right off a bedpost.” She ashed the cigar into a dish crowded with butt ends. “Now, clarinetists—they are a breed unto themselves. I consider them professional mopes. They’ll be up there onstage playing the happiest little bumblebee melody, and everyone will be dancing, half naked, half in the bag, and meanwhile, that poor bastard will be up there puffing away on his reed looking like he just buried his dog. That’s Jeffy B. for you: professionally miserable.”

“Oh, well, if he’s a performer, maybe we could catch his act,” Warren said.

“He’s long since retired. No, he’s one of those types who thinks the whole art form has betrayed him. Everything since he was popular is noise. And he expects everything after that will just be silence. Like I said, miserable. But I’m sure I’m not telling you anything you don’t know. He was a grump even in his heyday. I assume that’s why you’re here: to get him to sign an old poster or something.” Polly did a fair job of looking innocent, but Isolde’s smirk cut right through her attempt at guile.

Iz tapped the foot of her cane on the floor, a trivial punctuation that still made Warren flinch. “I had more of an interrogation in mind.”

Polly wagged her shoulders as if she were snuggling down under a blanket. “Now, that’s something I’d love to see! But given his current line of work, I don’t think it’s a very good idea.”

“I know he sells nep.”

“If that’s what you think, then no—you don’t know. He doesn’t sell nep; he farms it. He is the nep. At least for the moment. He took over the train sometime last year. No one sits at the front of the train for long. It’s too valuable. There’s a long line behind him full of tough punters, all waiting their turn—” The dented bell over Polly’s shop door clanged with the arrival of a young sailor in a bright blue deployment uniform. Polly barked a few choice obscenities at him, and he retreated as quickly as he’d come. Threading between the Wilbies, Polly went to the door, flipped the OPEN sign around, and turned the lock. “To be fair, all those bullies standing behind Jeffy B. aren’t so much waiting as plotting, scheming, gathering strength. The train is the last stop in Dove Town if you’re ambitious. Once you’re on it, there’s only one direction left to go, and that’s straight down into the ground.”

Despite Polly’s best efforts to dissuade the Wilbies, they were determined to speak to Geoff Brast, and she eventually agreed to help them. The back room of her parlor was as pinched as the front. Warren could stand in one spot in the middle of her little kitchenette and touch the sink, the spiral stair to the bedroom above, and the back door that was barred and bolted. The Wilbies were forced to engage in an evasive minuet as Polly conducted a search of her cabinets. She rattled pots and clattered bottles and finally discovered a buried fruit crate, which she extracted with some difficulty. The box was overstuffed with lace, tulle, and cambric, a generally colorless pile that Polly invited them to rummage through. The first thing Isolde pulled free resembled a mangled loofah, though after a little unfolding, she realized it was in fact a ruff, a decorative frill meant to be worn about the neck.

“Everyone in the Donjon has a box of these. Supposedly came from the old Cobble Street Theater’s prop department, but who knows. If you wear a ruff in the Racket, it marks you as an outsider. Having it on should keep anyone from mugging or murdering you. They’ll assume you’re either police or completely batty, and leave you alone.”

Digging through the collection of scruffy collars, Warren found near the bottom one that had been collapsed like a lady’s fan. Opening the ruff up, he was pleased to see it was large enough to accommodate his neck. With the guide of a small greasy mirror hung beside the battened door, he set about putting the collar on.

Isolde finished buttoning a fat, age-yellowed frill around her throat, which itched her from earlobe to chin. She didn’t bother to look in the mirror. She knew the objective was humiliation, and she didn’t intend to give the locals the pleasure of her embarrassment. Though her grave resolve was quickly broken by a smile when she looked at her husband, mugging before the mirror.

“I think I pull it off rather well,” Warren said, fluffing the edges of his enormous frill.

“It’s a bit itchy,” she said.

“But you look like an itchy queen! Can we keep these?” he asked Polly, who was puzzled by his delight, though she still shrugged her consent.

Polly pulled a cigar tin down from a shelf over the sink. She opened it and knocked out some crumbs. “Even with the ruffs, I still recommend you leave any valuables here. And turn your pockets out, unless you want to be groped.”

As Warren surrendered his wallet and began tugging at his thick wedding band, Polly turned to Isolde and asked, “Who’d you lose?”

“Say again?” Isolde unscrewed her own ring and dropped it in the tin.

“When good people come down here to ask about nep, it’s either because they want to buy some or because they lost someone to it. I can’t imagine you’d ever touch the stuff, so, who’d you lose? Someone close?”

“No, I hardly knew her.”

“Seems a long way to stretch your neck for a stranger.”

“I did too little when I had a chance to do more.” Isolde deposited a few loose coins into the tin, leaving the white flags of her pockets hanging out. “This is me making up for that mistake.”

“Well, word to the wise—Jeffy doesn’t give anything away for free. He didn’t get to where he is by doing any favors.”

“How will we find him? Where is this train he’s perched upon?”

Polly closed the lid on their minor treasures and said, “Just look for the stairs and follow the flies down.”







[image: Chapter 12]

HEAD ON A PLATE
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Isolde had wheedled her way past enough doormen to know that often the most spectacular thing about a private club or high-roller room was the barrier to entry itself. What actually lay beyond the glowing facade, the velvet rope, and the neckless bruisers frequently felt anticlimactic, prosaic, even a touch empty. Naturally, it profited those who had made their way past the gatekeepers not to advertise the enclave’s humble core. Inductees understood that the essential value of an exclusive lounge lay in the envy of those who remained barred from it.

Isolde was prepared to be unimpressed by the infamous Racket. She wouldn’t have been surprised to find a half-hearted cockfight, a knothole peep show, or a boxing match with a wiry ringer and a sodden referee. Almost certainly there would be the usual assortment of leering, uninteresting rowdies, all doing their level best to look like bloodthirsty killers and not just constipated men in dire need of a vegetable. In short, she did not expect to find anything half as remarkable as the Donjon’s mystique.

So, the discovery that the fortified backstreet contained a teeming hub of industry came as something of a shock. Nearly every inch of ground was in use, though in service of a different enterprise. Isolde saw a printing press and counterfeit bills drying on a line, a bank of sewing machines spitting out designer shams, and cheap cigars being refitted with expensive bands. She glimpsed whiskey stills, squinting lapidaries, and rows of forgers stooped over piles of documents, scraping the details from certificates, licenses, wills. But all of this was only glimpsed because the moment the Wilbies were spotted, and their obnoxious collars identified, the air of the alley filled with snapping bedsheets as everything was hastily covered over and all activity ground to a halt.

The way through the shrouded tables and machinery was a narrow maze, affording the Wilbies ample time to absorb the tired glares of those whose labor they had interrupted. Warren led the way, dispensing apologies and smiles, though he quickly discerned his friendly overtures were hopeless and unwanted. He turned his attention to their destination—which wasn’t at all clear at the moment. Then, amid the pointed quiet, he heard the drone of flies. In another summertime alley, buzzing insects would’ve been pervasive and unremarkable, but in the tidy, orderly Racket, they presented an anomaly, one that seemed to be localized upon a single spot.

Rounding a sheathed stall that reeked of cheap perfume, Warren saw that Polly’s reference to stairs had been a tad grandiose. What the black flies circled about was more of a rupture in the cobblestones, and the steps that descended into that void were a treacherous slope of rubble that vanished into a murmuring gloom.

While the gawk of their audience communicated a succinct, if impolite message, the gaze that the Wilbies exchanged was both verbose and eloquent. The lifetime of adventure they had squeezed into a decade of marriage had left them with the ability to conduct whole conversations at a glance. Had they been asked to transcribe the look they shared while toeing that hole in the earth, their dialogue would’ve begun with Warren questioning the wisdom of walking into what was quite clearly a criminal-stuffed cul-de-sac, a concern that Isolde would’ve answered by flattering Warren’s patience and apologizing for her own tenacity, which resembled a moray eel, both in determination and subtlety. The exchange would’ve concluded with an expression of mutual anticipation for how they would celebrate their survival that evening, the details of which would’ve brought a blush to the cheeks of an attuned observer.

With linked hands, the Wilbies descended into the cavity.

Isolde at last found a legitimate use for her cane as she picked her way down the sloping slabs of cemented brick and jutting rebar, though she would not be allowed to keep her prop for long. A white tiled expanse lay at the foot of the landslide. A daisy chain of tacked-up electric bulbs shed enough light for them to discern they stood in the unfinished lobby of a subway station. The rhythmic murmur they had heard aboveground was more distinct here, suggesting rumbling machinery or the thrum of distant traffic.

Before they could begin to explore, they were intercepted by what seemed a well-armed house band. The six gentlemen were all dressed in matching green suits, piped in canary yellow—cheerful vestments that did not match their expressions. While two of their number conducted a thorough frisking, the other four pointed a medley of firearms at Isolde and Warren, whose frilly ruffs had begun to feel more like serving trays. The toughie that searched Isolde was not at all moved by her attempt to argue for the necessity of her cane, answering only, “No clubs,” as he snatched away the black-stemmed walking stick.

Isolde began to explain the nature of their visit, but the guard who appeared to be the band leader wasn’t at all interested. “Lady, you come down here, I assume you got your reasons. And it ain’t me you got to explain them to. It’s the boss. He’ll decide whether you leave here with that fake limp or a real one.”

They were led through the chutes of armless turnstiles, down a set of surprisingly pristine stairs to the train platform, which lay under a partial cave-in. A great mound of earth and stone consumed one end of the boarding area, much of the track, and all other exits.

Geoff Brast sat upon a throne of deformed iron. The snarled grill, crushed tank, and tangled pipes of the wrecked locomotive appeared to have exploded against the immovable post of a well-dressed man. His suit was as dark as melted chocolate, its luster similarly deep. Though his dwindling ashy hair marked him as a man in his fifties, he carried none of the weight that padded the jowls of so many of his peers. Rather, he projected the fastidious emaciation of a professional musician. And like a musician, he seemed to partly disappear behind his current instrument: a polished submachine gun fitted with a drum magazine.

A curious puddle lay at the foot of his throne, neatly filling the space between the rails of the track. It held a whirlpool of luminous fog that churned like a stirred pot. This minor pool of light appeared to be the source of the regular, almost breath-like rumble that suffused the environment. The beauty of the spiraling murk passed unadmired by those who labored around it. The Wilbies had apparently interrupted a convoluted operation, one that included drudges with wheelbarrows, shovels, and cords, and oil-spattered engineers who ministered to large, humming cabinets, and hyaline operators who stooped over panels full of knobs and dials and tuning indicators that glowed like the eyes of a cat, and perhaps most perplexing of all, a pair of deep-sea divers who were in the process of stuffing themselves into their cumbersome suits.

The Wilbies’ presence once again had a stultifying effect. The activity slowed to a stop, as all turned their attention to the ruffed pair being prodded forward at gunpoint.

“Well, isn’t this refreshing?” Isolde said, drawing a deep breath that she quickly regretted. The air was as foul as an open sewer. She grimaced and hacked to clear her throat. Wiping her mouth on the back of her hand, she continued in a more congested voice: “You’d be surprised how many criminal lairs just look like an uptown office. They have nice furniture, chirpy secretaries, potted plants. I suppose that says something about the state of evil in the modern world!” Isolde approached the edge of the platform, where she stood nearly eye level with the scowling boss. “But there are no receptionists or ficus here! No, this looks like a proper den of iniquity, and you like a right prince of delinquency. Well done.”

Brast’s baritone distinguished itself above the dull roar of the shimmering pool when he replied, “Just what the world needed: another critic.” He settled his chatter gun upon his velvety lap, a perch that did little to diminish its menace. “I don’t know who in your life has made you think you’re so wonderful as to go about shedding your opinions like head lice, but they haven’t done you any favors.” He rocked forward upon the ledge of his trainwreck. “And yes, I know who you are, Isolde Wilby. You’re famous and smart and good at riddles. Whoop-de-do.”

Iz turned to her husband. “See? This is why I skip the small talk. Either the other person gets the impression that you actually care, and they start slavering on about their day until you drown, or they nip at your hand to show you what a scary little dog they are. It should be completely acceptable to walk into a bank branch and say, ‘Give me a hundred gallets,’ without all these howdy-dos and looks-like-rains.”

“I think that’s just called a robbery, dear,” Warren said.

“Never mind. Look, Brast, I have a couple of questions about Margit Rault, and then I’ll let you get back to… whatever this is. Five days ago, Ms. Rault—”

“She died. Yes, I know.” The clarinetist’s inflection of those words struck Isolde as strange. She couldn’t tell if he was bored or seething or sad. He seemed to mistake her squinting consideration for surprise. “You’re not the only one with friends in convenient places. I’ve seen the coroner’s report. Cause of death: intentional narcotic overdose. The fact that you’re here tells me you don’t believe that, either. What I can’t guess is why you would care.” Brast lifted his chin ever so slightly, a movement that engaged the guards at the Wilbies’ back. The couple were nudged toward a stack of crates that formed a crude stair down to the tracks.

Isolde stretched her neck to better scratch under the frilly collar as she descended. It felt as if she wore a choker of fleas. “You think she was murdered?”

“Mmm. Let me guess: You saw her obituary in the Berbiton Times and thought, ‘Ah, here’s my chance to get a little attention!’ It’s addictive, isn’t it, the attention? The government loves to tell us how bad nep is for you. Oh, the wooz wrecks your inner ear! Oh, the dizz weakens your bones! There are school programs to warn the children about the perils of nep. But they never say a thing about the hazards of fame. Fame shrinks the soul, Madam Hex. That’s a fact. It hardens the heart, addles the mind, and yet, there is no greater high than being the glimmer in the public eye, is there?”

Isolde tried to stick her hands in her pockets and found them turned out. “If it was attention I wanted, I wouldn’t be skulking around Dove Town, researching a case I’m not being paid to investigate concerning the fate of an out-of-fashion artist who everyone thinks killed herself. I’d be doing parlor tricks onstage at Canorous Hall, or searching for some duchess’s lost cat, or I’d still be on the police force and posing with the mayor on the capitol steps—collecting medals, cutting ribbons, making my mother very proud.” As she spoke, Isolde peered down into the stormy soup of every-colored light, which she took for an alchemical amnion—an enchanted film unique to portals that, in addition to looking pretty, was substantial enough to divide atmospheres. Without this type of amnion, the alchemists’ efforts to freight fuel in from the Entobarrus would’ve piped in the sulfurous air of that hellscape as well. “But I don’t want attention, Mr. Brast. I want answers. Who do you think killed Ms. Rault?”

Brast rose as if in anticipation of performing a solo. His trigger finger stroked the guard of his terrible instrument. Isolde neither cowered nor bristled, but only smiled in the polite way of one anticipating a punch line. Brast said, “Marggie was strangled to death over the course of twenty years by a mob of investors, critics, and fans, all of whom were determined to squeeze something out of her: money, newspaper subscriptions, recognition. Marggie could see right through most people, and because she could, she thought she was just as transparent. She was sure her flaws were all anyone ever saw when they looked at her. And that made her devalue everything. Her work. Her reputation. Her health. Marggie was a glass window in a world full of flying stones. She never stood a chance.”

Isolde hiked her chin to a defiant angle, then scratched her exposed neck in search of relief. “I was told you were Rault’s dealer, but that’s not quite right, is it? You were more of a bouncer. No… an older brother. You made it your job to deflect all those stones that were thrown at her, that beat the life and light out of her. I imagine that was a full-time job. The drugs, the nep you gave her, that was emotional triage, wasn’t it? Just a tourniquet to slow the bleeding.”

The gentleman shuffled down from his terraced throne with a tap dancer’s grace. When he lighted upon the gritty floor, he seemed both shorter and somehow more imposing. Approaching Isolde with the chatter gun dangling as if it were an extra joint of his arm, he said, “You’ve guessed a little, Madam Hex, I’ll give you that. But you assume far too much.” Brast turned his gaze to the guards who stood behind his guests.

Fearing they were about to be expelled or worse, Isolde hastened to make her point: “A few weeks ago, Ms. Rault sent me a letter asking for advice. For help. I didn’t do enough on either count. Then she died—was murdered, I think. I’m here against the advice of the police and the preference of my husband because I feel there’s an outstanding debt. You don’t think it was an accident. I want to know why.”

It seemed at first that Brast raised his hand to postpone the Wilbies’ ejection, but then his attention turned to the shimmering halo, bracketed by iron rails. Its surface had gone still. Even as the roar from that eerie puddle faded, a new drone rushed to replace it. The black flies swarmed down from above, funneling toward the surface of the opalescent pool like a buzzing tornado. The mass of insects pierced the light and was gone.

Someone bellowed, “Tides!” and the platform came alive with activity.

The Wilbies were shouldered back from the glowing pool as a motor sputtered to life. The men in diving suits looked pale and stone-faced as the polished spheres of their helmets were lowered over their heads by attendants who then set about sealing the collars up and opening valves on the air tanks strapped to their backs. Short spades were pressed into the divers’ rubber-clad hands as they were escorted to the pool. There, heavy lines were clipped to their harnesses. A weathered painter’s ladder appeared above the heads of the crowd as it was briefly stood on end before being lowered into the unearthly puddle. Though Isolde recognized the telltale sheen of a portal, she could scarcely guess what lay on the other side.

Geoff Brast was not an idle observer of the commotion. He was quite clearly the director of operations. He queried each station by name—Comms, Lines, and Portage—and the head of each team answered with their readiness. Brast patted the copper hat of one of the divers as the aquanaut gripped the ladder and descended into the portal’s flashing surface.

Once the second diver was down, there followed a long moment of technical chatter as the operators of the various stations announced the perfect normalcy of the proceedings. And yet, underneath those confident recitations of air pressure, rope length, and signal strength, Isolde detected a palpable air of uneasiness.

“What’s down there?” she asked.

“Nothing that concerns you.” Brast reached for and grasped a leatherbound ledger that a black-suited gentleman had been waiting to present him. The kingpin opened and scanned the columns of the record. He addressed his next comment to the bookkeeper. “Let’s implement a two percent price increase until our inventory stabilizes.” Returning the ledger, Brast smirked at a clearly unimpressed Isolde.

“I understand why you would be afraid of me,” she said, and Brast burst into laughter. She did not wait for him to finish. “They laugh at me in the press, too.” She paced back and forth, nimbly stepping over the rails as she continued to fix Brast with her penetrating stare. “They lampoon my likeness and mock my work. They make me out to be guileless and stupid. They do so because they are afraid of me. They should be. I hold them to account. I demand the troublesome truth be told. And despite their best efforts, my reputation persists. When monsters appear, the nation comes to me: civilian, officer, noble, king. They come to me when everyone else is quaking in their boots because they know I have taught the monsters my name, and the beasts are loath to speak it.”

Brast opened his mouth to answer, but Isolde was not done: “Now, let me be plain. This place exists within a gap in public scrutiny. The Donjon is swaddled in incuriosity. But I am scrutiny in the flesh. I am curiosity incarnate. My very presence here draws the eyes of the world to you—the press, the police, the military, the Crown—they look over my shoulder even now. And we both know if I were to vanish here, more than gazes would come. All this posturing is rather transparent. You’re hoping to scare me off. But I do not scare, Mr. Brast.”

“So it would seem.”

Quitting her aimless march, she set her hands upon her hips. “What you want is for me to be gone. But I will not leave until I have my answers. You want to be rid of me? Tell me what I wish to know.”

While the air pumps chuffed and the electrified cabinets hummed, the room’s other occupants held their breath. Brast eyed Isolde, who endured the heat of his glare as a cat suffers a sunbeam.

At last, the kingpin sighed and shrugged. “All right.”

“What’s at the bottom of the ladder?”

“Another world,” Brast answered, the words emerging with the speed of an often repeated speech. He’d had to explain this phenomenon many times before. “The old university brainboxes call that a ‘spontaneous static portal.’ A hole in the universe is what it is. It appeared fifty years ago while the Department of Transport was building this station. Then the military swooped in, sealed everything off, shut everyone up. The army put together an exploratory expedition. At first they thought it might be a gate to that hell where the industrial alchemists harvest their magic coal—”

“The Entobarrus,” Isolde volunteered.

Brast shrugged his indifference. “It turned out to be something else. The government dispatched a team of astronomers to look at the sky on the other side—thought they might be able to sort out where they were. They didn’t recognize anything. Not a single blasted star. So, the brass sent geologists, biologists, all the -gists. They brought back samples of the air, the soil, the sea. They called it Planet Bilge because of how foul it all smelled. Then everyone started getting sick. It took them a while to work out that they were exposing themselves to some sort of radiation. The people who went over for a few hours were all right, but those who made a habit of hanging around over there, they all got cooked from the inside out and died a nasty death.”

“Why would anyone ever want to go back?” Warren asked.

“The government was looking for its usual fix: natural resources, strategic advantage, something new for the arms race. But all they got was a bunch of sick academics. They decided to close the portal. But it turned out to be a stubborn old hole. Not even the navy alchemists could stitch it up. So, they parked that wreck over it and buried the station. They dusted their hands and walked away and thought that would be the end of it. But they underestimated the ingenuity of a junkie.”

“Meaning what?” Isolde asked.

“Several of the soil samples they brought back contained an exotic little mollusk, a clam about the size of your thumb. Inside some of them was a hideous little pearl. Looked a bit like a kidney stone. A relatively unimpressive professor of chemistry named Cedric Merton dissolved one of those sewer pearls in vinegar, and then for reasons no one will ever understand, he drank it. It got him higher than god. Merton had discovered nep.

“He took this revelation to the military, hoping that he might be able to convince them that the alien dope had some strategic application. Perhaps it would transform lackadaisical soldiers into tireless killing machines or make enemy spies spill their secrets at a nudge. All the nep did, in fact, was turn the lab rats and test subjects into smiling lumps. The military didn’t see any point to the project, so they canceled it. And just in time, too, because all the samples of those kidney stone pearls had been used up.

“Merton, the poor bastard, would spend the next two years tunneling his way back down here. Eventually, he managed to return to Planet Bilge. He quickly realized he needed a crew of younger backs to help him clam, but he couldn’t very well use his students. This wasn’t a work study sort of situation. They would be trespassing, breaking the law, so he found people who wouldn’t mind that. Merton was dead inside a month. It’s not really clear whether it was the nep or the radiation or his gang that got him. But it doesn’t really matter. The secret was out. Nep was a harvestable crop. There was a mountain of gold lying under these tracks.”

Warren’s expression reflected his astonishment. “You’re saying that all the nep in the country comes from this one spot, and that the government knows that. Why have they let this go on for so long?”

“It’s an interesting question.” Brast checked his wristwatch, casually evading a slinking cable as it was dragged closer to his foot by the movements of one of the divers. “It’s almost as if we are serving some essential if unspoken function.”

Isolde huffed a dry laugh. “What function? Ruining lives? Killing people?”

“Those are byproducts, but not the product itself. What we produce is a specter that the police department can wage war on, fattening their coffers and eroding the rights of individuals along the way. We produce a leash to restrain the inconvenient class with addiction, broken families, and crime. What we produce are tools of social management. And if we ever stopped, if we ever plugged up that hole and walked away, I promise you they would open it up again inside a week.”

“Who’s ‘they’?” Isolde asked.

“The people in charge.”

“All rather convenient for you, isn’t it? You’re not responsible for all the suffering the nep inspires. You’re just a victim of some distant political machine.”

“Oh, I’m far from a victim. I just mean to say, I may drive this train, but I don’t own the rail.”

Sensing that Isolde was warming to an argument that would not help their cause, Warren changed the subject. “Didn’t you say the radiation over there can kill you? If that’s the case, why would anyone ever volunteer to go?”

Brast inflated his cheeks, displaying a muscular embouchure before exhaling a rather measly sigh. “Money. A lot of it. Those two lads down there right now will make enough today to live on for half a year, which is as often as they’re allowed to return, assuming they want to. Many don’t. Still, the line of able-bodied applicants is long and doesn’t seem to be getting any shorter. On the downside, my most important employees are almost always rank amateurs. Of course, I train them as best I can. I tell them what to look for, what to avoid, but there’s quite a gulf between reading sheet music and walking onto stage, isn’t there?”

“You’ve gone through the portal yourself?” Isolde asked.

“Naturally. Can’t run a business without knowing the ins and outs of your own production. I was down just last week. My fella tells me my hair still stinks.”

Isolde was about to ask how a stench could cut through a copper helmet, but before she could pose the question, everyone began to shout at once.

One of the large spools that had been idly snaking along suddenly began to run. A nearby worker tried to catch the crank, but the handle struck his arm at such speed, the bone was instantly and quite conspicuously broken. Even as he hollered in agony, one of the hyaline operators bolted up from his chair and cried: “Lock down Ozzie’s line! Lock down Ozzie!”

But his warning came too late. The second spool began to churn as briskly as the first. The hemp cord whistled upon the track where it angled down into the portal’s shimmering surface. Despite the concerted efforts of several workers to intervene, no one could slow the flight of the lines, which were rapidly approaching their end. But even as the handle of a shovel was about to be thrown into the spokes of the winch, the runaway spools coasted to a halt. When workers again laid their hands to the wheel, they found the winch readily submitted to their plying. It took them less than a minute to reel in the frayed ends of the broken lifelines.

Brast turned his attention to the communications cabinet, and the pair of operators who were alternately shouting at each other and into their sets.

“Are they still talking? What are they saying?” Brast asked.

Cupping the padded receiver to his ear, one hyaline operator said, “Sidney’s gone silent, but we hear something. Could be breathing—could be the air tank. Oswald is talking, but he isn’t making much sense. He says he can’t move, can’t see. He thinks he may be upside down.” The operator spoke again into a goosenecked receiver. “Ozzie, you’re breathing too hard, man. Slow down. Slow down! You’re going to pass out. Ozzie! Ozzie!” The operator pressed the receiver to his chest. “He’s out, but not gone. I hear him snoring.”

Brast interrogated his porters and machinists in search of volunteers to go after the disabled divers. But everyone had either taken a turn on Planet Bilge too recently, or was too essential to the operation to leave their post unattended. Despite Brast’s boast that the line of willing laborers was long, the queue did not appear to extend to the room.

Isolde watched all of this unfold with a mounting sense of foreboding as she perceived before anyone else where the commotion would inevitably end. Polly had warned them that Jeffy Brast did not give anything away for free. If she wanted answers, she’d have to pay. Amid the furor, she quietly undid the clasp on her ruff and pulled the loathsome collar free.

She was still massaging her liberated neck when Brast turned to her and posed the expected question: “What about the two of you? You could go.”

Isolde had her answer ready. “I want the coroner’s report, and anything else you have about Rault’s death. No more secrets. No more beating around the bush.”

Removing his own frilly millstone, Warren’s robust brows bunched together with displeasure. “I was hoping this ruff would be the most uncomfortable thing I wore today.”

“Has anything like this happened before?” Isolde asked.

“No, but something has changed on the other side. Five days ago, the exit moved.”

“Static portals don’t move. If anything, they just collapse.”

“I don’t know what to tell you. The exit moved, and about five hundred yards. It’s still on the same tidal flat—still on the clam fields, just closer to shore.” Hurrying to seal the deal before the couple could change their mind, Brast stuck out his hand. “Bring back my men, and I’ll tell you everything you want to know about Marggie.”

She peered at his hand resentfully and resignedly as if it were a drain that had recently swallowed a ring. There was nothing for it but to shake hands with the darkness. And yet, she hesitated. “When we came in, someone confiscated my cane.”

“If it’s protection you want, take a pistol. We have plenty. Take two.”

Finally, she gripped his hand, though rather than pump it, she used it as leverage to pull him closer. “I don’t want guns. I want my cane.”
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A LUMP IN THE THROAT
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In her diver’s suit, Isolde resembled a doll who’d had most of its stuffing removed. Everything bagged and sagged and bunched about her hips. The oversized helmet supplied her with a fractured view of her surroundings and a dull pain where it rested on her shoulders. Unbalanced by her diver’s hat and constrained by a low-slung inseam, she was forced to adopt a penguin’s waddling gait. Warren, meanwhile, had to strip to his shorts and curl in his toes to squeeze into the largest available suit, which clung to him like fondant, though it was hard to think of cake while absorbing the fumes of the previous occupant’s lunch, which apparently had included some variety of pickled fish.

Their suits were neither pressurized nor perfectly sealed. Brast assured them that the atmosphere of the alien world, while unpleasant, was more odious than noxious. The well-dressed sewer boss checked the security of the hyaline receiver that bloomed from the side of Isolde’s air tank like a brass-petaled morning glory. “The real danger is the tide. It goes out far but comes in fast. When the horizon starts to look like it’s smoking, you have maybe two minutes to get back up the ladder.”

Isolde regarded Brast through her left porthole, which was fortified with a brass cage on the exterior and marked with someone else’s nose grease on the inside. “How do we know you won’t just pull up the ladder the moment we’re over. Your men may be dead already or beyond rescue. This certainly would be an easy way to rid yourself of a couple of snoops.”

Pressing her sock-headed walking stick into her thickly gloved hand, Brast presented his face to Isolde’s little window, apparently so she could see the earnest arrangement of his age-harrowed features. “Because I’d like you to bring back the collection bags. If supply dips, my days are numbered, and I’m not ready to give up my seat on the train just yet. If you want your answers, don’t forget my clams.”

The alien planet that lay at the foot of the painter’s ladder was a spongy mire of orange sand and flaccid mauve seaweed, which the retreated waters had left lying in heaps and tangled mats. The unclouded moonless sky above was so thick with stars, their light clumped together in amoebic splashes of gold, white, and red—celestial lamps that produced a queasy sort of twilight. The squelching ground beneath the Wilbies’ feet swarmed with midges that the terrestrial flies frantically hunted, seemingly aware that their window of opportunity would be brief. Heeding that urgency, Isolde scanned the exposed seafloor and quickly identified the pair of tracks that led away from the spot where the ladder leaned upon the lip of a hole in the universe.

They trudged after the footprints, untethered by safety ropes, which Isolde had refused, arguing that they had done the other men no good, and would only get in her way. Thirty paces ahead of the Wilbies, the tidal flat broke upon a crag that angled sharply upward. That inky palisade appeared to be composed of the jutting, irregular edges of volcanic rock, a surface that was bearded in uprooted kelp.

One of the missing divers lay near the foot of that grass-swathed cliff face, or at least the top half of him did. A crack in his air tank hissed. Blood and viscera fanned out from his diminished corpse like a comet’s tail: a wide and conspicuous spray that shone in the gloaming light. His death appeared to have been swift, a small mercy that would probably be of little consolation to whatever family he had left behind. Warren scanned the desolate seabed and shaggy cliff for any sign of the entity or phenomenon that might’ve snipped a grown man in half. But the only movement he saw was supplied by the wind and the flies. There was no sign of the second diver.

Passing her cane to her husband, Isolde knelt beside the dead man, who lay facedown with his arms splayed as if to embrace the foreign world that had killed him. With clumsy fingers, she detached the gore-spattered collection bag from his belt. Isolde spoke into the receiver near her chin. “We found one of your divers. He’s dead. Cut in half. Don’t think the clams did that. There’s something else over here. You didn’t say anything about predacious wildlife.”

“There isn’t any—not that we’ve ever seen. Did you recover his collection bag?”

“I did.” Straightening, Isolde uncinched the mouth of the sack and turned it upside down. A few dozen clams thumped and bounced upon the ground. She tucked the empty bag into her belt. “We’ll scout around a bit, but whatever dragged off half of this gentleman seems to have taken all of the other. How much time do we have?”

Brast’s deep voice was bracketed by bursts of brighter static. “We’ve trouble keeping an exact record of the tides, but probably somewhere between eight and twelve minutes. How’s the horizon look?”

Warren turned and squinted at the distant curve of the soggy land, which seemed for the moment clear. Isolde said something that was muddled by its passage through the wireless, but which sounded a bit like an aborted, “Oops.”

War swiveled about to beg her pardon, only to discover he was alone upon the tidal flat.

Isolde had vanished.

A squeal of feedback filled his ears, a high shriek that he at first thought was coming from the hyaline speaker inside his helmet. But then gradually he discerned the noise came from within, arising from a spike in his blood pressure. He panted hard, and his breath collected on the glass before him, fogging over his view. His rising panic had rendered him deaf and blind.

He forced himself to breathe through his nose, and the ringing subsided enough for him to hear his own voice when he asked of the empty air, “Iz, dear, darling, are you there? Can you hear me? Isolde, are you all right?”

Warren flinched when it was Brast who answered, “What’s happened? Have you lost sight of your wife? What’s going on down there?”

Ignoring the question, Warren hailed his wife again. But there was no response—not a murmur, or a moan, or a sigh—only silence. Warren reached up to wipe the fog from his visor, only to find the obstruction was on the inside. He gripped the sides of his helm and pulled. The leather hood that the helmet was fastened to shifted on his shoulders, then his grip failed, and the brass globe fell back into place.

A new emotion displaced the panic that had seized him. Warren was no longer frightened. He was incensed.

With one hand, he snatched a fistful of the opposite sleeve of his canvas suit and pulled with such violent, sudden force, the stitching at the shoulder broke and writhed like rain-startled worms. Ripping the sleeve from his arm, he applied his bare hand to the removal of the other sleeve. When his arms were free, he set the heels of his palms under the hard collar of the helmet and lifted. He strained with every ounce of his strength. Dimly, he marked the rising shouts of concern that crowded the amplifier in his helmet, clashing with the ringing in his ears, and the guttural cry that rumbled in his throat as he wrenched the befogged helmet from his head.

The whistling wind of the alien world overrode the chatter of the hyaline, which seemed distant and unimportant. The helmet bit into the wet sand with a muted thump.

His split-open diver’s suit caught upon the tops of his thick calves. Standing in his cotton trunks, a red-faced Warren scoured the landscape for any sign of his wife.

Planet Bilge was a chilly place, and the cold wind was further sharpened by the addition of sand, which scoured his back. The stench in his helmet that he had mistaken for another man’s lunch was in fact an ambient reek of the jobsite. The marine funk was strong enough to hide the poor quality of the air, though he felt its abrasions in his throat. Even as he hopped and kicked his way free of the remnants of the diver’s suit, he saw Isolde’s cane, which he had dropped amid his frenzy. It had landed in the wet sand, handle-side down. With cooling toes, he pulled it free and, in the doing, removed the handle’s sock of a shroud.

The cane’s gold handle was fashioned to resemble the head of a caiman, an unsettling visage that was made only more disquieting when the reptile opened its toothy jaws and barked a plume of blue flame at Warren’s head.

Ducking just in time, War angled the mouth of the handle upward and away. The fire burned toward the night sky, an expanding geyser of heat and light, whose guttering roar Warren attempted to shout over. But the gilded crocodile blasted on as if he meant to challenge the stars above with the clearing of his throat.

From Isolde’s perspective, it seemed as if someone had thrown a rubber sack over her head and hiked her violently into the air. Or perhaps she had gone in the other direction, and been pulled underground.

Whichever it was, the disorienting velocity was short-lived and ended with a constricting squelch that pinned her arms to her sides and locked her knees together. She had the unmistakable impression of being swallowed: a muscular undulation that massaged her into a helpless bolus. The hyaline went silent almost in the same instant, resulting (she could only assume) from the shearing off of the broadcasting dish from its mount on her shoulder. The only light came from the fuse inside the hyaline speaker at her chin, which had been invisible before but now, in the perfect dark, lit up the crystal dial, confronting her with her own reflection, contorted by shock and the warp of the greasy pane. She could scarcely reconcile that gaping blob with her concept of herself, and for a fleeting moment, she wondered if she had been transformed by the alien world into a new life-form, some sort of doe-eyed bivalve. The thought struck her as funny. She began to laugh. But then the medium that held her shuddered, and her fit of hilarity ended as abruptly as it had begun.

She was in trouble and on her own. This was not the likable solitude of her attic laboratory, where she played the recluse while Warren pottered in the kitchen below, but rather the absolute and inviolable seclusion of a nightmare. She was unreachable, desolate, alone.

To stave off the onset of panic, she began to talk to herself in a hurried whisper: “Oh, you’re all right. No need to be dramatic. Save that for the newshounds. This is ho-hum. This is our bread and butter. Just another problem, another riddle. Think it through. Apparently, we’ve been eaten. Perhaps by something living underground. An ambush predator. An opportunist. Yes, that’ll be the case if we’re lucky. If not, it’s a sinkhole. We’re thirty feet under the seafloor and the tide’s coming in. But no, no! Quicksand doesn’t bite people in half. So, I’ve been eaten. Wouldn’t be the first time. I wonder if it got War, too. Oh, but he’s a bigger mouthful, isn’t he? And he has Abernathy with him. Whatever gobbled us up, it’s about to have a terrible case of heartburn.”

Abernathy was a jinn, a spectral entity whose lineage could be traced back to the Yoked God, from which all magic and ensorcelled creatures had sprung some five thousand years prior. The first jinn had seeped from the god’s monstrous eye as a milky tear—a rather tender image that belied an insatiable appetite for violence and a generally pitiless disposition.

Jinni were spirits who, like hermit crabs, could not survive for long out in the open. They were compelled to seek refuge inside of physical objects, the composition of which was dependent upon the jinn’s particular taxonomy. Abernathy was a metal jinn, specifically gold, which he could inhabit, enliven, and operate like a puppeteer.

Which was how Abernathy came to terrorize a mountain hamlet.

The remote village of Illahun had been a destination for pilgrims seeking the Shrine of Uzid. There, the goddess of fertility was represented by a golden statue, some five foot in height, cast to resemble a pregnant woman with swollen breasts and a beatific smile. Visitors in search of blessing for the expansion of their own families peregrinated to the shrine to light one of the candles on the idol’s crown and occasionally deposit a trinket upon her altar.

One such offering was an unremarkable golden locket that contained a remarkable stowaway. Abernathy leapt from the locket into the idol, whose sudden animation seemed briefly a miracle, but soon a terrible scourge.

Abernathy conducted the pregnant statue about the village, putting his fist or heel through anyone who defied him. The twinkling candelabra that had once been the idol’s crown of blessing became a fiery diadem—a hateful, inexhaustible torch that was responsible for several house fires and the immolation of Illahun’s mayor.

Holding the children of the village captive, Abernathy had charged the able-bodied adults with gathering gold by any means necessary. His goal was to construct a larger (and more daunting) suit of armor, which he then intended to pilot to a larger village where he would repeat the gambit until he eventually ensconced himself in a mountainous gilded war machine that would hold sway over the nation of Luthland if not the world.

Unfortunately for Abernathy, the Wilbies had intervened after learning that a previously lawful village had, overnight, turned into an enclave of desperate highwaymen. Identifying the supernatural cause of that conversion, Isolde had used a Hex of Dilation, in concert with several carefully arranged mirrors, to make the head of one of her father’s canes appear enticingly large. Convinced he was taking possession of a terrifying caiman, Abernathy had leapt into a chintzy handle. There, the jinn was quickly and ignominiously subdued with one of Warren’s socks that secreted a hand-stitched Hex of Somnolence.

The jinn was put to sleep, a state that had continued for years, though Isolde never trusted the hex enough to stow the maleficent spirit among her father’s precious (and frequently inflammable) treasures. From his corner of their winter wardrobe, the worst Abernathy could do was to set their house ablaze, a possibility Isolde found preferable to his transforming the portalmanteau into an ash pail. Warren’s own preference had always been to tie the cane to a stone and drop them both into the sea, a desire that was occasionally reinvigorated by Abernathy’s habit of talking—or rather, roaring—in his sleep.

Still, the ensnared jinn presented an effective and inconspicuous weapon. Not wishing to march into a mobster’s lair unarmed, Isolde had hoped to smuggle in hell on a stick. And it had worked. Or nearly.

Isolde again struggled against the choking grip of the throat she seemed to be lodged inside. “If I could just get my arm up—” Her prison convulsed, squeezing her hand up and out of its pinned glove. The movement made her realize that she did not need to raise her suited arm, which was quite stuck. She had been trying to advance when she needed to withdraw. Perhaps she could slip her arms from their sleeves.

As the suffocating craw again rumbled and shifted, Isolde wriggled her arm, rolled her shoulder, and ducked down into the more roomy middle of the cumbersome suit, pulling both arms along with her. Poking her head back up into the sizable helmet, she found she had just enough room in the collar to snake one hand up and still leave room for her neck, though doing so resulted in an awkward pose that looked a bit as if she were waving from her chin. “Of course, I’m just assuming alien life is susceptible to human hexes, which seems quite a leap. I suppose we’ll find out.” Isolde refreshed the coating of fog on the faceplate with her breath. Then, with the tip of one crooked and cramping finger, began to draw a figure upon the glass.
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A BLUFF CALLED FORTH
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The golden crocodile swallowed its firestorm only to undertake a new assault, one of pompous self-adulation, a script that it recited in a high buzzy voice that called to mind a poorly played kazoo. “Worship me! Tremble at my talents! Boggle at my might! The Glory, the Fury! God of the Fires at the Heart of the Earth! Bow! Scrape! Fawn at my feet that you may be spared—”

“Oh, shut up, Abernathy,” Warren snapped.

The cane handle gasped and swayed with the shock of recollection. “It’s you! Apostate! Liar! Forked-tongue dissembler! You said I was a god! You called me lord!” Abernathy punctuated his accusations with exclamation points of flame, one of which came close enough to War’s head to singe a sideburn. The stench of burnt hair briefly overpowered the tidal reek.

Warren swatted the stick to and fro in self-defense. “Stop that! I lied. Of course I lied! You were holding a town hostage. You’d gone completely mad!” Dipping at the waist, Warren snatched at the cuff of the imprisoning sock, half-buried in the sand. Another gout of fire warmed his back as he tugged the stocking free.

When the jinn raged back, its jaws clacked like castanets. “They weren’t hostages! They were my willing flock.”

Warren was surprised by how ably the jinn could exert his will over the stem of the cane, and how apparently insensible Abernathy was to the fact that he was wrestling on the tidal flat of a foreign world with a man in his skivvies. War shouted back at the nipping crocodile, “Look around you, man! There’s no flock here. There’s nothing! No one!”

The cane stopped wagging at last. The jinn’s voice lost its mania, if not its drone, when he whispered, “Where are we?”

“Another world. Look!” Warren dragged the cane around to face the eviscerated diver. “Something cut that poor devil in half. My wife has vanished, and you’re going to help me figure out—”

Abernathy’s vicious laughter sounded like the cawing of a crow. “I wouldn’t help you if you were the last—”

The pale, fleshy tentacles that erupted from the cliff face careened toward them in a vying tangle, one limb humping over the next, each as big around as a stump and fluid as an eel, and all webbed with horrid purple veins. It seemed as if Warren and the unhappy jinn were being assailed by the guts of a mountain, the flying entrails of a god.

And Warren mused, perhaps they were.

During his years at sea, he had been exposed to all manner of aquatic oddity, including a variety of starfish that ate by everting its stomach and enveloping its prey. Maybe a clan of overgrown sea-somethings were housed in the embankment. Maybe those somethings were similarly proficient at ejecting their innards—though, Warren was soon forced to admit, stomachs did not usually come equipped with jaws.

The hooked beaks that capped the coursing, crashing, fast-approaching worms looked entirely capable of shoveling up large quantities of sand, or bisecting a man, or swallowing an unsuspecting spouse.

The jinn didn’t require any prompting. The vision of a snapping mass of monstrous intestines was sufficiently goading. Abernathy spat a jet of sapphiric fire at the onslaught even as it crested before them. In his terrified awe, Warren staggered half a step, and his bare heel slipped into a divot in the sand. He fell backward, and the streak of the jinn’s torch rose out of the path of the tendrils, effectively withdrawing their last defense.

To Warren’s surprise, rather than continue their original trajectory, which almost certainly would’ve ended in his digestion, the worms changed course, veering after the blaze even as it began to gutter. The alien flails nipped and struck at the flames, seemingly undeterred by the heat. If anything, the warmth appeared only to excite them. Perhaps that was how they hunted. Perhaps that was why they had emerged en masse: Abernathy’s fireworks had triggered a feeding frenzy—or the promise of one. Warren suspected that when those beasties perceived this fact, he and the jinn would be back on the menu.

But for the moment, the writhing drove seemed perplexed. They had come on with such purpose, unspooling inexhaustible lengths of bowel in pursuit of the jinn’s candle, which had now sputtered out entirely as Abernathy reached the limit of his own reserve. Now the baffled worms swayed and swerved aimlessly about, hunting for the warmth that had abruptly vanished.

The jinn wheezed, “Why are there so many? Why are they not afraid of me? Why have you brought me to this awful place?”

“Be quiet,” Warren hissed.

“Why? Do you think these monsters have ears?”

“Maybe not, but I do, and I can’t think with you grumbling away.” Warren leapt to one side as a roving tendril swung near. For the moment, these beasts, whatever they were, seemed unaware of him, maybe because he was shivering in his underwear or maybe because the lukewarm morsel he presented wasn’t as enticing as the fiery something that had recently passed through. Either way, he suspected their distraction would not last forever.

Taking advantage of what time he had, Warren crouched down and advanced upon the rocky nest of whatever had swallowed his wife.

“You’re going the wrong way!” Abernathy moaned like a bassoon.

“Stay here, then.” Warren jabbed the foot of the cane into the sand and continued the last five paces to the ragged wall on his own. Tilting his head back, he regarded the swarm’s multifarious foot, which from that angle resembled a writhing forest. The worms emerged from round pores in the stone, which shadow and seaweed had previously hidden. Rising onto tiptoe, Warren peered into one of the apparently empty holes.

At his back, Abernathy buzzed, “You idiot! You’re going to get your head bitten off. Come back! I need your legs. Someone stole mine!”

Squinting into the gloom, Warren saw at once he would not fit. Perhaps the other burrows were larger or there was another way in. If the tunnels were intertwined like the passages of an anthill, there might be a main entrance. He retreated to where he’d pinned the jinn to the beach and again turned his gaze upward. Muck and wet grass marked the regular tide line some fifteen feet off the ground, but the cliff continued on for another thirty or forty feet. Much of that expanse was covered in dry kelp. Stranded there by wind or storm, the matted seaweed rendered much of the precipice inscrutable. For all Warren knew, that reeking screen might be hiding the ambit of an emerald mine, or a train tunnel, or a fully furnished grotto. If only he could pull that curtain down!

War plucked Abernathy from the ground. “We need a diversion, and I need to peek behind that grass. Do you have enough fire left in your belly to reach past the wet stuff?”

The crocodile’s bulbous eyes contracted in fear. “But I’m so tired.”

“Tired! You’ve been asleep for years, man. Here, I thought you were the Glory, the Fury! Turns out you’re just a whiny old milksop!”

“We could make a run for it. There’s a ladder over there. That looks promising. Why don’t we take a look?”

Warren held the caiman so close, their noses nearly touched. Another man might’ve thought twice about putting his head so squarely in the line of fire, though for the moment, it was Warren’s eyes that seemed to hold the more dangerous flame. “You can either help me try to save my wife and your own neck in the bargain, or I can struggle alone, and we can die together. It doesn’t seem like much of a choice to me, but take your time.” Warren faced the cane toward the heads of the snaking multitude, which even then seemed to be reconsidering their fruitless search. One by one, they curled around to regard the only warm body left on the strand.

Abernathy’s droned answer seemed to fall somewhere between resolve and defeat. “Hold me as high as you can.”

Pinching the brass tip of the cane, Warren hiked the jinn up as far as he could. The rasp of Abernathy’s inhalation sounded like a cracked window on a speeding train: a whistling rush that peaked at a surprising volume.

The moment the blue flames spurted up the rock face, the slothful interest of the visceral worms turned urgent, violent, swift. Their ropey bodies tangled as they streaked back to their hive and the plume of blue fire that turned orange as the matted kelp went up like char cloth. The serpentine organs shot upward to chase the spreading inferno.

For a second, Warren thought that his plan might work, and the grass would clear, the worms would be diverted, and a path to his wife would appear.

Then the ground beneath him shook, and all the tendrils overhead began to spasm while the fire spread higher. As the bluff was transformed into a fire grate, the beach beneath him turned to soup.

A monstrous knee bulged through the sand, exposing a black multi-jointed leg shielded in chitinous plates. A second titanic crablike leg followed the first, turning the ground around Warren into a sucking mire. He had to escape in a three-pointed scramble, aided by the spiking of his cane. He shoved Abernathy’s tip again and again into the shifting sand, but even as he clambered away from the muddy shadow of those erupting legs, a dozen more mammoth pylons began to rise from the ground, carrying along with them the long shell of a creature Warren had recently mistaken for the verge of a continent.

The mountainous crustacean appeared to be trying to escape the fire that now consumed its crest, producing a climbing, curling tail of embers that seemed to harmonize with the bands of stars above. The titan’s emergence was more earthshaking than swift. As it hauled itself up from the ground, a spot it seemed to have occupied for decades, Warren stumbled farther out to sea, not to abandon his wife, but to get his footing and regroup.

In War’s opinion, he had the blighter on the ropes. After all, he’d driven it from its bed. Next, he’d crack that hoary lobster open with his bare hands. He’d stick a jinn up its jacksie, and make the b—

A wide section of the worm-ridden bank suddenly shrank inward and stiffened, splaying like the reeds of a bagpipe. Before Warren could begin to consider a defense, he observed a lump traveling swiftly down the length of one esophagus. The blockage burst from a cocked-open beak, and the spat-out missile of his wife flew onto the beach.

Isolde tumbled over the pocked shore, her arms flying widely, bonelessly. Warren rushed to her side anticipating broken limbs or worse, but found that her hands were merely pinned up by her face, which was plastered with a woozy, disbelieving smile. He stuck Abernathy’s foot in the sand, and set to unscrewing the bolts that secured the helmet to her suit. Even as he worked, another projectile was vomited onto the sand with a trumpeting squelch. The second diver cartwheeled across the tidal floor as inelegantly as Isolde had and came to rest in an unmoving heap—unconscious or dead, but whole, at least.

The second Warren had her diver’s hat off, Isolde blurted, “It worked!”

Confused, Warren answered, “The fire?”

“My Hex of Disgorging. I wasn’t sure it w—” She looked over her husband’s shoulder at the rising knees of a walking ridge, which sawed against the starry firmament. She reconsidered the urgency of her point. “I’ll tell you later.”

As Warren helped her to her feet, Abernathy squinted at the distance. “Is that fog?”

The Wilbies looked out over the marshy flats, toward the horizon. An agitated spume had replaced the fine line between the alien heavens and the unearthly land. The tide was coming in, and the mountainous crab appeared to be hoping to greet it, putting the Wilbies in the middle of a terrible squeeze.

While Isolde kicked her way free of her cumbersome and crumpled suit, Warren snatched up Abernathy and ran to retrieve the recently expectorated diver. Throwing the youthful reaper over his shoulder, Warren raced toward the ladder even as Isolde converged upon the same goal. By the time they reached their exit, the sound of the returning sea was thunderous, a terrifying herald that carried with it a banner of freezing mist.

Even still, Warren dallied at the foot of the ladder, presenting his hip and the waistband of his shorts to his wife. A black sock hung there like a misaligned and deflated tail. She pulled Abernathy’s shroud free.

“You’re not putting that back on me,” the jinn said.

“Fine. Then stay here,” Isolde said.

“I’ll burn you both to ash if you try it!”

“All right. Go ahead. I’m curious to see whether you can breathe fire in the rain. It’ll be an interesting experiment. Something to ponder while you spend the rest of eternity rolling in and out with the tide.”

The incoming sea was now a mounting shelf of black water, racing under a cap of gray foam. At their back, the titan plowed nearer, cutting a wake through the soft ground.

The jinn hissed and frothed like a broken pipe before at last spitting out: “All right! Give me the sock! Give me the sock!”

Geoff Brast was annoyed to discover that the members of his rescue party had stripped off and abandoned their diving suits, which were neither cheap nor easily acquired. The fact that one of his men had been cut in half excused him of the obligation, but the Wilbies seemed to have merely tired of the protection that his suits afforded them. Brast’s unhappiness only grew when Isolde revealed she had left behind the fallen man’s collection sack—and the small fortune it contained—though Isolde decided not to mention she had already shaken the treasure out on the ground.

The mobster’s ire might’ve progressed to violence had he not been interrupted by the abrupt revival of the second diver, who announced his return to consciousness with an animal shriek. The effort to calm Ozzie was hampered by his grasping and pawing at all who approached. With bloodshot eyes and foam-rimmed mouth, the young man babbled about monstrous snakes, an ambush, a terrible darkness.

Gentle hands ushered the traumatized laborer away, though even as his voice retreated, the eyes of the room lingered upon the locomotive. The mobster’s throne had been winched forward on the tracks to cap the portal the moment the Wilbies had returned with their survivor. This habitual precaution felt hardly sufficient. Isolde watched Geoff Brast amid that moment of somber reflection, and saw in his furrowed brow a new calculation, one that weighed how much more he would have to pay his pool of men to go fetch his clams knowing that the worksite wasn’t only radioactive, but also populated by monsters. She had perceived in his complaints about their lost suits and parcel the laying of the groundwork for him to renege on his end of the deal—or worse.

Warren, knowing that they were not out of the woods yet, was dressing himself with watchful deliberation. He was buttoning his shirt at a glacial pace and still standing with his bare knees out. He did not wish to be caught with one leg tangled in his trousers if a brawl was in the cards.

Isolde smiled to reassure him he was safe to pull on his socks as she turned to address the don of the Donjon in a surprisingly chipper tone. “The good news is, we seem to have convinced the beast to relocate. You should be able to resume your harvest soon enough, though I would recommend telling your men not to turn their backs on any bluffs that wander near.”

Brast shifted his scowl from the train, whose remaining plumbing rumbled with the crash of the risen sea, to Isolde. “You drove it off? How?”

Isolde wiggled her fingers. “Magic.”

“Could you do so again if necessary?”

“Oh, I’m sure we could. The Hexologists supply all kinds of services to our clients. But we do prefer for our repeat customers to pay down their outstanding balances first.”

Brast shifted his manicured hands into the pockets of his suit coat—affecting a rather unconvincing detachment. “I promised I’d tell you about Marggie. I’m a man of my word.”

“All you need is a little incentive!” Isolde smiled pertly and leaned upon her hooded cane. “Now, tell me, what makes you think Ms. Rault’s death wasn’t accidental? Surely, an addict overdosing after a relapse is more likely than some deadly conspiracy.”

Brast did not answer immediately, but instead climbed up from the tracks onto the platform and began to walk, hands in pockets, through the purring cabinets and sighing operators, some of whom sat kneading their faces in exhaustion. When his security attempted to follow, Brast waved them off. He waited for the Wilbies at the foot of the stairs they had originally come by, where Isolde joined him ahead of her husband, who was attempting to put on a shoe while hopping forward on one foot. Brast said, “It’s precisely because she was a user that I’m sure she was murdered.”

He mounted the stairs as he went on, “First of all, I believed in her recovery. Marggie cleaned herself up more than a decade ago. She gave up the scene, her friends—traded it all for temperance. She never stopped working, but her sober art was different. The critics panned it. They called it unoriginal, uninspired, dull. I remember reading that scathing review of her first clean show in the Times. I half expected her to knock on my door that night. But she didn’t. That’s when I knew she might make it.”

“I’m having a hard time reconciling what you do for a living with your seemingly sincere sympathy for Ms. Rault.”

Brast shrugged again, as he had many times since her arrival. At first, Isolde had taken it for coyness, but now it seemed more like acceptance. He was a man who’d made peace with his hypocrisy. “Do you know why nep is so popular with musicians and actors and artists? Because it makes you feel like a genius, it fills you with absolutely unshakable certitude. In a business full of exposure and judgments and gleeful ridicule, there really is nothing more appealing than a little vial of self-confidence.

“The last time I saw Marggie—long, long ago—I told her I was proud of her for taking care of herself. She told me that wasn’t why she had gotten clean. It was because she couldn’t see past the nep anymore, couldn’t see the world. She could only see the haze, the high. She said it was like living with a fishbowl on her head. ‘I wasn’t painting the world anymore,’ she said. ‘I was just painting my bowl.’ And all these years, she never came back for another dose. Not once.”

Isolde said, “It’s a touching story,” even though she didn’t quite believe that. Still, she knew better than to bait a man on the brink of confession. It wasn’t tact, merely her prioritizing her curiosity over her dislike of self-approving criminals. They surmounted the top stair and shuffled onto the sandy tile of the abandoned station toward the shaft of sunlight that haloed a rubble slope. When Isolde thought she had let the moment breathe enough, she added, “But of course, you’re not the only pusher in town. If Ms. Rault relapsed, she might’ve preferred to get her dose from someone who hadn’t expressed pride in her recovery.”

“True. But she would never have put it in her tea.”

“What do you mean?”

“Nep comes in a few forms, powder and liquid suspensions being the most common. A dose can be inhaled, drank, injected… Marggie always used a dropper. She took her wooz by her eyes. I suppose it goes without saying that users are creatures of habit, but that aside, Marggie still never would’ve taken her nep orally because it irritated her throat, made her choke. I can’t imagine, if she did wish to kill herself, that she would want to go out gagging. No, someone slipped her a fatal dose. I’m sure of it.” As if to underscore his certainty, Brast extracted from his jacket pocket a folded-over manila envelope, which he presented to Isolde. “As promised: the coroner’s report.”

Isolde scowled even as she accepted her reward. “Rault had been out of the limelight for years. Who would’ve wanted to kill her?”

“In my line of work it doesn’t pay to speculate about another man’s business. But, I’d hazard to guess that collectors of her work are rather pleased with the turn of events. Nothing mints genius quite like the grave. And if you want to know what Margit was thinking, you could just consult her secretary.”

“She had an assistant?”

“No, that’s what she called the little book she carried around with her. She had a terrible memory while on the nep, so she took to writing notes. Her secretary was part diary, part sketchbook, part ledger. She was fiercely protective of it.”

Isolde tapped the tip of her cane on the tile, making a sound that rippled through the unfinished station. “So, I’m looking for a paper secretary or an impatient investor… or perhaps a treacherous friend. I mean, I can only assume Ms. Rault gave some of her work away to her nearest and dearest.” Iz smiled, ostensibly to soften the insinuation that the mobster had murdered the artist, though the expression in combination with her tussled hair and mud-spattered clothes made her look a tad demented.

“Oh, I see. So, maybe I did it to plump up the value of all those birthday cards she sent me over the years. Maybe!” Brast flagged a hand up toward the sunlight as if he were shooing a fly out an open window. “Well, you’re the investigator extraordinaire, Ms. Wilby. Go on. Be extraordinary! Muddy my name. Launder your conscience. Find the cad that killed my friend.”
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THE TROUBLE WITH EASE
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After clamming on the reeking shores of Planet Bilge and being turned down by every cabbie who sniffed them on their walk home, the Wilbies had no choice but to prioritize their deodorization.

Isolde, who did not feel she could sit still for a bath, made for the kitchen, where she split lemons on the butcher’s block. Naked at the sink, she scrubbed her neck, arms, ribs, and rump with the halved fruit until her skin felt as tight as a drum and every nick and unhappy follicle had been identified by a twang of pain. She washed her hair with baking soda and more citrus, sniffed the result, then repeated the process. The second round seemed to do the trick, but then she found she could barely get her fingers through the scoured thicket of her locks. She wrapped her head in a tea towel and climbed the narrow helix of the servants’ stairs.

Isolde found her husband in the tub, buried under steaming hills of bubbles. While she forked jojoba oil into her tangles, Warren hummed and played peekaboo with his toes, a game that soon expanded to include a new player when his eye wandered to his wife, whose vigorous combing of her curls enlivened other curves. Observing the wayfarer that appeared among the slopes of suds, Isolde joined him in the bath, crowding an already overfull basin. Water slapped the tiles as they kissed. Whispering their amazement and laughing with relief, they swamped the floor with an unhurried celebration of their survival.

Later, as they dried in bed, Warren mused, “He might be lying, you know. If Brast did give Ms. Rault her last dose, he’d have good reason to be dishonest about it, if only to lessen his shame. That stuff about her never taking nep in her tea—it could be a smoke screen.”

“Perhaps.” Though perspiration glimmered at Isolde’s throat like a fine chain of silver, she had already turned her attention to other matters. Sitting up in bed, she read the copy of the coroner’s report. As she read, she murmured, “But Brast struck me as sincere. He obviously doesn’t care about the people he poisons and irradiates and feeds to the devils over there—all of that is just bookkeeping to him. But he cared about Rault, perhaps even loved her. I mean, why would he go to the trouble of getting this report if he was the cause of death? Seems a needless exposure and a waste of a favor. The easiest, least suspicious thing he could’ve done was nothing. Yet, he chose to get involved, chose to involve us.” She sighed and her hands dropped, slapping the stapled pages upon the bedsheets. “And assuming the document is genuine, Brast was telling the truth. There was no evidence of a struggle or coercion. Margit Rault got dressed for a nice evening out, put on her pearls, sat down among her paintings, and drank her poison.”

“Assuming that she poured her own tea, it sort of sounds like a suicide, Iz.”

“Yes, it does.” Iz was loath to admit that the same guilt that made her incapable of giving up the case might also have driven Brast to grasp at straws. The hardest truths to accept were sometimes the most obvious. “I do wish I could get my hands on her diary—what did she call it? Her secretary? Assuming she wasn’t murdered and burgled after the fact, that diary was probably swept up by Mr. Lucente’s movers. If we’re lucky, it might make an appearance at the estate sale.”

“Did you find out when the auction will be?”

“Sir Haden said it would be sometime this week. Somehow, I doubt we’ll be getting an invitation. But I’ll vox Elliot this evening and ask if he wouldn’t mind bidding on any little sketchbooks that come up. We’ll repay him, of course.”

“This is shaping up to be one of our more expensive pro bono cases.”

“You can’t put a price on a clear conscience.”

“No, indeed. Though I’m sure our accountant will try.”

“My god, it’s hot.” Isolde considered drawing a Hex of Gelidity, but the promise of an icy breeze was not quite sufficient to overcome her lingering annoyance at her last failed attempt.

“So, do we find someone who can corroborate Brast’s claims about Rault’s preference for an eye dropper?”

“Eventually, perhaps.” She scooted up against the headboard to put herself more squarely in the path of the breeze supplied by the kerosene fan. “For the moment, I’m willing to operate under the assumption that he’s telling the truth.”

Warren sighed as his gaze roved to the puddles on his hardwood that had followed them in from the bath. He’d have to mop them up before long if he hoped to preserve the floor’s finish. He felt a pang of melancholy. “It almost seems as if we took a dose of radiation and nearly fed ourselves to the worms only to land right back where we began.”

“Oh, I’d classify the outing as very productive. Revelational, in fact.” Isolde popped out of bed.

Warren chuckled in confusion. “What exactly did we learn? That the drug trade is dangerous and the government is complicit in the proliferation of nep? As revelations go, they seem rather boilerplate.”

“We learned that I’m too much of a solipsist.” She hurried to her wardrobe in search of trousers.

He called after her, “Aren’t we all!”

The rasp of hangers on a rod accompanied Isolde’s answer. “I’ve been operating under the assumption that I was attacked, or that my father’s repository was broken into. This whole time, I’ve assumed I was the victim of poisoning, sabotage, or some elaborate scheme. But perhaps we weren’t the target at all.”

“What makes you think that?”

She returned, hopping on one foot and feeding the other through the leg of a pair of uncooperative knickerbockers. “Brast said his portal hadn’t budged for decades. Not even the military alchemists could close it. Then, a few nights ago—the same night we lost access to my father’s collection—the exit of the portal at the foot of his throne moves. That can’t be a coincidence. I think whatever made me sick and broke our aperture also moved the exit of Brast’s infernal hole. I’ve been looking for a conspiracy when I should’ve been searching for evidence of a catastrophe.”

“You don’t usually have to go looking for those. They announce themselves, don’t they?”

“Not always. Some disasters are sneaky, subtle, cancerous.” Isolde ransacked the half-clean collection of laundry draped over the chair at her dressing table.

“So you think that what happened to Brast’s portal also happened to the portalmanteau? You think the entrance just got shunted somewhere else?”

“It’s possible. I don’t know. The only way to find out is to reopen the aperture. And if we hope to have any chance of doing that, we’ll need Professor Konya. I wonder if my mother has managed to track her down.” Wrenching up the buttons of her linen shirt, she kissed Warren, who still lay propped up in bed. “What’s that face? Are you all right?”

“What if our portal got pushed into some chap’s nightstand, or glove box, or commode? Can you imagine, someone’s poor mother opens the lid on her breadbox and finds a dragon in there. My god, should we post notices? Tell the papers? Warn people?”

“But warn them to do what? Avoid opening drawers?”

“To keep an eye out for unexpected dragons, I suppose.”

“Well, it certainly is a public service announcement that isn’t overplayed.” Isolde glanced at her reflection in the vanity, realizing only then that Warren had distracted her before she had finished taming her hair. Her coif resembled a woodland creature who’d been struck by several cars. She grimaced and capped the disaster with a straw cloche. “Do what you think is best, dear. I’m off to the library. Back soon.”

Felivox awoke to something rough and warm dragging over the leathery veil of his right eyelid.

The moment the dragon roused, the white-bearded goat ceased his tongue bath and retreated to a safer distance with a startled bleat.

The dragon’s first thought was an irksome one: He wondered what time it was. Of all of humanity’s useless inventions, none was more detestable, more unnecessary and convoluted, than the clock. There were no late snows or early springs in the mind of the mountain, no punctual or tardy atoms in the heart of a star. Time was an energetic, enigmatic cosmic phenomenon more ancient than light itself, a miracle that the human race, still in its nascency, believed it had conquered with pendulums and sprockets.

What an absolute farce.

And yet Felivox had to admit, a pocket watch would’ve been useful right about then.

The dragon wasn’t sure how many hours it had been since the portal had failed and the golden aperture had clattered to the floor, but if he had to guess, based purely on the gurgling hourglass of his stomach, three-quarters of a day had passed since he’d been cut off from the Wilbies and the stewed fruits of Warren’s stovetop.

The events that led up to the sudden evaporation of the portal were a tangle that further reflection failed to unsnarl. One moment, Isolde had been shoving a wastebasket into his face and babbling about a bloody murder; the next moment, there was simply an empty frame where the world had been. For all he knew, the Wilbies had been grievously injured or captured or worse.

Rather than panic, Felivox had made the tactical decision to take a nap. The dragon firmly believed that human history would be far less bloody if more regents indulged in the occasional strategic snooze. He retreated to what he thought of as “the professor’s bedsit,” a square of tatty carpet, walled by shelves and tacked-up tapestries. The space had once served as Professor Silas Wilby’s refuge on those occasions that he felt the need to catalog and organize his ever-growing collection. Despite the professor’s marital status, the slapdash apartment had many of the trappings of bachelor life. There were more ashtrays than saucers, more clutter than clean, and not a whiff of a decorative motif. The barrel ends of rolled-up charts jutted from a brass waste bin, embossed to resemble the foot of an elephant. A collection of dusty morning coats hung on the shoulders of a dented suit of armor. A batá drum served as an end table to a titanic leather couch, where the professor had slept, a spot that Felivox had himself chosen for his very calm, not at all panicky nap.

Awake now, some uncertain number of hours later, Felivox did not feel refreshed. He felt depleted, hollowed out, alone.

“Is that why you woke me up?” he rumbled at the goat, who peeked at him from behind a celestial globe. “Feeling lonely?”

The billy took a tentative step nearer, cocking his head in a manner that seemed to say, Perhaps.

The Infinite Goat was a magical beast who, when consumed to the base of his horns, regrew to full size in a day. The snowy creature had been created by a minor god millennia prior for inclusion in a living diorama of a little woodland scene. That tableau also featured a golden bear whose role was to pounce upon, disembowel, and devour the placid buck—an activity that necessitated the goat’s regenerative nature. Felivox had feasted upon the goat hundreds, perhaps thousands, of times since his hatching, a compulsion that the goat appeared to accept, accustomed as he was to being dramatically eaten. The god who had long ago staged the gruesome scene had done so to impress a human woman of some beauty who, tragically, had not received the god’s gift with sufficient zeal. The god punished her ingratitude by granting her regenerative immortality and recasting her in the role of the goat on the golden bear’s menu. Thus was the Infinite Goat excused to the fjords of Monvail, where Professor Wilby found him some three thousand years later, sleeping on a bed of ferns.

The Infinite Goat was unusual in other ways, particularly in his lack of appetite or production of bodily waste. He ingested nothing and expelled the same, which was convenient given that he was penned inside a warehouse that was both stuffed to the rafters with irreplaceable treasures and woefully lacking in floor drains.

At some point in their cohabitation, Felivox had begun to refer to the billy by his initials—IG—which were later smoothed into “Iggy.” Despite his great age, Iggy had failed to develop intelligence, cunning, or the pretention that came with either, and so was in Felivox’s estimation superior to most men. Yet, the goat was not perfectly stupid. Iggy was trainable, or rather, the professor had successfully taught him to complete at least one daily chore: the fetching of the early edition of the Berbiton Times.

Surveying the coffee table before the couch, Felivox saw Iggy had continued his routine while he had slept, as was evidenced by the presence of five rolled and lightly teethed copies of the morning dispatch.

Five papers.

Five days.

“At least that answers one question,” Felivox murmured as he lifted off the couch and undertook a graceful, snaking stretch above the cloistered apartment. Rising over the topmost shelf, the dragon scanned the maze of the warehouse’s racks. His keen eyes pierced the gloom that shrouded the trove’s six corners, the contours of which he knew as intimately as the teeth in his head. He knew that he could fly a lap around the vault in under a minute, knew that there were 1,296 iron rafters in the ceiling, and knew that an impassable barrier of black crystal encased him on all sides. Felivox had discovered that the stygian glass continued underneath the foundation of cement during the first months of his life inside the professor’s treasury, back when he still held out hope of finding an exit, and before he had discovered the internal asylum of lucid dreaming. Once he was convinced that the warehouse was quite inescapable, the dragon had filled his days with other pursuits: reading what books he had on hand, hunting the golden aperture when it zipped about, and dreaming his mind free of the box he had been born into. That box had seemed perfectly isolated until the day that Isolde Wilby had tumbled through the portal and threatened him with a clay lamp.

Remembering the Wilbies, Felivox settled once more onto the couch, turning his attention to the oldest of the newspapers, which he spread upon the coffee table and inspected through the golden barrels of the polyglottal lorgnette. He read the Times, front to back, and was relieved to find no mention of the Wilbies or their untimely deaths. Though, he supposed, it was entirely possible that the issue had been produced before evidence of their demise had been discovered by the police. Felivox was still bracing for the worst when he scoured the second, third, and fourth edition. But by the time he closed the fifth and final paper, having perused it with a pedant’s care, he was convinced that the Wilbies were alive and well. Had they gone missing, their disappearance would’ve been noted by the press and their fate speculated over, probably at length. As it was, the only printed allusion to the Wilbies was to Isolde, who appeared in an editorial cartoon wearing her distinctive felt hat as she held open the back door to a prison, from which poured a throng of rough-looking characters in striped pajamas. The speech balloon attached to Isolde’s character read, “Look at me! I’m serving the public!” A second bubble, this one attached to a fleeing inmate, read, “Serving them up a criminal spree!”

Felivox had to resist the urge to spit a fiery gob.

Still, the main thing was that the Wilbies were alive. They had to be. Which could only mean that, at that very moment, they were doubtlessly focused with singular determination on the task of repairing the portal, if not out of devotion to him—their archivist, regular dinner guest, and friend—then out of a desire to be reunited with their magical hoard. If only there was something he could do to assist them in their efforts! Unfortunately, the professor’s library did not include any detailed manuals on portal maintenance or repair—only academic ruminations on the cultural impact of alchemy on contemporary society and a book of mawkish verse entitled Portals to the Heart. Felivox’s generational memory, while profound, particularly in matters that pertained to dragon-kind, was rather iffy on the subject of magic doorways, which dragons generally eschewed in favor of flight. He felt perfectly helpless.

Felivox considered taking a second strategic nap, but the thought only made him feel more useless. No, he had to do something. He snatched up the most recent paper and again scrutinized the mean little cartoon that painted Isolde in such a negative light. It was the details of her likeness that Felivox found particularly galling. She was wearing men’s trousers, but they had fallen down about her ankles, baring a risqué length of thigh. Squiggly lines rose off her, indicating poor hygiene, a failing that was further embellished by a swarm of black flies, dots that the artist had helpfully labeled “Fairies.” Felivox decided to write a letter to the publication in defense of Isolde Wilby. His communication would remind the issuer of Isolde’s many contributions to public safety and also suggest a recipe for cooking and serving unfunny caricaturists. Perhaps he would include a cartoon of his own, one of a fat and balding artist, served up like a suckling pig with an apple crammed in his mouth.

The dragon wasn’t sure how he would get his missive to the editors of the Berbiton Times, but if he were able to receive their awful rag, he could only presume that—

The epiphany arrived upon a shiver of embarrassment, an unusual tremor to pass through the musculature of a dragon. And yet, Felivox felt as if he could kick himself. One of the disadvantages of living inside a cave full of magical fetishes was that, after a while, one began to take the fabulous amenities and monotonous wonders for granted. Felivox was no longer impressed by the bottomless chamber pot or the indefatigable candles or the Goblet of Dalila, which burgled a fresh dram from the wine vats of the world’s vineyards each time it was emptied. The incredible nature of each convenience had, over time, begun to obscure the next. Felivox was as blithe as a child, who neither considered nor interrogated the marvels of clean clothes and warm dinners.

Felivox rolled up the newspaper much as it had been delivered and turned in search of the Infinite Goat.

Iggy had settled upon his well-worn dog bed—a velveteen oval whose aroma was, if not infinite, at least firmly established. The dragon wagged the scrolled gazette at the buck. “Where do the papers come from? Show me where you find these.”

The goat seemed to sigh as he clambered out of bed. He stretched his long neck, rolled his head back, and yawned extravagantly. Then, not waiting to see if the dragon would follow, the goat pranced through a break in the wall of tapestries.

Coasting through the air like a thread of spider silk, the dragon followed after the trotting goat. They traveled down a broad aisle between high shelves, past cartouche and urn and sarcophagus. The goat did not hesitate as it turned thrice in quick succession, into increasingly narrowing stacks, and then out again into one of the storehouse’s airy corners, a spot that Felivox knew well because it had once been the source of some disappointment. A wooden door stood against the perimeter of impermeable, depthless crystal. The first time Felivox had seen it, he had briefly thought it was a real exit rather than an unhung door cruelly leaned upon the wall. Its inclusion in Professor Silas Wilby’s collection notwithstanding, there was nothing particularly remarkable about the wooden door, whose green paint was cracked and peeling, its mail slot pimpled with rust. It possessed neither knocker nor knob, and Felivox knew that nothing lay behind it because he had checked, lo those many years ago. Even so, the dragon was inspired to check again. He levered the door away from the wall, and examined the empty space behind it.

Felivox looked to the goat. “What now, old boy?”

The goat sat down on his haunches and gazed resolutely at the door.

Felivox grumbled like a warming furnace. “Ah! I see. We wait.” Churning the air with his coppery tail, Felivox looked down at the goat, whose pale fur draped down its spine much like icing coats the ridge of a pound cake. “But how shall we pass the time?”

The dragon’s stomach gurgled like a firework zipping up from the ground, a wild, whistling sound that, rather than end in a pop of light, concluded with a snap of teeth, the shatter of bones, and a wet, indecorous gulp.

Felivox devoured the Infinite Goat in three quick swallows, partly because it was kinder that way, and partly to keep from squandering his warm, rich blood upon an unappreciative floor. Felivox was careful to reserve the goat’s horns, still rooted to a chunk of the beast’s skull, a gory bowl that the dragon cleaned with his tongue.

Sated for the moment, Felivox set the horns down before the door as if to allow Iggy the opportunity to resume his vigil, even as the dragon undertook his own.

Though Felivox still did not have a clock, at least now he had the goat’s regeneration—a regular process that he had observed many times—to mark the passage of time. The goat regrew from the horns down. After four hours, the head had reconstituted itself, and the goat’s eyes blinked with renewed awareness. After eight hours, his neck and forelegs were nearly whole. Twelve hours on, and Iggy’s ribs had enclosed his organs once more. All the while, there was nothing for the billy to do but lie on his side and endure the indignity of birth. Sixteen hours later, the goat’s tail had just begun to bud when the mail slot on the door creaked, nudged open by the spiral of a rolled-up newspaper.

Before Felivox could swoop in to catch the new edition, the flap of the mail slot clapped shut and the paper dropped to the floor with a muted plop. Overlooking the article itself for the moment, Felivox attacked the slit through which the delivery had come. He pried the flap up, and bumped his long snout against the kickplate while attempting to peer through the gap. It took him but a second to discern he was only looking at the wall of his prison through the mail slot, but another moment to believe this fact. If the newspaper had come by a portal, it had been a very short-lived one. Or perhaps there was some more arcane mechanism at work. Perhaps the door belied some hidden magic, one that entangled it with some other spot in the universe, but only for the moment that it was activated. Perhaps—

The Infinite Goat dragged himself under the dragon’s shadow, which writhed in sympathy with the leviathan’s churning thoughts. Iggy craned his tender neck toward the forgotten newspaper.

Seeing that the buck meant to carry the paper back to the professor’s apartment, even if he had to drag along on two legs, Felivox snatched the paper away. “Oh, no you don’t. We’re not going anywhere! We’re staying right here. And when that mail slot opens up again, I’ll be ready. I shall hook the peddler of this libelous rag by the nose, pull them through that cursed slit, and hold whatever survives to account! Now… how shall we pass the time?”
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A WEIGHTY MOTE
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Rarely had Isolde seen her mother so frustrated by the imperfect reach of her archives. As far as Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby was concerned, mysteries that could not be solved from the racks and stacks of the Cardinal Library were either frivolous or the morbid purview of cadaver dogs and were, in either case, not her concern.

So, when her daughter had posed what had seemed a pedestrian inquiry—the sort of thing that usually fell to mail carriers and voxbox operators—and Luella had been unable to answer it, she was predictably annoyed, a condition that was not improved by the fact that she was, herself, curious. Librarians were tenacious enough when facilitating someone else’s inquisitiveness; the piquing of their own interest unlocked a higher echelon of obsession.

After an exhaustive search that had bled into sacred evening hours, a time typically reserved for jigsaw puzzles and cream sherry, Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby could only say that in the years following Wynn University’s closure, Professor Joyce Konya had not held a single professional position. She had not collected unemployment, nor drawn down her pension. The old don maintained no memberships, purchased no subscriptions, had made no public appearances, nor contributed to any publication. She held no property, had incurred no fines, never voted, and had no stamps on her passport, which had long since expired. If Konya had died, she had apparently buried herself and neglected to file a death certificate beforehand. For all intents and purposes, Professor Joyce Konya, nearly a decade gone, had exited her office at Wynn University and entered a perfect void.

Isolde reported all of this to her husband, whom she’d found in the kitchen, concluding: “My mother has given up. She never gives up.”

“Well, that’s that, then,” Warren said, emptying his mop bucket into the sink. What had begun as an effort to erase a few puddles had turned into a full-on swabbing. His trousers were rolled to his knees, and he wore a hanky hat on his head.

“Nearly.” Isolde had to shout to be heard over the crashing of tap water into the empty bucket, which Warren sweetened with a dribble of pine soap. “Mother had one last thought. She suggested I try to lay my hands on Dad’s old address book. Apparently, he and Konya were friends—as much as my father was friends with anyone. I’m going to give his desk a little rummage.”

Warren swatted the tap shut, letting the abrupt quiet underscore his astonishment. “A rummage? Really? Are we breaking the seal? Should I bring a duster?”

Isolde gasped, not in surprise, but as one loading a ready answer to an old back-and-forth. Yet, she stopped herself, electing, it seemed, not to fire. “Soon. Not today. But soon. I know we can’t let it sit forever. If something ever happened to us, either Mother would have to deal with it, or some indifferent movers would.” Isolde pictured the porters she’d seen trooping in and out of Rault’s studio, lugging the precious residue of the artist’s life with cigarettes in their mouths and laughter in their throats. “I wouldn’t want to see all of Dad’s books and papers mucked into a skiff and carted off to the city dump. Perhaps we’ll tackle it during next year’s spring clean.”

“Ah, the ever-budding promise of spring!” Warren said happily, and wrung the mop head with red, chapped hands.

Professor Silas Wilby’s small study was clad in dark wood that had been bleached by an accretion of dust. An excess of heavy molding, combined with the relatively tight space, had long made Isolde think of a cabin on a tall ship—which was appropriate enough, since her father had spent so much of his life at sea, circling the globe in search of charmed flotsam and magical jetsam. In place of a porthole, the study had an oval portrait of Isolde’s grandfather, James Vernon Wilby, whose thundercloud of black hair and astonished gaze seemed at odds with his prim navy-blue suit and the white carnation that lanced its lapel.

She did not like the timid feeling that the room inspired in her, nor did she savor the tangled sense of sadness and anger that flowed from it. Her father had called their home “Castle Wilby,” and truth be told, she had since his disappearance felt like its queen. Her domain spanned from the front stoop to the garden shed, encompassing everything in between, everything save for her father’s office. He could be gone a hundred years, and that wooden sanctum would’ve remained solely his, governed by ghosts she could not bring herself to parlay with, filled with crumbling treasures she could not bear to sift.

Professor Wilby’s desk was as he had left it when he vanished—a mess, which was fitting enough. Piles of correspondence and envelopes walled the leather mat. A beaver’s dam of pen stems, letter openers, and well-chewed pencils spilled from the trough of a rosewood caddy. Interspersed among the disheveled piles of papers, Isolde couldn’t help but note the occasional interjection of an all-too-familiar symbol: the bare trunk and stark branches of Mr. Snag’s signature. She had been in the room on more than one occasion when her father had broken the seal on one of Mr. Snag’s missives, which her father would read aloud with the sort of giddiness one might pay a love letter. Though the moment the note was aired, his gaiety began to sour. He’d ask why did Mr. Snag have to speak in riddles? Why was he so terse, so vague? Surely, the same information could be more fully relayed in conversational tones rather than the impenetrable prose Mr. Snag preferred. And why be so coy about his name, his identity, his ultimate goals?

The shape of Mr. Snag’s hieroglyph was so prevalent among her father’s documents that it had taken on an almost talismanic importance in Isolde’s youthful imagination. As a girl, she would lie awake at night and picture the trunk of Mr. Snag’s tree on her bedroom ceiling. To this line, she would methodically add three branches, short and spar-like, and the underscore of the ground, and finally the two jots of the fallen fruit, one on either side of that bleak and barren post.

The most salient feature of her father’s desktop was a crystal bell over a brass-pillared hourglass. The timepiece was magical. For years, its sands had run from chamber to chamber, up and down, in defiance of gravity and in lockstep with her father’s biological rhythms. The fact that it had stopped, signaled an end to either its enchantment or Professor Wilby’s life.

The sand of the hourglass stood frozen in the upper bulb. The last time Isolde had visited her father’s study, some months prior, she had noted the floor of the lower chamber was marred by a single grain of white, something she had not noticed in the past, though she could not be certain whether its presence had resulted from a change in the timepiece or a fault in her prior study of it. Despite having not come to visit the clock, she could not resist the impulse to once again remove its protective case and stoop to regard this unlikely herald of her father’s demise. She squinted at the lone atom of sand. It struck her as an inadequate punctuation to her father’s zestful existence.

Something in the clock’s lower bell caught her eye. A flaw in the crystal perhaps? A glint of light? Her curiosity piqued, Isolde raided one of her father’s bookshelves, tugging free a book of verse bound in dark cloth. She held the back of the book behind the bottom bulb and studied the anomaly once more. It wasn’t a bubble in the glass nor a stitch of light. It was a single grain of sand caught mid-fall. She tapped the glass with her fingernail, but the suspended particle neither shifted nor trembled.

“Hello there,” she murmured, and kept her eye on the grain as she felt about for a pencil. Grasping a blunt little stub, she marked on the back of the book the level of the levitating speck. Perhaps it had always been there. Or perhaps it had recently fallen. She resolved to check the granule later to see if it moved, though she could scarcely imagine what such a change would mean—that her father was alive, but in a suspended state. Perhaps a coma. Or maybe he was hibernating in a cave. She wouldn’t put it past him. He’d found himself in stranger spots.

Abandoning the question for the moment, she reengaged her original errand. She knew her father kept his address book in the middle drawer of his desk, having seen him frequently whisk it away as a child who’d come to pester him, if for no other reason than to reassure herself he was home. Now she had no trouble finding the little volume, bound in yellow leather, and secured with a brittle rubber band that broke the instant she tried to shift it. She thumbed through the book’s folios, smiling to discover every page was blank.

Iz carried her father’s address book back down to the kitchen, where she found Warren mopping the floor and nattering to the empty portalmanteau, which he had propped open, sink-side, with a wooden spoon. “—and I never had the chance to share my seafood tagine with you. Iz calls it fish loaf, but a proper aspic is a work of art!” He broke off when he caught sight of his wife, identifying at a glance her excitement. He tiptoed over the drying tiles as he hastened to join her at the kitchen table, where she had already begun to chalk a Hex of Palimpsests.

Warren picked up and riffled through the unmarked booklet. “I’ve never seen such a well-thumbed blank before.”

“Up to his usual tricks, I expect.” Isolde pursed her thin lips in concentration as she embellished the petals and fronds of an intricate sigil, one that resembled a dahlia. The hex taxed both her talents as an artist and her personal stock of energy, which though considerable was not infinite. Still, she labored with the zeal of one propelled by obsession. “He loved spy novels. The campier the better. Publishers spat them out by the dozen after the war. Stories of espionage and double agents and secret societies—all that hole-and-corner stuff. Dad loved the trappings that came along with it: the dark glasses, fake beards, cane swords, and false-bottomed attachés. But he thought invisible ink was amateurish. Any secret that could be revealed by a lit match was not really secure. No, he preferred to write his notes lightly in pencil and then scrub them out entirely. The only way to retrieve those tentative scrawls was with magic—a filtering hex that could peer through erasure. Hence…”

She closed the hex, and the floret of white chalk began to glow like a bedroom curtain in early morning. She took the address book from her husband and opened the first page upon that dial of wan light. Shimmering letters and numbers floated up from the pages, rising like the indolent, curling smoke of a snuffed candle. The animated, illuminated words and numbers wafted in the air, dissipating as Isolde turned the blank pages of the book. Her hunt for Professor Konya’s name was complicated by her father’s sense of humor, and his absolute distaste for organization. It took Isolde several minutes of scanning to find her quarry. She smiled softly when pale letters drifted up from an empty page, spelling out “Kill-Joy Told-ya,” a sobriquet that Isolde took to reference Professor Joyce Konya. Under her name, a series of three addresses unfurled. All but the last had been crossed out—her father’s crude but effective means for amending a record that resisted erasure. The first address was of a row house in uptown, the second a hotel, and the final unscathed locale began with a business name: the Pearroc Broom Company.

“Are we to assume she retired from academia and went into housewares?” Warren asked, knuckles on the table, eyes slitted in study of the worming, airborne script.

“I doubt it. But there’s only one way to find out.”

“I hate to just pop in on people uninvited and unannounced.”

“I’m sure it’ll be fine. Konya liked me.”

“Of course she did,” Warren said, his auburn mustache rising to accommodate a smile.

Isolde copied in chalk on the tabletop the address that bobbed in the air, muttering as if it were an inconsequential aside, “Of course, she tried to have me expelled after I set her office on fire, but I didn’t take it personally.”

The new day’s sun did not so much rise over the city as crash down upon it.

The bitumen roads, narrow lanes, and polished towers of Berbiton seemed to have been specifically designed to catch and hold the summer heat. Warren had hardly walked a block before his pastel suit began to droop with sweat. His straw porkpie hat deflected the glare from above, but did nothing to diffuse the light that bounced off the pale sidewalk, dazzling his senses well enough to make him stumble. Despite having been sober for years, he staggered in the sunlight like a drunk.

Isolde resented her twill knickerbockers that, though cut above the knee, were not exactly breezy. She might’ve deigned to wear a summer shift if it weren’t for the fashion world’s moratorium on dress pockets, a thing she absolutely required. Oh, to be a kangaroo! If she had been born with pockets on her hips, she might’ve lived as a nudist. Alas.

They trudged down to the waterfront where the River Zimme supplied about as much wind as a panting dog. The air reeked of fish, an odor whose origin was not aquatic, but rather rose from the stacks of the electrahol refineries on the far bank. Those noisome plants were responsible for the city’s electrification, facilitating among other luxuries the extravagance of air-conditioning, a recent innovation that cooled the interiors of penthouses while contributing to the external stinking swelter.

Lodged between the carcass of a warehouse, whose steel bones had been exposed by arson, and a graveyard of railcars, stood the ruins of the Pearroc Broom Company. Dark ivy had swallowed all but one corner of the factory’s brick edifice. The loading bay had flooded—some years ago judging by the inhabitants of the resulting oasis. Ducks nested on the heads of pollards and carved Vs in the water’s surface as they paddled and pecked the murk. A colony of turtles sunbathed on the bumpers of the loading dock where a number of opportunistic weed trees all but obscured the bay doors.

The wire fence that enclosed the site was festooned with rubbish and blazoned regularly with notices that wept oxidated tears and declared the site the property of Luthland Sovereign Bank.

“We don’t really think anyone lives here, do we?” Warren asked.

“Konya was a bit eccentric. Probably why we got along… at least, for a while.” Isolde rattled the pear-shaped lock that hung on the outer gate. It held fast, but her agitation revealed a breach in the wire perimeter where the fencing had broken free of its post. Minding the rusty barbs, she slipped through the gap and Warren followed, though his blue suit was scotched with orange by the passage.

“So, you set her office on fire,” War mused aloud as he tracked his wife through a shock of high weeds. “I assume it was an accident.”

“No, I was trying to make a point.” Crossing into the shadow of the building, Isolde gave a little moan of relief to be out of the sun. “I’d written an essay in one of her classes, Alchemy 402: Nomadic Halos. My thesis was that the Muir’s Cross fire of ’82 was caused by the intrusion of a naturally occurring portal, a conjecture based off a witness statement and a distribution of vegetable ash that originated from a variety of shrub that only grows in the southern hemisphere, though it does have one or two cousins that are native to—”

“Fascinating,” Warren said as a gentle prompt for her to come to the point.

She shook her head. “It doesn’t matter. Konya said a portal couldn’t have touched off a conflagration because the scintillations that halos produce are not hot. In fact, despite appearances, the material that surrounds an open gate is more closely related to water than fire, albeit water from a different dimension. She argued that you could safely open a halo in a powder keg. She gave my essay a D.”

Warren peered through a grimy window, shielding his eyes, but to no avail. He could make out nothing of the factory’s interior. “So you set her office on fire.”

“I provided a demonstration.” Isolde knelt over a patch of trampled grass, touching the heel of a small shoe print. The print pointed toward a cellar entrance tucked behind a broad-leafed empress tree. “My opinion was not that the halo caused the fire, but rather that the portal opened upon a location that was burning—a brush fire, perhaps. So, I slaved one end of my saucer-sized portal to the school’s furnace, and the other end I drew on her desk calendar.” Isolde gripped the cellar door handle and muscled it open, exciting a shriek from its hinges. Staring down into the gloom, she continued, “Luckily, Professor Konya had a watering can handy. I suppose I have her collection of ferns to thank for preventing the school from burning down. It wasn’t my finest moment.”

With her index finger, she drew upon the air a Hex of Radiance. No larger than a dinner plate, the floating mandala cast a ray of blue down into the dark, revealing the edge of a cluttered concrete floor.

Following his wife down the stairs into the factory basement, Warren noted the change in atmosphere. The predictable dank of a cellar was underscored by another sort of humidity: a congestion of the air, which felt slippery and prickling. He recognized the sensation, reminiscent of the tickling charge that proceeds a lightning strike, as indicating the presence of potent magic. The muscles of his neck tightened in anticipation and dread.

The basement was crowded with the debris of its former industry—half-dismantled bale elevators, pneumatic guillotines, and mammoth spools of rotten string were strewn about a filthy floor.

“An unswept broom factory: I can’t tell if that’s ironic or just dreary,” Warren said.

Isolde pushed her floating dish of light with her palm, tilting it toward the ground. “Convenient is what it is. Look at all the footprints—coming and going along the same trail. All made by the same person, by the look of it. I think we stumbled upon someone’s front door.”

“I don’t like it,” Warren murmured.

“Think it’s a touch too convenient?”

“No. Maybe. I meant, I don’t like to think that your old don might be shuffling through all this filth. Did society fail her so completely, or did she feel she had no choice? Perhaps she was being pursued? Do you think she’s in trouble?”

“I think it’s hard for more social souls to understand that just because a person secludes themselves doesn’t necessarily mean they’re in hiding. Some people are happier on their own.” Isolde smiled at her husband over her shoulder, and he conceded the point with a tip of his hat.

They followed the footprints through the mechanical derelicts, a track that was so twisting and circuitous, Warren would not have been surprised to look up and see the stairs they’d originally come by. Then they broke from the maze of spools and cabinets, and found themselves faced with a cinder block wall and an open door.

The corridor beyond, at least as much of it as Isolde’s hex managed to illuminate, was odd. Bands of steel ribbed the floor, ceiling, and walls, which were all equal in length. The square hall, in contrast to the rest of the basement, was perfectly clear, though they could not see its end through the gloom. “And here’s your clean-swept floor,” Isolde said as she stepped over the threshold.

A sudden force seized her limbs, roughly spinning the gyroscope of her inner ear. The guiding light of her hex shattered, plunging them into a darkness that seemed to be grasping at her and pulling her in. With a startled yelp, Isolde hurtled headlong into the void.
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A HOTHOUSE OF HALOS
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Warren Wilby had never had trouble finding his wife in the dark. He was attuned to the sough of her breath, the whisper of her elbows against her ribs, the flower-bed scent of her hair, and the heat of her body that carried an almost electric charge. And when he reached for her with eyes closed among bedclothes, he often discovered her fingers stretching back for him.

War had been with other women before he met Isolde, but those encounters had mostly left him feeling lumbering and oafish. He had trodden on their feet and jabbed their eyes with his nose while hazarding a kiss. He had fumbled and apologized his way through sex—acts of pity that left him certain he was a grotesque lump. But Isolde made him feel proportionate and graceful and reveled in. She slept on him as if he were a cloud, and rode him as if into battle. Warren believed he could’ve reached into the abyss at the end of time and found her waiting hand.

Though on this occasion it was her ankle he grasped.

Iz bucked against his grip, heaving like a fish running a line. She swung up and down, this way and that, stirring the empty corridor with her flailing limbs. The adjoining hall seemed to have taken on an attraction all its own, one that might’ve pulled Warren along after his wife had his hip not been braced against the doorjamb.

Despite her jolting levitation, Isolde quickly composed herself, an effort that seemed to temper the wagging of her body. She renewed her Hex of Radiance, this time composing a larger dial that delivered a greater light, though its formation made her pant as if she’d just charged up several flights of stairs. Catching her breath, she examined the passageway once again, though now from a very different angle. She noted rungs on the floor she had not seen before. All at once, she understood. What she had mistaken for some grasping magic was in fact the familiar tug of gravity, which she approached now from an unanticipated angle. “It’s an elevator shaft.”

Warren’s reply came through clenched jaws: “It’s a what?”

“I believe you’re standing in the mouth of a static portal. One end of it is tethered to a door in the basement; the other is pinned to the top of a hoist tower.”

“Naturally!” Warren hauled her back from the brink, an undertaking that proved awkward as the pull of her weight shifted. When he set her on her feet, she stumbled and swayed, though even as she fought to regain her balance, she maintained her hex. Like a veteran server palming a tray full of glassware, Isolde held on to her disc of light.

Careful not to bump the hex, Warren embraced her and kissed her cheek. When he broke away, he turned his feet to the scuffle of tracks that had brought them to this unexpected brink. “We could try the bay doors beyond the bog. How long has it been since we waded through a swamp? Probably the Duad, I think. What a stinking mire that—” He turned when he discerned Iz’s candle did not follow.

“Why unlock another booby trap? This one is already sprung. It can’t hurt us now,” she reasoned.

“I think falling down an elevator shaft might hurt a little.”

“There’s a ladder. It shouldn’t be that hard to climb down to the next floor and open the doors.” Isolde was already on her knees and crawling backward toward the unassuming portal. She went on three points, one hand still occupied by the glowing hex.

Warren cinched his hat down over the tops of his ears. “All right. Why don’t you hold the light while I pop down for a look?”

Perceiving the sense of it, she agreed. He got onto his stomach and scooted feet-first over the threshold. The shifting orientation of his weight made it feel as if he were again being sucked into the adjoining corridor. Finding the first rung with his toe and hunting for the next, he suffered an unpleasant disagreement of gravity, a lurching sensation that made him regret having indulged in a full breakfast. He looked back up. Isolde seemed to be floating inside a skylight at an impossible angle. She blew him a kiss, and he smiled.

The doors of the nearest exit were rusted shut. He called up to ask if there was anything at hand for him to use as a pry bar. She suggested he try the next floor before going to the trouble of coming back up for tools. The second set of doors, which lay at the limit of Isolde’s lamp, was more receptive to his prizing fingers. The gates squealed apart. Warm light spilled over him.

When he tilted his head back, his wondering expression was brightened by a golden sunbeam. He said, “I think you’ll want to see this.”

During their walk to the tumbledown factory, the Wilbies had been more troubled by the heat than the pervading stink, which was essentially a permanent resident of the capital city. The industrial fug that shrouded Berbiton had so blunted their olfactory organs over a lifetime of exposure that the same air that brought tears to the eyes of tourists registered in the Wilbies’ noses only as “a bit whiffy.”

And yet, when the Wilbies pressed through the gap in the lift doors, they were enveloped by a gust of wind so sweet and temperate it seemed an alien welkin, a honeyed ether engineered to expose the absolute profanity of their everyday air.

As they stood boggling at the source of that heavenly atmosphere, an emerald-crested hummingbird flew close, nearly touching its beak to the tip of Iz’s nose. She gasped in delight, and the jewel-bright bird darted off.

The warehouse floor was possessed by a jungle of potted plants. Orchids of uncommon origins burst from mossy nests, bannered by their bright mimicry of moths, mantises, and wasps. Pothos and potato vines trailed veils of green and purple. Ferns unfurled their skeletal sails, and poppies hoisted their vibrant parasols. Elephant’s ears and hosta conspired to spread an unbroken canopy that swallowed the Wilbies to their hips, forcing them to delve a path with mincing steps. The large, waxy leaves of palms, figs, and monsteras loomed over them, blessing their shoulders with dew.

As fabulous as the garden was, the Wilbies gaped not only at the profusion of life, but also at the means for sustaining it. The air above them was crowded with dozens of halos, coruscant portals to other lands and climes. These charmed holes in material reality—some large as barrel hoops, others small as bracelets—funneled into the derelict factory the elements and shade each plant required. A warm mist flowed down over the lavender; an arid breeze descended upon the flowering mats of succulents; a cool shower drummed upon the fat leaves of a jade plant. The garden encompassed every season. And above this matrix of dripping and drafty holes hung a crowning portal, largest of the assembly, beaming with an undiluted view of the sun.

Isolde was reminded of a plate spinner she’d seen perform at a circus as a child. The man had accelerated a porcelain dish on the point of a dowel, then balanced the foot of the rod on a tabletop, leaving the charger to gyre and wobble while he brought a second plate up to speed. The talent and focus it had taken to erect six whirling dishes had astonished her. And yet that feat paled in comparison to the act of will and expertise required to open and hold so many portals at once.

Then Warren parted the draped leaves of a banana tree, and they found themselves in a clearing. There, the garden’s master labored to repot a shaggy dracaena atop a rustic worktable. The new pot was colored gold and red, twisted together like the stripes of a barber’s pole.

“Is that Firebug Wilby prowling through my garden?” Professor Konya hardly glanced up from her work. Isolde had only ever seen the don dressed in a stark formal cassock. At present, the old professor appeared to be wearing a soiled apron over a man’s undershirt.

“Just trying to keep my head above the clouds,” Isolde said, watching the don closely to see if she reacted at all to the words that seemed emblematic of Margit Rault’s career.

The don scowled at the phrase as if it were utterly strange. “Above the clouds? Still butchering the language, I see.” Though at the cusp of her seventh decade of life, Professor Konya still struck an intimidating figure. Her arms were muscular, her neck thick. Her complexion was a rich bronze, and she wore her hair twisted into a knot that resembled a lump of coal. Her voice suffered from a new quaver that did not seem to match her presence, and yet she maintained the clipped delivery that had once made her an infamous orator. “How’d you get in here?”

“We took the lift,” Iz answered.

“Any casualties?”

“No.”

“Pity.” With rough efficiency, Konya unwound the coiled roots of the plant that lay upon her table.

Isolde said, “I had been wondering why you would’ve chosen seclusion over a more lucrative post-academic career, but this seems a rather idyllic retirement.”

“I’m ashamed of my peers. All they think about is money, prestige, power. Meanwhile, they’ve clear-cut a continent and poisoned the air and driven out the birds and filled the rivers with dead fish. And because they haven’t suffered the consequences of their choices yet, they think they never will. They think their money will insulate them. They are all in for an unpleasant surprise, I think. How’d you find me?”

“My father’s address book.” Iz spoke the phrase with a prideful lilt. She had succeeded where her mother had failed, and had rooted out a master alchemist who did not wish to be found. Surely, a little crowing was in order.

Her old professor observed Isolde’s smug expression with a cluck of disappointment. “I thought Silas was cleverer than that.” Konya removed several dead leaves from the unpotted specimen, pruning them with the snips of her fingernails.

Glancing upward at the girders that spanned the vaulted ceiling, Isolde understood why Konya had chosen the abandoned warehouse for her magic garden. The presence of those iron beams helped to tune and support the don’s collection of halos. Indeed, it seemed to Isolde that beneath the drone of rain and wind she could hear the rusty ribs of the building hum.

Isolde decided to come to the point: “We’re here because one of my father’s old portals—an important one—has vanished.”

The professor rubbed the back of her wrist under her nose. “Recently?”

“Six days ago.” Isolde approached her former professor’s worktable, which somehow still excited the old awe of her academic bench. Isolde concealed her intimidation, her dread—swiping a wet crumb of soil from the countertop. Konya had never given Isolde any reason to believe she was a violent person. Still, Iz noted the gleaming blade of the garden hoe that leaned within reach.

But Professor Konya seemed preoccupied by more distant objects. She murmured, “Friday night.”

Isolde pounced upon those words. “You felt it, too. At first, I thought it was a targeted attack, but it wasn’t just me. Or even us. No, it reached as far as—”

The professor had begun shaking her head as soon as Isolde started to speak and broke in before she could finish. “I don’t know if I’d call it an attack. These things happen, Wilby. The sea roils. The earth shakes. The sun has a bout of indigestion, and we all burn in our beds.” Konya dropped the dracaena’s root ball into the candy-colored pot. The long leaves of the plant shivered as if in trepidation.

Iz let it pass that the professor had interrupted her while she had been making the same point. It was the sort of condescension that usually made her lash out, but she was trying her best to be diplomatic, if only until she got the information she had come for. “You believe it was a natural phenomenon, something cyclic?”

“I believe you like putting words in other people’s mouths.” Collaring the dracaena in place, Konya began to pile soil in with the spade of her hand. “Four of my halos broke Friday evening right around seven o’clock. That’s not a belief; it’s a fact. It took me half the night to get them all going again. I lost a bed of bougainvillea in the process. Though, to be fair, those fussy old things will take any old excuse to die. The event, whatever it was, only affected my static-nomadic portals. Do you remember your portal catalog?”

Isolde smiled at the challenge and clasped her hands behind her back in mockery of a formal recitation. “Static-nomadic halos are a hybrid. They’re both resistant to ablation and readily shiftable. Perfect for something like a portal in a suitcase, but inadvisable for a gateway to the front lines of a war zone, anywhere that requires a larger door that’s more easily shut. That’s when you’d want to use a nomadic portal—something transitory. A static portal is the most durable and difficult to build: ideal for regularly traveled passages and booby traps. Like the one in your basement.”

Konya jutted her bottom lip in approval, if only briefly. “So, perhaps you learned a little something after all. Still, I wouldn’t think nomadic portals would be of much use to a burglar. They would need an object from the environment and foreknowledge of the floor plan if they didn’t want to walk into a wall. It’s the same reason no bank wants to lease a safe-deposit box to an alchemist. No, if you want to rob someone, the best way is still just to let yourself in.” The gardener glared pointedly at a blushing Warren. “This broken halo of yours, this portal in a suitcase—I suspect you’re talking about the… oh, what did Silas call it? Something clever of course. He was so proud of himself.”

“The portalmanteau. So you’re aware of my father’s collection?”

“Not really. All I did was help him install a gate in the mouth of an old carpetbag. Had a devil of a time with it, too.” She snatched up a watering can and began to soak the recent transplant. “Silas wanted the other end of the portal to be housed inside a charmed relic, a levitating picture frame he called ‘the aperture.’ I called it ‘the hateful turd.’ We’re lucky we both kept all our fingers.”

Leaning in, Isolde placed her hand on the don’s active arm, a touch that made Konya freeze and scowl. Iz appeared oblivious to her discomfort. “You know where the other end of the portal leads. You know the actual location of my father’s trove.”

“Bitter,” Konya said, slapping the soil from her palms and escaping Isolde’s grip in the process.

Iz drew back. “What?”

“That’s how your words taste in my mouth: bitter.” Konya leaned forward over the table, reclaiming the space Isolde had surrendered. “You still resent the bad grade you earned in my class. Yes, earned. And you’re still leaping to conclusions because you didn’t learn, refused to learn. But I would remind you, Miss Wilby: Truth is built from the evidence up, not the hypothesis down!”

Isolde ground her teeth, but quickly saw if she wished to make progress, she should moderate the drift of her address. “Forgive me. I have once again let my zeal get the better of me. Professor, do you know where the portalmanteau leads?”

Though she did not appear exactly appeased, Konya resumed her bustling work. “I don’t know where he got it, but Silas found himself in possession of a universe—more specifically, a dead one.” Konya drew a breath as if to hurry on, but then glimpsed the Wilbies’ confused expressions and, with a sigh, decided to educate them. “The universe we inhabit is one of an infinity. We are not a diamond in the rough; we are a bubble in the bath. But not all universes are created equal. Some come out too hot, or too cold, or too violent, or too static. That’s essentially what your father found—a stillborn cosmos. And that’s where the portalmanteau leads: to a failed universe of moderate size and very little else.”

“But you don’t know where this… space physically exists?”

“Nowhere, I presume. I mean, isn’t that the point? Silas wanted some inconvenient and perfectly secure spot because his intention was to fill it up with all the esoteric menaces of the world, at least those he could find. He wished to be a broom to human history, and required a receptacle that could accommodate the scope of that aspiration. That’s what your portalmanteau really is: an elaborate dustpan.”

Warren, who had spent the majority of their conversation dipping his nose into various blooms, piped up with a cheerful chuckle. “If there’s one thing my floors have taught me, it’s that they’re never going to sweep themselves!”

Professor Konya squinted at him as if he had just blurted out his banking details in a betting parlor. She continued her answer with eyes cut toward Isolde. “I didn’t begrudge Silas his noble ends. But I did warn him. I warned him of the possibility of the portal failing, an event that would cut him off from his precious collection. But he said he’d rather risk losing it all than see it sown upon the wind.”

Isolde sighed, feeling that whatever wick of hope remained in her heart was rapidly burning to its end. “Can the portal be repaired?”

Konya scrubbed her hands on her apron. “Do you remember your shapes?”

“I do.”

“To heal the broken connection, you need to make the third formation of the twelfth figure.” Konya held up her hand to demonstrate. Her knuckles, though filthy and bulbous with age, still unfolded with fluid grace. She slightly curled her middle and index fingers, splitting them from the other two. From the side, Warren thought she looked like she was making a shadow puppet, though he would sooner have taken a bite out of his hat as voice the winsome observation. “Hold this form as you reach from one framework to the other and the portal should repair… if it doesn’t suck you dry.”

Isolde’s brief deference evaporated. “Wait, wait, wait a minute. You’re saying I can heal the rift that was caused by some undefined celestial event if I just mash the two original gates together?”

Konya frowned at Isolde’s tone. “Maybe there’s a back door.”

“Of course! And while we’re dreaming, maybe there’s a lobby and a doorman. Perhaps all we have to do is sniff out the address of this particular universe amid the infinity of universes, hire a cab, and ring the bell.”

Konya slapped the workbench, making her tools leap in sync with the Wilbies. “Do you know why you almost failed my class, Wilby? Because you are convinced that inconvenient facts must secret unfathomable mysteries. And you like mysteries—big, knotty, intractable messes—because you believe that you, and only you, can unravel them, often with the help of wild guesses and lucky twists, but never mind that. Me, I like honest puzzles. I ask, ‘What’s eating my begonias?’ and, ‘Why are the tulips growing in crooked?’ Puzzles are pleasurable because they can be examined, tested, and resolved. What you traffic in is madness.” With a grunt, Konya lifted the potted plant from the benchtop and shifted it to the bed of a small wagon. She took up the handle in a manner that seemed to imply the conclusion of their conversation.

Isolde rounded the bench, hands pressed together in a pleading steeple. It was a posture to which she was unaccustomed, and one that made Konya stiffen in surprise. “I am willing to admit my vanity, to apologize for my neurotic tics. But, Professor, you are presupposing a level of confidence here that I do not feel. My father amassed a bag of wonders, that’s true. It is a bountiful, burdensome, treacherous treasure. Frankly, there were times I wished nothing more than to be rid of the responsibility. But now that it has been taken from me, I don’t know what to do. I’m angry. I’m afraid. Professor—Joyce, please tell me, what do you think happened? What do you recall about the event, the attack, the phenomenon, whatever you’d rather call it? What do you remember?”

Konya’s brow crimped with what seemed genuine, if unexpected, sympathy. “Surprisingly little, actually. The four portals shattered, one after the other, pop, pop, pop, pop, and I had a headache that got worse and worse.”

Eagerly, Iz pressed on: “And you also had a sense of—” She broke off when Warren cleared his throat. Taking his meaning, she rephrased her statement. “Did you feel anything else? I had a stubborn sense of déjà vu. Does that sound familiar?”

A faraway expression smoothed the lines of the gardener’s brow. “It was more like… like I had the feeling I had just walked into a room with an errand in mind, but the moment I arrived, I forgot why I’d come. It felt like a piddling version of amnesia, a feeling that grew worse… right along with my headache. I thought I was having a stroke. Then all at once, that feeling, the pain, all of it was gone.”

“When was that?”

“Around eight o’clock, I think.”

“An hour. Same for me. It didn’t seem to affect Warren or anyone else, though. The hospital was quiet. No sirens. Nothing on the hyaline. Professor, you know there are certain hexes and wards that might possibly pertain to this general sort of—”

“Oh, just spit it out, Wilby.”

Isolde seemed relieved rather than annoyed by the interruption. “The Hex of Anamnesis helps conjure up recently forgotten things. It can’t reach very far into the past. It won’t help you recall your grandmother’s face or last month’s train schedule, but it can remind you where you threw your keys when you came in last night.”

“You want to hex me? Why not yourself?”

“Oh, I’ve tried. But the hex doesn’t make me remember; it only makes me vomit. I don’t know why. Call it a quirk of the craft, but if I cast a Hex of Anamnesis on myself, the only thing I’m going to recall is breakfast.”

Konya’s jaw worked upon an intangible morsel. “If I let you hex me, will you leave me alone?”

“Absolutely. Forever and ever.”

Konya dropped the handle of her garden wagon with a deflating sigh. “All right. Let’s get it over with.”

Isolde swept the withered leaves from the workbench’s scarred top, and there began to draw her hex. Her first line turned waxy on the damp wood, her stick of chalk skating at the edge of her control. The Hex of Anamnesis was an involved sigil, one resembling a musical staff ornamented with alien notes. Isolde hadn’t much practice with it because she disliked the effect it had on her. Her rustiness was not at all helped by the glowering observation of her former instructor.

Perceiving his wife’s discomfort, Warren endeavored to distract Konya using a tactic he had learned was particularly effective at getting gardeners talking: He misidentified a plant. He pointed to a pot overflowing with red geraniums and said, “Oh, what pretty roses!” Warren graciously received Konya’s correction, a lesson that he took as invitation to continue the game of “Is this a rose?”

While he kept Konya busy reciting the genus and species of every bloom in sight, Isolde labored on her hex.

Some minutes later, Konya blurted in consternation, “Really, my boy, have you never seen a rose?”

Before he could answer, Isolde said, “It’s done. I’m ready.”

Iz explained that all Professor Konya had to do was set her palm on the center of the hex and focus her thoughts on a specific moment from Friday afternoon. The professor regarded the hex as if it were a hot griddle, but presented her hand to the pattern before Isolde could insult her with reassurances.

A platter of light materialized above the dramatic range of the gardener’s knuckles. The luminous dial quickly plumped like a rising cake, a confection that soon swelled into a tower. The surface of the budding hex was animated with swirling, ghostly visions: a resting butterfly, a ladle dunked into a cistern, fingernails scratching dried mud from an arm. Accompanying these spectral images, which swam like koi beneath a glassy surface, was a voice—resonant and musical—that was not immediately recognizable. But then, Isolde perceived it was the professor’s voice, not as it was, but as it had been, and as she still heard it in her head. The disembodied voice was confident and freed of its aged warble. Much like the colorful visions that coiled around the swelling pillar of light, Konya’s sentences were fragmentary and mundane. Her back ached. That pesky housefly had found her again. She was peckish. She would need to visit the privy soon…

Isolde glanced at her former teacher. If Konya felt any embarrassment over the airing of these private ruminations, she did not show it.

Then the translucent trunk abruptly split in two, and these new, roughly equal radiant limbs continued to grow in parallel to one another.

“What does it mean?” Konya asked.

“I have no idea,” Isolde murmured.

Though the branches were similar in their dimension and growth, it was quickly apparent that the memories churning within them were entirely different. While one continued the contented dithering of the base, the other bifurcation presented a very different tone—one of distress and turmoil. The images that sailed across the surface of that dismal limb were exasperated and frantic. Lightning lit the garden as the unbalanced climates invited in frozen rain, a shock of snow, an arid withering wind. Konya’s hands flashed as they labored to repair the broken portals. One moment her fingers stretched like a concert pianist; the next, they curled like one gripped by a seizure. Accompanying this tumult were her own vocalizations of confusion, anger, and mounting alarm as the pain in her head veered toward debilitation.

Meanwhile, enlivening the surface of the placid branch was a charming little tableau: a reclining plant, a crosshatch of exposed roots, a pot of red and gold. Konya’s fingers tenderly unraveled the plaits and knots of her dracaena.

Then an anguished sob erupted from the miserable branch of memory, drowning out the happy humming of its sister limb.

Isolde wouldn’t have blamed Konya if she had pulled back her hand to spare herself this distressing recollection and the uncomfortable addition of an audience. But her old professor seemed entirely engrossed by this swelling tree of her divided mind. She did not relent.

Then, all at once, her determination no longer mattered. The contentious branch full of migraines, tempests, and halos turned sharply. That crooked trunk of memory rejoined the first, and its light paled. That united growth flashed with an image of a comb working through long slate-colored hair. And the youthful voice that existed only in Konya’s head sang a ballad in a crystalline falsetto.

Konya snatched her hand back from the hex, and the sculpted memory vanished.

The gardener gazed down at the plant she had apparently repotted twice.

Isolde shook her head. “I came with many questions, but apparently not enough.”

“What on earth was that?” Warren murmured. “Why were there two?”

“I’ve never seen anything like that before,” Iz answered.

“Me neither. Not exactly. But…” Konya spoke in a low voice, her expression distant, the muscles at her temples knotting. “But it reminds me of the snarl.”

“The what?” Warren asked.

“The tangly stuff that runs under, between, and through the universes—that’s the snarl, or as the scholars prefer to call it, the interstitial plexus.” The phrase made Isolde ruck her brow in recognition, though Warren looked perfectly lost. Konya couldn’t help but to educate him. “My dear boy, when you get right down to it, alchemy is just the art of poking holes in the snarl, whose fibers and filaments spread through space, time, and all the merry dimensions. But, the snarl doesn’t just serve as the throughways that our halos access and we alchemists take advantage of. No, it also supplies the sinews that charge your wife’s hexes and the threads of lightning that leap from the wizard’s fingertips. All of our schools of magic are entwined and expressed within the snarl. The divisions we have, our taxonomy, our branches of magic—all of that is just an overlay, an artificial order that makes comprehensible a great and knotty substrate. We muddle in materials our most brilliant minds scarcely understand.”

“Oh,” Warren said lightly, though he looked troubled.

Isolde rubbed his arm consolingly and continued to address her old don. “You think something happened on the interstitial plexus? Maybe that’s where the event occurred. An explosion of some sort, or a ripple, or a—”

The gardener cut in. “You know what your trouble is, Wilby? You’re so busy following other people’s trails you never think to blaze your own. You’re not an investigator; you’re a follower, a shadow, an also-ran. It’s a waste of talent. I hate to see it.” Konya wiped her hand upon her apron, knocking loose the lingering chalk. “But I’ve kept up my end of the bargain. Now it’s your turn.” Konya took up the long-handled hoe, and for a moment, Isolde thought she would chase them from her garden with it. Then the alchemist adopted a broad stance, like a fencer en garde, and the iron blade of the tool began to shed languid sparks of purple and orange.

“Where do you live?” Konya asked.

“The old family abode. Our address is—”

“I’m well acquainted with the Wilby homestead.” She shifted her form and drew an arcane figure with the blade of the hoe. An oval of violet fire opened upon the glare of the afternoon sun. “On your way.”

Before leading her husband through the gate, Isolde paused. “If I find answers, would you like me to share them?”

“Keep your boundless mysteries. I’m quite content with my minor puzzles. Now, mind your step.”
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GOBBLER’S LAST MEAL

[image: ]




The Wilbies tumbled, one after the other, into the River Zimme. They fell from the sort of height that younger persons might find exhilarating, but which struck the investigative duo, in their hats and street clothes, as anything but.

Their entry into the water raised a pair of spouts that excited gasps from the boardwalk. The crowd that rushed to the bollards hoped to see whales, and so jeered at the spluttering couple who surfaced. While some gawkers argued over whether the man and woman had jumped from the deck of a moored riverboat or fallen out of the bottom of a passing cloud, the Wilbies were fished from the river by a stevedore who was assisted by a boathook and the conflicting directives of a half a dozen young bucks who lent words since they did not wish to risk dampening their deck shoes.

As Isolde dispersed the crowd by whipping the sleeves of her sodden blouse about, casting river water to and fro, Warren produced from his dripping wallet a few damp bills to tip their savior. The stevedore refused the offer, an act of gallantry that Mr. Wilby found charming. Warren endeavored to learn more about the docker with bushy chops and a gold-toothed smile, who spoke of a mother who had raised him not to kick a man while he was down, nor indeed to twist the wallets of the half-drowned. War was about to invite both the longshoreman and his admirable mother to dinner when Iz hooked him by the arm and pulled him away.

The lowering summer sun dried them as they walked, making steam rise from their shoulders—a conspicuous fuming that matched Isolde’s mood. She muttered, “Oh, I’m too busy following other people’s trails to blaze my own, am I? An also-ran, eh? Better than a shut-in with a green thumb and a black heart!”

Dislodging the water from one ear with the assistance of his little finger, Warren said, “I’m sure she didn’t mean to drop us in the river, dear. Professor Konya is probably just a bit discombobulated. She’s old and been through a lot.”

“A likely story!” She picked a piece of seaweed from her straw hat, then donned the soggy article. “I suppose I should be grateful she didn’t dump us out over a slag pot or drop us off on a snowy mountaintop. We could be dying of exposure right now.” Isolde brusquely parted a pair of gentlemen holding court in the middle of the sidewalk, leaving Warren to tip his hat on her behalf.

Jogging to keep up, Warren said, “I don’t think I’ve ever heard you mention that ‘snarl’ before, the interstitial platypus, or whatever it was.”

“That’s because it’s just a theory. One of many. There’s no documented proof that the interstitial plexus even exists. We can only study the portals, but that’s like scrutinizing a doormat and drawing conclusions about the contents of a house. Of course, there are those who claim to have observed it, but they aren’t exactly reliable sources being as they are, to a one, completely insane. Proponents say that their insanity is a symptom of exposure to the snarl; detractors say their belief in the snarl is a symptom of their insanity. Either way, it’s pretty esoteric stuff, and I don’t spend a lot of time thinking about it. And back door, my eye!”

“What?”

“Joyce was always so condescending! A back door! I suppose that’s where she thinks Dad sent all the deliveries to his little locket of a universe—the morning milk and weekend veg and the daily news…” Isolde’s voice trailed off and she shuffled to a halt, causing Warren to stumble into her. She scanned the ground as if she had lost something, though in fact, she was really discovering a memory.

Then, to Warren’s astonishment, Isolde began to run, leaving him little choice but to sprint after her.

Warren’s size and strength was beneficial to many physical endeavors, but Isolde had always been fleeter than him when she wished to be. By the time he reached the corner of their home block, Isolde was already through the front door. Hand on his hip to alleviate a stitch, Warren walked the final stretch, conceding a race that had only served to once again dampen his clothes.

She had left the front door open, and he saw no reason to close it as a rare breeze had kicked up, freshening the stale air of their downstairs. He dropped onto the sofa, unbuttoned his collar, and braced his arms upon the cushion backs to better enjoy the zephyr.

A moment later, his wife tap-danced down the main stair waving a yellow receipt as if it were the starting flag of a race. “I made a mental note of it months ago, and I meant to come back to it, before getting distracted by sorcerers and centimanes.”

“Perfectly understandable. But what are we talking about?”

“Felivox was always up-to-date on the political scandals, the social doings, the theatrical reviews. That’s because he’d been reading the Berbiton Times every day for years, even before we knew of his existence. I think part of me assumed that you were stuffing our old newspapers into the portalmanteau.”

Warren gasped. “As if I would ever use that treasure chest as a trash can!”

“Preposterous, I know, darling, and I’m sorry I ever entertained the thought, because now I think perhaps Professor Konya was right. Here. Look. It’s a receipt in Dad’s hand.”

Warren scrutinized the fading carbon figures that filled the yellow slip. “A fifty-year subscription to the Berbiton Times? Quite a vote of confidence in that old rag. I think about canceling our subscription once a week. That’s your father’s name and signature all right, but what’s this address?”

“I have no idea. But perhaps those are the papers that are getting to Felivox somehow.”

“Another portal?”

“A back door. It makes sense, of course, not just that he’d want to have an emergency egress, but that he’d also want to keep up with the news from home during his travels. It’s a morbid thought, but the obituaries might’ve even been a source of comfort—at least so long as no one he knew made an appearance. So, the first order of business is to find this address and see if we can—”

“Knock, knock,” a gruff voice called from the doorway.

The Wilbies were alarmed to discover they had been snuck up on and by a singularly indiscreet gentleman. Detective Broxburn loomed in their foyer with his hat on his head and his hands in the pockets of his khaki trench coat. The detective surveyed the living room with bloodshot eyes. Even at that distance, Warren could smell the man—an aroma like beer spilled in a urinal.

“Broxburn,” Isolde said sourly. “What do you want?”

“I didn’t come to pick a fight, Wilby. No, I come with hat in hand.” Seeming to only then realize he was still wearing his hat, he removed the much abused derby, and batted his horrible eyes at the Wilbies, who reluctantly moved to receive their guest. “Frankly, I’m stumped, Wilby. We found a body—”

“Ms. Rault.”

“What? No. Not her. Another body. A stranger one. I’d like you to take a look.”

“No.”

“Consider it a professional favor.”

“Fine, if we’re going to be professionals, I want full access to Margit Rault’s studio, all the evidence you’ve gathered, and whatever notes you’ve managed to misspell.”

“I’m here to offer you access to a genuine mystery, and you’re still yowling on about a suicide. What’s your stake in that Rault woman? You a collector? Or was it something seedier? Did you share a dealer? Or maybe a fella?”

“That’s enough of that, Robert,” Warren said darkly.

“You don’t have to understand my curiosity, Detective. I certainly don’t understand your lack of it. Now, do we have a deal?”

“All right. Have it your way. But bring your bag of tricks. Something tells me you might need it.”

Berbiton was broken into five wards, each with their own station house, all of which appeared to be in a perennial state of restoration. Scaffolds and tarpaulins, cranes and tackle were such a pervasive feature of the capital’s station houses that nightclub comics regularly plumbed their shabbiness for easy laughs. The mystery of how the city’s police force could be simultaneously so well-funded and so poorly arrayed was occasionally pondered by the press, and whenever formal inquiries were advanced, the chief of police and his district commanders would all dutifully belly up to the podiums of their press rooms where they would roll their heads and puff their cheeks and lament that great impediment of the elected legislature, the indecision of civilian advisory committees, and the underfunded status of righteous initiatives. At the end of these campaigns, more money would be released and supervision would be attenuated and a new coat of paint would be slapped upon the flagpoles outside of the city’s crumbling police stations. Then in several years, when it was apparent nothing of substance had been done, a new round of complaints and finger-pointing would poke fresh holes in the law and the city’s depleted coffers.

In truth, Isolde knew that the trouble lay in the flexibility of the police’s accounting, which allowed for funds to be diverted under special circumstances. Fortunately, the city was always in crisis, a fact that allowed the wardens of the peace to fritter enormous sums of money on unnecessary vehicles and weapons, legal settlements for poor behavior, and compensation for bad investments. The force’s endlessly creative bookkeepers funded luxurious furnishings, elaborate galas, and a widow’s fund that was famously abused for personal loans that no one had any intention of paying back. So while the interiors of the station houses lustered with new leather settees, private gymnasiums, and military-grade hyaline arrays, the crumbling exteriors tirelessly insisted upon the city’s abandonment of the long-suffering men and women who labored to protect it.

All of which had contributed to the abbreviation of Isolde’s tenure as captain of the Office of Ensorcelled Investigations all those years ago. And also why she was in no hurry to return.

When she parted the tattered canvas that shrouded the doors of the third ward’s station house, following Detective Broxburn into an airy lobby clad in marble, Isolde half expected for the heads of every officer, clerk, visitor, and detainee to snap around and fix her with ogles of wonder or sneers of scorn. She, the washout. She, the ingenue in over her head, had dared to return! But of course, the cathartic moment, such as it was, was purely her own. The world had moved on. Few remembered her brief role in the administration, and those who did hardly recognized her, and those fewer still who knew her did not care to acknowledge her entrance. Isolde breathed in the cool and conditioned air deeply and accepted her irrelevance in that recently refurbished and still utterly familiar environment.

She allowed herself to be shown the way, leaving it to her husband to supply the murmurs of muted wonder and tepid envy as Broxburn took the long way through the precinct, showing off the stable of offices arrayed in brass and frosted glass, and the new café with its battery of sputtering steamers and beleaguered baristas, and the holding cells that were as miserably appointed as always, but now serviced with electrically powered doors. And with the introduction of each new feature, the reeking detective took pains to tally the rare materials, the extensive hours of labor, and the ultimate cost of the improvements.

By the time they arrived at the autopsy room, Isolde was almost relieved to be faced with the prospect of contemplating a cadaver. At least it would not—she hoped—be unveiled with a price tag on its toe.

The dissection theater, following with the rest of the interior, was far more finished and lovely than the last time Isolde had visited it. Her first thought upon entering the cool space was that its grout and tile glowed like the walls of a newly opened spa. The assistant to the medical examiner who wheeled the gurney into the center of the well-lit room did not respond to Warren’s greeting, instead retreating with an eagerness that might’ve been considered unprofessional. Though, Isolde soon understood why the orderly might not wish to linger.

The corpse, once unveiled, was frightful.

The mummy’s skin was a shade of russet that darkened where it shrank closest to the bones, which stood on full display. The gentleman’s lingering dignity was preserved by a white linen sash draped across his lap, but very little else of his pride was spared by the powerful hood lamps. His abdomen was crocheted like a tortoise shell. His hair, what remained of it, was coarse and thready. The blackened tattoo upon his withered breast featured a pair of dice presenting a three and a four.

“This here is Gobbler,” Detective Broxburn said with an indelicate sniff. “Better known to his mother as Gregory Metic.”

As Isolde leaned over the shriveled body and scanned him from sole to crown, the fermented detective continued his terse, unkind sketch of the man. Gregory Metic was thirty-three years old, was an inveterate gambler, and had ducked all efforts by the local missions to assist or cure him. Whatever Mr. Metic had been in his life, he was now, as far as Isolde could discern, a desiccated honey-colored husk.

“By the look of it, he’s been dead for years. Maybe if they packed him in salt or some other desiccant, it might hasten the curing process, but that’s of course presuming he was stored in a dry environment and—”

“We found him on a service platform in a storm drain three days ago. We think he might’ve been washed up onto the ledge by that big rain we had over the weekend. Whatever dried him out didn’t take years. His bookie says he saw him Sunday, midday, bumming around the front of the shop before he opened. Three days later, Gobbler turns up looking like a burned rump roast.”

“A vivid metaphor,” Warren murmured. Though he was not particularly squeamish, learning that the mummified gentleman on the table before them had been alive just days prior made his presence somehow more insufferable. Without the padding of history, the tragedy seemed more intense, perhaps if only because the dead man reminded Warren of the transience of his own life, full as it was with love and delight. He found it easier to contemplate the profile of his wife as she extracted her notepad and began to scratch out a few notes.

“How was he dressed when you found him.”

“He wasn’t. He left this world much as he came into it: wrinkled and naked. Lucky for us, a few years back he sold his body to the Kithara Medical School for dissection upon the occasion of his death. Not an uncommon practice among chronic gamblers. There’s a tattoo on the sole of his left foot with KMS’s address and a receipt number. That’s how we identified him. So, what do you think, Wilby?”

“Chimney wraiths, perhaps?” Warren suggested.

Isolde circled the end of her pencil near the taut tendons of the dead man’s neck. “No, I don’t think so. They’re less discreet with their bloodletting, and there aren’t any tears around his primary arteries. Blood pixies, perhaps?”

“I have a theory,” Detective Broxburn said. “Come on. There’s something else I want to show you.”

It did not escape Isolde’s notice that the detective chose to share this lingering evidence in one of the austere rooms reserved for interrogating persons suspected of having committed a crime. Not wishing to worry Warren, she did not give voice to the observation, but only smirked at the odiferous Broxburn, who was doing a very poor job of containing his excitement at having lured her into a box, no doubt to spring a nasty surprise on her.

Warren was, for the moment, distracted by the four chairs that stood on either side of a bolted-down steel table. The chairs were silvery and slender and, he discovered when he shifted one out for his wife, surprisingly light. He expressed his reservation at imposing his great weight upon such a fragile-looking perch.

The potbellied Broxburn dropped into the chair across from Isolde with a rapturous grunt of relief, saying, “They’re aluminum. Three hundred and sixty gallets apiece.”

“How extravagant!” Warren tested the chair with his weight, and beamed when it did not offer so much as a peep of complaint.

Broxburn fiddled with the knobs of the hyaline cabinet that occupied one end of the slab, and slid the lollipop receiver to the center of the table. “Our old wooden chairs used to get thrown around quite a bit. They used them as battering rams, clubs, and torches if they could get their hands on a box of matches.”

“Who’s ‘they,’ exactly?” Warren asked.

Broxburn cleared his throat, then looking for and not finding a place to spit, appeared to regret the result. He swallowed with conspicuous effort and said, “Criminals.”

“Oh.” A cloud passed over Warren’s sunny expression as he reconsidered their environment. “Oh,” he repeated, but more faintly.

Broxburn briefly conversed with the stenographer, who sat on the other end of the wireless, asking if they were ready to document the proceedings. Receiving a succinct confirmation, the detective recited his name and title and prompted the Wilbies to do the same. Having introduced them to the formal record, Detective Broxburn then produced a large photograph, which he turned facedown on the table before Isolde could get a look at it. Broxburn recited the catalog number on the reverse of the image and its relation to the investigation of the death of Mr. Gregory Metic.

With the preamble out of the way, Broxburn winked one eye when he asked, “Do you know why they called him Gobbler?”

When it became apparent that his wife had no interest in entertaining the detective’s conversational overture, Warren interjected. “Because he had a pet possum?”

Broxburn winced as if he’d just been slapped. “What?”

“Growing up, my neighbor had an old possum named Gobbler. She was the sweetest little th—”

“What’s wrong with you, man? No, Gregory Metic was called Gobbler because in his youth before he became a hopeless plunger he was a geek in a traveling circus. His specialty was regurgitation. He could swallow small objects and gag them up at will, a talent that he later abused as a pickpocket. He would swipe and swallow rings, coins, the occasional locket. And once he choked something down the question then became how badly did you want it back?”

“So that’s a picture of something he swallowed, something that was recovered postmortem.” Isolde continued to gaze at the officer of the law with the sort of focus that, if passed through a magnifying glass, might cook an ant.

Broxburn’s coy expression bloomed with cruel delight. “Oh, it’s easy to seem clever when you already know the answer.”

“That is the literal definition of cleverness, yes.”

Broxburn flipped the photograph over with a triumphant flourish that did not quite seem to match the impression of the unveiled image. The scrap of paper had been pinned to a cork pad, apparently to keep it from rolling up, and positioned alongside a ruler to show both its original dimensions and the photographer’s effort to enlarge them. Contained upon that fragment was the apparent cause of Broxburn’s glee: a hex, inexpertly drawn in shaky pencil.

“Recognize that?” Broxburn asked even as Isolde picked up the glossy sheet to more closely study its contents. The symbol, a thorny octogram, vaguely resembled a military medal, but with geometric elements crowding the outer void.

“It looks like a hex.”

“Aha!” Broxburn crowed.

“But it isn’t one. At least, not any hex that I can recall.” The exact number of hexes was a point of contention among scholars who argued over whether variations should count as distinct hexes. If you included all the iterations, there were 2,089 hexes in total—a number that was reflected in the Hexod Florilegium, the definitive index of the craft. If you only counted the base forms, the total number dropped to 881. It had been nearly seventy years since the last hex had been discovered: the Hex of Blenching, which could be used to assist in the removal of birthmarks, freckles, and other unwanted discolorations. The breakthrough had been pursued by an entire university department for fifteen years. It was generally believed that there were no more hexes lurking in the ether waiting to be found. So while Isolde could not rule out the possibility of a novel hex, it seemed rather unlikely. The more reasonable assumption was that either the symbol was unrelated to hexegy or its duplication was too flawed for Isolde to identify the intended hex.

Broxburn snorted wetly. “Seems a convenient lapse in your famous knowledge of all things wiggly.” The word “wiggly” referenced the phrase “finger wiggler,” which had been coined to mock alchemists in particular, and all practitioners of magic by extension. Isolde had heard the pejorative appended to her name so many times in the past, it had lost its sting.

“Why convenient?” she asked.

“Well, before his demise, Mr. Metic managed to get himself blacklisted from every betting parlor in the city save one, an institution to which he is singularly devoted and which just happens to lie two blocks from Margit Rault’s studio. See? Convenient!” Broxburn stuck out his tongue and coyly bit that ruddy organ in a manner that made Isolde consider bopping him on the head. He went on, “So, what do these two, Metic and Rault, share in common other than a neighborhood, some bad habits, and being dead? Hexes, that’s what—one of which you’ve already confessed to drawing.”

“But you’ve been insisting that Rault’s death was a suicide,” Warren argued.

“And I thought it was until a certain someone kept pushing to get access to the scene of her crime. You haven’t helped any of us in the department for years. Yet, the moment I come around asking for your expertise, your first thought is to bargain for access to a dead woman’s studio. I wonder what you left behind. You knew we already saw the hex she’d pinned to the wall, but we never found this letter you claim to have sent. Makes you wonder what it said.”

“Not really. I wrote the blasted thing. And I told Smud all about it. You’d know that if you read his notes. I’ll read them with you, if you like. I could help you out with the larger words.”

“Here’s what I think happened. You were using your hexes to extort money from the poor woman. Now, I don’t know whether you told her you were the only one who could protect her from some daffy curse, or if you were using your boo-boo magic to threaten her directly, but you had her over a barrel, and when she threatened to go to the police, you killed her and staged it to look like a suicide.”

“And Metic, was I shaking him down, too?”

“No, I think he saw something. I think he peeked into the wrong window, and you saw him and chased him down. He only had time to draw a bit of what he’d seen before you or your husband caught him and then turned him into a strop.”

Isolde crossed her arms. “How exactly? Which hex did I use to mummify this man? Which spell? Eh? Don’t know? Well, you could ask me if such magic exists, but you won’t believe the answer because you think that magic is stupid and useless and its practitioners are a bunch of flimflam artists, except for when the reverse is convenient, and then magic is capable of anything. Anything! You’re worse than ignorant; you are willfully, methodically, intractably dumb.”

“I see you’re angry. You’re pink as a posy. Oh, but then, I don’t expect that you ever thought you’d be exposed by a rotten old punter. Gobbler might not’ve understood what he saw, but he knew it was important, and he knew he was in danger. And I can only thank the stars above that that feeble-minded nit was quick enough to swallow the piece of evidence that will see you put in irons!”

Isolde stood, and the two other men followed her lead. “This is ridiculous.”

Broxburn appeared to relish her disdain. “I agree. It is ridiculous how long you’ve gotten away with scamming the public and sucking on the public teat. But not anymore. Isolde Wilby, I’m placing you under arrest for suspicion of the murder of Margit Rault and Gregory Metic.”
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Isolde regretted feeling somewhat unimpressed by the general indifference her homecoming had initially inspired.

Now people did stare and without tact or pretext.

They stared while Isolde was photographed holding a chalkboard with her name, age, height, and intake number. They stared when her fingers were rolled, one by one, over the ink pad and each print collected in a formal little gallery. And they stared when her confiscated portalmanteau was unceremoniously riffled through by Detective Broxburn, whose rapture briefly soured at the discovery that the famous sleuth’s magic purse was empty and lined with flowers.

Broxburn once again renewed his accusation that Isolde was a fraud, but Isolde corrected him. “Oh, there’s a trick to it.”

“What’s the trick?” he asked.

“Professionalism.”

Warren was booked as an accessory to the violence Isolde was accused of, and while his wife appeared blasé amid the proceedings, he could not help but feel chastised and dispirited. He did not expect their work to garner riches or parades. In fact, he had ascertained early on in their adventures that the most likely wage they would both receive would be an untimely and likely unpleasant death. But he never imagined that they would be prosecuted for just trying to help people, or rather when he had imagined it, he’d always consoled himself that Isolde’s lingering influence, her devoted friends and indebted clients, would protect her from such flagrant and surely illegal abuses. Even as he was compelled to turn over his hat, billfold, and belt to the smirking rotter who’d undersigned their detention, Warren asked again if someone could call Detective Smud, who surely would speak on their behalf. But Smud was out on a call. Isolde suspected that his absence was not a coincidence. Broxburn had waited to spring his trap when friendly faces would be in short supply.

The only courtesy the couple were paid was that, rather than be placed into the public pen, the Wilbies’ humiliation ended with them being locked inside adjoining transfer cells in a deserted and seldom-used bay. These barred closets, which did not include the luxuries of a bench or a privy, served as temporary pens for prisoners awaiting transportation to a courthouse if they were lucky or a poorhouse if they were not.

It was here, seated on the floor, with his back against the partition of bars that stood between him and his wife, that Warren began to laugh.

The sound was not particularly mirthful, and quickly gave way to a shout of frustration. Reaching through the bars, Isolde stroked the yoke of her husband’s shoulders, even as he began to unburden himself. “It’s outrageous! It’s just outrageous. You’ve only ever tried to help people find justice, or solace if justice wasn’t in the offering. Why is Broxburn so determined, after all these years, to pull you down? He’s so resentful! It’s genuinely bewildering.”

Isolde was feeling circumspect, perhaps because she knew it would irk Broxburn. Patting her husband’s back, she said, “Resentment is like a splint. In the short term, it can help you heal. It’s natural to interrogate the origin of your disappointment or upset or misuse. It’s not only natural, it’s essential, I think. It’s part of how we learn not to grasp a hot poker or give loans to an eternally insolvent cousin. Forgiveness and growth begin with resentment. But, if you stay there, if you linger too long in the grip of antipathy, it turns into a grudge—and that is a cancer posing as a freckle; that is a leech posturing as a pet.”

Warren, somewhat calmed, grunted in agreement. “When I was still living inside of a rum bottle, I took solace in the hangovers, those black mornings that turned into gray days—they represented a suffering that I was master of, a pain I could control. So I thought. But there was some comfort in having all of my emotional turmoil tuned to the wavelength of a cheap rum headache. Hangovers and grudges are simple. And this world is anything but.” Warren sighed and stood. “I feel sorry for Broxburn. He’s given up on himself and he has to find someone else to blame for it, some excuse to justify the suffering.” Turning, he held his wife’s hands through the bars. “What do you make of all of this? That poor wretch in the morgue, the little glyph he scribbled down before he died. Do you think it has anything to do with Rault?”

Isolde leaned against the bars, nestling her head under his chin as she wrapped her arms around him. “Maybe. All the portals in the land tremble on the same night that two, apparently unassociated, persons lose their lives. One perished while working with hexes, the other suffered a particularly gruesome death with a partial hex in his throat. It doesn’t make sense yet, but there is a consistency to it all.”

“Do you think Metic was targeted or just in the wrong place at the wrong time?”

“I don’t know. He might’ve been purely a victim, or he might’ve been something else. Perhaps he was involved in whatever misfortune Margit was tangled up in. Perhaps he got in over his head. He seems to have been a desperate man. Desperation often leads to reckless behavior, unnecessary risks, trouble.” Through the bars, Isolde brushed the lock of tawny hair that overhung his ear, a caress that concluded with the gentle tugging of his earlobe.

Warren’s voice rattled with laughter. “Ms. Wilby, you can’t be serious!”

In the narrow space left between them, she began to unbutton his shirt. “What are they going to do, arrest us? Besides, we might never get another chance.”

“What, to debauch a prison cell? I’d certainly hope not.”

“Best not waste the opportunity, then,” she said, and kissed the skin over his quickening heart through the warming bars of their cage.

When Detective Smud found the Wilbies an hour later, the couple were lying on the floor and fast asleep, their limbs entangled through the bars that separated them, their clothes disheveled, their expressions content. He roused them with coughs and scuffs of his heels.

Rising to greet the detective, the Wilbies only then realized that they had left considerable evidence of their recent activities in the form of blue-black spots—the remnants of their fingerprinting. Dark whorls marred Warren’s lips and dappled Isolde temples and chin. The ink tracks ran down both of their necks, vanishing behind a crooked collar and the neckline of a misbuttoned blouse.

The couple let their newly acquired leopard print pass unaddressed to save Smud any further embarrassment. Already, the detective’s cheeks appeared to have reached the spectral limit of their coloration.

As uncomfortable as the detective obviously was, Isolde was relieved to see he carried the portalmanteau under one arm.

Tucking in his shirt, Warren attempted to dispel the awkwardness. “Al! It’s good to see you, man. You shaved your beard. I like it. Makes you look young.”

But Smud was obviously not in the mood for small talk. As he unlocked their cells, his discomfiture turned to fuming. “Robert has finally lost his mind. Arresting the two of you for a double murder on the back of the flimsiest circumstantial evidence. You should file a complaint.”

“You know how the chief feels about me. If I submitted a formal grievance, he’d probably give Broxburn a promotion.” Isolde accepted the patched carpetbag when Smud presented it to her. “Besides, I think we have bigger concerns than that petty sot.”

“You’re talking about Gobbler. What do you think got him?”

“Pixosites, perhaps.”

“Blood pixies? There hasn’t been a sighting of them in years, and that was nowhere near the city.” Smud spoke over his shoulder as he led them through the station house’s carpeted avenues, which were quieter now as the full first shift had recently given way to a more skeletal second. “Anyway, I thought they were reclusive creatures. They avoid people, don’t they?”

“Generally yes, but we know a place where they sometimes cross-pollinate.”

Smud paused to scowl at the floor. “The Salt Cellar. You think something got out?”

“No. Probably not. Well, I suppose it’s possible,” she said.

“That’s not exactly reassuring.”

“If the Salt Cellar is leaking, there’s not much reason to feel assured.”

Detective Smud held the door open to “Evidence,” where the rest of the Wilbies’ personal effects had been inventoried. Isolde stopped in the doorway, noting the animal hair that lightened his jacket and the small green feather lodged in his lapel. At that distance, she could smell both his aftershave and his aquarium. She felt a sudden burst of fondness and gratitude for the awkward animal lover, who she could not help but to embarrass now by saying, “Thank you for coming to our rescue.”

The blush returned to Smud’s cheeks as he turned his gaze to the ceiling. “Would you be willing to pay the Salt Cellar a visit? Rattle the doors, check the locks. Make sure everything is still at home.”

“I don’t have the clearance for that sort of thing anymore.”

Smud shrugged. “If I tell General Oscuro that we think his damnable menagerie may have sprung a leak, I imagine he’ll give you a pass. You helped install some of the exhibits after all.”

Isolde plucked the feather from his jacket. “And no one likes to go there.”

“And no one likes to go there,” Smud echoed glumly.

With the aid of Warren’s handkerchief and a bottle of artisanal mineral water that Isolde had swiped from one of the station’s well-stocked cafés, the Wilbies did their best to erase the spotty evidence of their recent dalliance while squeezed in the back of a small hirable car, which became mired almost at once in the logjam of jaunts that signaled the end of the workday.

Warren had been surprised by the street address that Isolde had provided their driver, expecting that they would be homebound after their long day, which had begun in an alchemist’s garden and ended in a prison cell, with a brief intermission in the River Zimme. War was itchy, exhausted, and famished, but Isolde said she was determined to end the day with one fewer mystery than they had begun with. She directed their driver to take them to the address where her father had pointed half a century of newspaper deliveries, a subscription that should’ve still been active.

Warren did not entirely believe that Isolde’s current resolve was fueled only by a desire to improve the day’s scorecard. He detected in her irritation with the dumb animal of daily traffic and the stubborn stains on the pads of her thumbs a familiar if seldom-examined distress. It was a worry that he recognized was sufficient to occlude a nearly fatal tumble down an elevator shaft, and the targeted efforts of an old coworker to disgrace her, and the prospect of having to visit the Salt Cellar, where the military kept all its inconvenient monsters. Amid all of that, Isolde’s thoughts had once again turned to the fate of Professor Silas Wilby, her long-absent father.

With a lilt of tenderness to his lowered voice, Warren asked what she was hoping to find at the end of the crumpled receipt she had pulled from her father’s desk.

To spare herself the real bruises of false hope, Isolde was privately cataloging a range of disappointing possibilities. The most likely scenario seemed to be that her father had asked one of his former peers to collect the city’s newspaper of record on his behalf—a prospect that would mean his fifty-year subscription had nothing to do with the portalmanteau, nor Felivox’s papery lens into the world. The dragon’s regular reading material could conceivably have sprung from some charmed relic contained within her father’s baffling collection: perhaps a telegraphic palimpsest that was every day renewed, or a magic printing press that was attuned to the massive rollers in the basement of the Berbiton Times tower.

The most likely end to their interminable jaunt would be a doorway filled by a puzzled resident who had for many years presumed a clerical error was responsible for supplying them with free copies of the Times. Someone who would neither know the name Silas Wilby, nor entertain the interrogations of a woman who looked to have recently slept on a prison floor and smelled like the river.

A more optimistic outcome would be that she would find one of her father’s former students, a graying someone with a heart full of green sap. This plausible (but entirely imaginary) acolyte would know her, understand her query, and produce a scrapbook full of clippings that had been snipped from the paper years ago, back when the professor had still made semi-regular appearances in the news. It would be a collection of articles that dwindled in both frequency and length as her father faded from the nation’s memory, a documentation not of his accomplishments, but of his vanishment.

What Isolde could not say to Warren, nor wholly admit to herself, was that there was a very small, very stubborn, very stupid part of her that hoped the destination they were presently crawling toward amid a cacophony of impotent jaunt horns and a thickening bank of electrahol fumes would be a mossy hermitage or alley lair. And when she knocked upon that door, the person who answered it—wearing rags, a long beard, and the bland expression of an amnesiac—would be her father himself.

Rather than air any of this turmoil in answer to Warren’s question, all Isolde could do was hold his hand and squeeze his fingers and take comfort in the gentle, level pressure of his reply.

Yet, despite her best efforts to prepare herself, Isolde was still surprised when their jaunt deposited them in front of an aging delicatessen on the corner of a block of middle-class townhouses. The sidewalk was ornamented with a relative rarity in the concrete gulches of Berbiton: trees. The redbud’s heart-shaped leaves shivered in the evening wind. Horse-headed hitching posts interposed the blooming trees. Those obsolete columns had been painted and repainted so many times over the years the noble steeds were beginning to look a little bovine.

Warren declared it a charming spot.

Judging from the erosion of the deli’s hanging sign and the flaking of the cornucopia of meat, cheese, and eggs that had been painted on its front window, the eatery was neither new nor popular.

Indeed, upon entry, Isolde and Warren found that there was only one other customer in the deli. That gentleman was telling a lively but rather inscrutable story about either a misadventure with roof gutters or a botched surgery, which he addressed to the aproned man behind the counter, who observed the spirited performance with an expression of imperturbable tolerance. His gray flattop and horn-rimmed glasses gave him the look of one who was accustomed to having his patience tested by loitering youths and tardy deliveries and indecisive patrons. The customer presently challenging the durability of the shopkeeper’s calm had a red beard that was giving way to white and a flat cap that he compulsively removed and reseated with the careful attention of a man installing a toupee.

Despite the lack of dinner traffic, Warren was impressed by the cleanliness of the space and the rosy state of the cuts of meat that filled the glassed-in case beneath a glistening slicing machine. The sweet but not cloying aroma of pickles, onions, and bread made his mouth water. He did his best to contain his excitement that their errand had delivered him and his growling stomach to such a happy solution, even as his wife stared bemusedly at the rack of newspapers near the front door.

Warren had just queued to place an order, when the raconteur quit his story upon the rather descriptive phrase “and it was a rat-sized blockage” to point at Isolde, who was not paying him the slightest attention. “I know you. You’re that magical detective, aren’t you? Look, Henry, she’s even got her purse. You must be on a case!”

The change that came over the proprietor was both unexpected and manifest. A moment before, he had appeared aloof and unconcerned. But seeing Isolde and Warren inspired a smile that seemed to rise up from some seldom-plumbed reservoir of joy and enthusiasm. The deli owner beamed as he attempted a number of unfinished expressions of disbelief and amazement, all of which Isolde ignored while Warren blushed. While they did sometimes encounter fans of their work in their jogs about town, rarely was it ever so pure and effusive.

Though it was hardly necessary, Mr. Wilby still introduced himself and his distracted wife, learning that the proprietor’s name was Henry Reppert and his convivial patron was Claud. Warren listened politely as Mr. Reppert confessed that he had enjoyed reading about their exploits for years. He loved it all. He loved the danger, the monsters, the criminals, the magic. In particular, he delighted in those occasions when the Wilbies solved a mystery that had baffled the police.

“You don’t care for the police?” Warren asked lightly.

The deli owner seemed concerned that he had offended Mr. Wilby, and he hurried to reassure his welcome guest. “There are some good ones, no doubt. There’s always good ones. But, in my experience, I lose more to constables than thieves. They like to come in here and muse about all the criminals that are rattling around in the alleys, and how lucky I am that they’re around to keep an eye on things, and also how hungry they get walking the streets to keep them safe. They make it seem like the only thing standing between absolute bedlam is them and my free sandwiches.”

“Do you sell a lot of newspapers?” Isolde asked, finally approaching the counter and addressing the owner directly.

Blinking at this digression, he answered, “Thirty or forty a day. Maybe sixty on the weekend.”

“I see. And where do you get them?”

Mr. Reppert’s esteem for the famed detective appeared to grind against the obviousness of her inquiry. “From the newspaper, ma’am—the Berbiton Times. They have a delivery service.”

“You have a subscription?” Isolde stared at him with an intensity that did not seem to match the banality of the subject.

“I have a standing order.”

“When does it come?”

“Around 6:30, Mr. Fisher—that’s the fellow who drives the truck—he comes by with a fresh bundle. Leaves them on the walk.”

“And you open at 7:00.” Isolde had turned her probing eye from the wire newspaper stand to the deli’s front door. “What about the mail? How does it come to you?”

Mr. Reppert looked to Warren for help, even as he answered, “By post.”

“The mail carrier, do they put your letters in the slot?”

“No, she puts the mail in my hand.”

“Why?” Isolde returned to the entrance of the shop.

“So it doesn’t make a pile on the floor and my customers don’t have to step over it.”

Getting onto her knees before the half-panel, half-glass door, Isolde opened the flap on the mail slot and peered through.

“What are you looking at?” Claud asked.

“The street,” she answered. “War, when does our paperboy usually make the rounds?”

“Ours comes around 5:30.”

Isolde knocked on the wooden panel, which rang dully. “Is the door original?”

Mr. Reppert answered, “It’s been there as long as I have. I bought the place thirty-two years ago. This used to be a florist. I don’t know how she got her mail.”

“Was the door ever repaired?”

“No, not that I— Well, actually… It’s been, oh, at least twenty years, but once a man from the city came by. He said the post office was inspecting all of the mail slots after a carrier had the tip of his finger snipped off while delivering the mail. He said if it required any repairs, he’d make them himself, which struck me as strange. Usually, the city hands out warnings and citations, not free labor.”

“What did he look like?”

“Thin, tall, tan. I don’t recall his face, but I remember he was a talker. Told a lot of jokes. He was here for a while, fiddling with the door.”

“Did he have a bag—perhaps one like this?” She held up the portalmanteau.

“Maybe. It was a long time ago. Was he not from the city?”

“I think that was my father. I think he picked your deli for his newspaper subscription because he knew you wouldn’t already have one, and would probably never get one because you buy them in bulk. I imagine he was in here one day ordering a sandwich when he saw you receive the mail directly from the carrier. That’s when he hatched his plan.”

“His plan to do what?” Claud asked.

“To install a portal.” Isolde opened the shop door and invited the gentlemen to join her on the sidewalk, which they all did. Isolde handed Warren the portalmanteau, knelt before the door and, opening the mail flap, inserted her slender arm up to the elbow.

Observing the door from the side, the trio of men could see that Isolde’s hand did not emerge on the other side. The uncanny result was reminiscent of the stage magicians who pretended to saw ladies in half. But this was no contortionist’s trick. Ms. Wilby’s arm had reached across an interdimensional gulf; her fingers were groping the air of a different dimension.

Even as Mr. Reppert and Claud marveled and gasped, Isolde withdrew her arm and peeped through the mail slot. She called Felivox’s name, a hail that was answered at once by the dragon’s rumbling bass.

“Isolde! Is that you? It is you! You found me. But of course you did. Is Warren there?”

Warren knelt to speak into the unlikely mouthpiece of a deli door. “Hi-ho, old boy! How have you been? What have you been up to?”

“Napping, eating my roommate, waiting for you. I smell food.”

“We’re at a delicatessen.”

“I would like one.”

“One what?”

“One delicatessen.”

“First things first,” Isolde said gently, shouldering her husband aside. “Felivox, do you have the aperture handy?”

“It’s stopped working. It’s just an empty frame now.”

“We’re going to fix it. I want you to hold it up to the mail slot. I’m going to attempt a little alchemy.”

“How exotic!” the dragon chortled, a sound like an overfilled rock crusher.

It took Felivox a moment to retrieve and position the frame that had once contained a portal. He shouted his readiness at a volume that made Mr. Reppert shield his ears.

“I need scissors or a knife, something sharp,” she told the men huddled about her, as she held out her hand for the portalmanteau, which Warren surrendered.

Claud extracted from his trouser pocket a small penknife. Once Isolde had taken it from him, he removed his cap, briefly scratched his scalp, then began the meticulous ritual of reseating his chapeau. “That knife belonged to my grandfather, may he rest in peace. He was a country surgeon. He didn’t use the knife for that of course. Though one time, he had to use a tree saw—”

“Thank you.” Isolde spoke the words so sharply, she might as well just have told the man to shut up, which he did. She stabbed the bottom of the portalmanteau with a casualness that made Warren’s head shrink into his shoulders, both at the sight of seeing the beloved artifact pierced and at Isolde’s decision to prop the bag up on her leg, which narrowly eluded perforation. She attacked a patch in the bottom of the worn bag, a repair that had been there for as long as she could remember, reopening an old hole in the base. It occurred to her that her father might’ve cut the gap himself, and for a similar purpose.

The job done, she returned the knife, then arranged her fingers into what Professor Konya had called the third formation of the twelfth figure, a shape that again reminded Warren of a llama’s silhouette. Iz steered her contorted hand through the ragged hole in the bottom of the portalmanteau, then continued on, to reach through the mail slot in the door of the delicatessen.

She felt a resistance, a warming pressure, an unsettling throb. She gritted her teeth, braced her cheek upon the door, and pushed deeper into the void.

There was a sensation of thinning, a feeling that the membrane that opposed her advances was about to break. She was bending material reality to her will, was parting the curtain of the universe and opening a window into the infinite. Perhaps there was something of the plurician in her after all!

Isolde indulged a fantasy in which she returned to Konya’s hothouse and opened a portal under the professor’s feet. We’ll see how well she likes being dunked in the River Zimme! Isolde thought.

Then the magic she had so well in hand began to break her arm.
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A GLASSY FACSIMILE
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The intersection between the ensorcelled and creative arts was common knowledge, even among those disinterested members of the public who considered the study of sorcery passé. It was widely understood that hexegy required a mastery of line and shape comparable to a classically trained artist. The most successful necromancers were also concert vocalists, and alchemists were terrific dancers capable of pirouetting holes in space and time.

But magic and the arts shared a subtler, less well-known connection: They both depended upon the availability of inspiration, an admittedly vague word that warehoused a great breadth of support, influence, and verve. But while artists found inspiration variously from solitude, society, park benches, deep woods, raucous salons, and solemn galleries, practitioners of magic enjoyed less freedom where the origin of their powers was concerned.

Wizards relied upon familiars and preternatural beasts to supply the spark for their spells, which was why Obelos, Isolde’s old schoolmate, kept a leviathan in his lap pool. Necromancers often leeched the catalyst for their incantations from oceanic and atmospheric currents, a connection that made them formidable in a storm but relatively impuissant on a sunny day. Hexegists were unusual, because many of their sigils and wards were less particular about the provenance of their energies, which might alternately sap light from a candle or vitality from a houseplant. Still, the most common source for the creation of a hex was the practitioner’s own life force. Though it was the weakest of the veins of magic, hexegy at least had the benefit of being broadly self-sufficient—a fact that had always struck Isolde as appealing.

And alchemists relied upon the presence of metal to conjure their wonders.

In her rush to repair the halo, Isolde had neglected to procure the essential ingredient of iron—an oversight that would very quickly result in the nascent portal’s collapse, and while her arm was still tangled up in it. If she were lucky, the failed halo would just take the limb. The less likable alternative would see her bodily pulled through a very small hole into a more spacious oblivion.

Why in heaven’s name had she thought she could do this? Why had Professor Konya poisoned her with undeserved confidence? Isolde was no plurician, no sorcerer. She was a simple hex-caster who trafficked in nightlights and antifungal spells. Anytime she dabbled in other magic, the result was disappointing at best and disastrous at worst. But perhaps there was some cruel irony to the fact that she would be devoured by her father’s old treasure chest, the thing he had chosen to pursue rather than her company.

Isolde had all but accepted her imminent violent departure from existence when she remembered the hitching post.

She could not reach the horse-headed stanchion, at least not physically, but if she concentrated she could feel its presence, its waiting power. Recalling the lessons of her student days, she imagined the post heating up, pictured it absorbing the energy of a furnace. She visualized the iron turning first red, then white, until the post began to glow like the filament of an immense flood lamp whose beam of light warmed her, enveloped her, possessed her.

Relishing that harmonizing energy, she pushed the iron’s sway into the creaking bones of her arm.

Relief came all at once. She felt the instant her hand broke through the snarl, and the crushing, wrenching pain departed upon a shiver. She pulled back her hand, dropping the portalmanteau, and springing away from the door.

She soon discerned that, though it had felt like an eternity to her, the whole event had passed so quickly, Warren had scarcely had a chance to identify her distress. He was just posing the question, “What’s wrong?”

Cradling her bruised arm, which tingled from the renewed blood flow, Isolde laughed in relief. “Nothing. I’m all right. It was just a very strange sensation.” She turned toward the hitching post that had saved her, touching it tentatively, as if she were testing a stove. The stallion’s nose was as cool as the redbud’s shade.

“Did it work?” Warren asked, bending to pick up the deflated carpetbag. He undid the clasp on the portalmanteau and parted the cracked leather piping of its mouth.

A forked tongue, black as night, snaked up from the purse and licked him on the nose.

“Now, about this delicatessen,” Felivox boomed.

Warren had often heard his mother extol the unique joy of her grandchildren’s raucous visits, which filled the townhouse so completely it made the roof nearly rattle like the lid of a simmering pot. The shrieks and thumps that caused the neighbors to plug their ears and top off their nightcaps only serenaded his mother, who confessed the dissonance was tuned by happy memories of her own time with young children—a passage that had felt like an eternity right up until it had evaporated like a dream.

While not quite the same as the pitter-pattering of nascent feet, Felivox’s crunching of whole roasted pullets, his gulping of aspics, and slurping of cheese soup were such happy, welcome sounds, Warren was inspired to waltz and trot about his kitchen even as he endeavored to bail his icebox into the firepit of a famished dragon.

Isolde was finding it difficult to debrief Felivox amid his feeding, much, she supposed, as it might be challenging to converse with a snake while it strove to swallow an egg.

But the revelations she managed to tease from the gorging basilisk were extraordinary, and might’ve been unbelievable if espoused by another source. Had, for example, Warren’s veg man been the font of those surprises, Isolde would’ve likely recommended medical intervention. But she knew that dragons, though pretentious, pitiless, and snide, were not predisposed to deception. A dragon was likely to tell you that your hat was ugly shortly before gobbling you down, and think that they had been kind to spare you from the discomfort of self-delusion in your final moments.

So when Felivox informed Isolde that he had been a tangential witness to the discovery of Margit Rault’s bloody corpse shortly after the Wilbies left the theater on Friday night, she believed him, utterly and without reservation.

Precisely as she had failed to do when Margit Rault first wrote to her.

The first lines of the artist’s letter still echoed in Isolde’s head: I don’t know why I’m scared or if I need to be, but something feels wrong.

Isolde knew that the great tragedy of hopelessness was that it so often looked innocuous. Despair sometimes presented as embarrassment or distraction or calm. A victim of drowning was more likely to appear tranquil than to flail their arms and cry out for rescue. Desperation was a sorry advocate for help. The belief that genuine suffering was necessarily obvious and effusive was a convenient lie perpetrated by terrible playwrights, bad doctors, and poor friends.

Isolde was, once again, ashamed that she had not been more attentive to Rault’s subtle cues of distress, and doubly abashed to discover that while she could not correct her error, it seemed that someone else had managed—incredibly, impossibly—to do just that. The murder that Felivox described was frantic and sloppy. It was an act of violence without forethought resulting in a surplus of evidence. Someone had killed Margit, and made an absolute mess of things. Isolde had seen it with her own eyes. And then had the vision struck from her memory.

Something terrible had happened. Something of such force and magnitude it wound back the clocks and opened up the locks of interdimensional doorways, erasing the memories of all involved, while allowing a loathsome history to be insidiously revised. Whoever had bungled Rault’s murder had conceived of a more subtle alternative: a common poison that would look like suicide, especially given the victim’s history of addiction. Isolde thought there was something particularly ghoulish about the murderer hiding their brutality behind their victim’s overcome illness.

Felivox recounted Isolde’s clumsy, unproductive search of the artist’s studio, the arrival of Detective Broxburn, and the interruption of an explosion that Isolde herself had described as bomb-like shortly before the charmed aperture had clattered to the floor, cutting Felivox off from the Wilbies’ world.

Isolde quizzed Felivox about the particulars of Margit Rault’s cooling body, which he could only articulate vaguely based upon muttered descriptions: The artist had died in her finery, wearing her pearls, with a fistful of someone else’s hair in her hand. Frustrated by her inability to remember the scene of the crime, Isolde was preparing to press the dragon for further details when Felivox surprised her with a non sequitur. “And I suppose you’ll be wanting your trash can back.”

“My what?”

The dragon snorted. “Right before that lawman burst in, you shoved a waste bin in my face.”

“Reminds me of our first date!” Warren said, unsealing a new tin of biscuits. “Remember, Iz? We spent it rummaging around in the trash looking for… what was it?”

“Love letters,” Isolde prompted.

War waggled a custard cream at her. “That’s it! Love letters. How appropriate.”

“Between a judge and a prosecutor,” she added.

He grimaced as he teethed a biscuit. “Perhaps ‘appropriate’ isn’t quite the right word.”

The exchange was wasted on Felivox, whose ranging and receding voice made it seem as if he was darting about. “I know I put the blasted thing somewhere safe. But when you live in a vault, where isn’t safe? Ah! Here it is.”

The dead artist’s trash can rose from the mouth of the wide-stretched carpetbag. Isolde received the unexpected gift as the miracle that it was: a receptacle full of evidence from an erased crime. She began to methodically lift its contents out and spread them across Warren’s kitchen table even as her husband engaged the dragon in an argument over the serviceability of tinned biscuits. Felivox held that they were a stale and hateful compaction of oily crumbs while Warren rejoined that they were a likable cousin of the fresh-baked biscuit that, while perhaps superior in flavor, were impossible impositions during the summer months when running an oven all day was as practical as lighting a campfire in hell.

Isolde absorbed their argument only distantly. She was too busy trying to avoid slicing her fingers on the shards of glass that made up the main of the wastebasket’s contents. It wasn’t surprising that an artist whose dominant medium was glass would have some fragments in her trash, and yet it soon became apparent to Isolde that these broken pieces were not unrelated remnants. Even before she had finished unpacking the shards, Isolde found a pair of larger slivers that fit snugly together, and in that connection, Isolde perceived the line work that connected the pieces.

Rault’s painted strokes were a striking shade of blue. Given the brilliance and semitransparency of the color, Isolde suspected the paint was tinted with lazurite. She’d taken enough art classes to know the paint—though beautiful—wasn’t cheap. And yet it wasn’t the material that excited her.

“Why, what we have here,” she spoke over the back-and-forth of Warren and Felivox, “is your bog-standard jigsaw puzzle.”

Warren sobered with the abruptness of a military cadet being called to attention by the morning bugle. He said, “I’ll put the kettle on.”

“No, no, darling. You’ve had a long day. You’ve been cooking for hours. Why don’t you put your feet up?”

“Nonsense! I’m sure you’ll need my help,” he said, and chuckled, and she, even as she shuffled through the pieces of glass, laughed too.

Isolde was famous among those who knew her well for being a mad tyrant where jigsaw puzzles were concerned. She considered such puzzles a personal affront, a challenge that by right and custom should only be engaged independently as one might a duel. If some uninitiated houseguest had the gall to slot in one of the pieces to her puzzle, Isolde would find it, pluck it free, and shuffle it back into the pile. Warren, being someone who did not particularly enjoy a chore that resulted in an accomplishment that had to be subsequently tidied, did not mind being excluded from the ritual of assembly. Isolde needed her mental exercises, and he was glad to support them.

Closing the portalmanteau, which muffled the contented snoring of an overstuffed dragon, Warren sat down at the kitchen table to observe his wife at work. To keep from slicing up her fingers, Iz had elected to shift the smaller shards of glass about the lacquered wood top with a pair of tweezers, an instrument that, given the intensity of her expression, made her look like a surgeon probing the organs of a patient.

“That was quite a day,” Warren said mildly, stretching his stout neck to scratch his emerging beard with the backs of his fingers. “It certainly had its ups and downs.”

“And ins and outs.”

Warren snuffled a laugh. “I think we may have scarred poor Smud. But thank heaven for that man! If it was up to Broxburn, I’m sure we’d be sleeping on a cement slab.”

“Mmm. I had been working under the assumption that our chum Broxburn was just bad at his job, and that’s why he was so quick to brush aside my questions about Rault’s death. Now I’m not so sure.”

“You really think he’s capable of taking a life?”

“Perhaps.” Isolde winked one eye at a pebble of glass as if it were a jewel. “But if he did kill her, he could only have been the implement of destruction, not the mastermind behind the plot. He may have violence in him, but he drank away the capacity for higher thinking years ago.”

“A mastermind? That sounds ominous.”

“Terrifying, really.” Isolde held a polygon of glass up to the pendant light that dangled over the center of the table, turning it this way and that, making the blue lines that crosshatched it fairly shimmer.

Warren straightened in his seat a little as his impression of his wife’s mood shifted. He’d thought she was only concentrating on the puzzle before her, but now he perceived she was genuinely worried. “You’re serious.”

“Oh yes. I think we’re all in terrible danger.” She settled the recently examined piece into the evolving pattern, her mouth turning upward with satisfaction.

“Is this about all that stuff Felivox said about a bloody murder and a bomb and such? Surely, he’s mistaken. We’ve both read the autopsy report for Margit Rault. There wasn’t a scratch on her. And I don’t always follow the news as closely as I should, but I think I would’ve heard if a bomb had gone off downtown.”

“You think he’s lying.”

“It could be more innocuous than that.” Warren crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair, regarding the deflated carpetbag on his butcher’s block into which he had recently funneled so much of his pantry. “Felivox’s view of our world isn’t exactly unobstructed. And he might’ve misconstrued what he saw or heard. A backfire can sound like a gunshot, and thunder can sound like a bomb. It was a stormy night, after all. Or perhaps it was a hallucination. He spent most of the week cut off, cooped up, starving. The mind can play tricks on you at the best of times—which those certainly weren’t.”

Isolde clucked her tongue. “All perfectly reasonable points. But I still believe him. I believe he’s telling the truth, and that his account of events is more or less accurate.”

“Why?”

“Because we have evidence that a bomb did go off—it just wasn’t a conventional sort of bomb. But we know it damaged infrastructure, specifically the mouths of portals. I don’t believe that Brast and Konya were the only other ones to see their halos disrupted. I’d wager good money that every thalanium mill in town experienced broken halos that evening. They just didn’t report it. Why would they wish to announce to their competitors that their production line was unstable? No, that would be handing them an advantage, signaling vulnerability. And it wasn’t just the magical thoroughfares that were affected by the bomb that Felivox observed—practitioners felt the blast as well. It gave me a crippling migraine and made Professor Konya believe she was having a stroke. My guess is we weren’t the only ones to suffer. But because we finger wigglers are so damned proud and insecure, none of us spoke up. Not a peep! We all collapsed in a frothing pile, rolled about on the floor in mortal anguish, then when the moment passed, we all dusted ourselves off and went about our day—or rather, night.”

“Iz, I don’t have to understand to believe you, which I do, but I’m not sure what it is that you’re proposing. It sounds like you’re suggesting that a bomb that was not a bomb went off, blowing up nothing except magic doors and injuring no one but magic users.”

“That’s it, more or less.”

“But what does any of this have to do with Margit Rault? She was just a painter, wasn’t she? She wasn’t rich or powerful or popular. Was she a secret wizard?”

“Honestly, I don’t know what she was. That’s why I’m going through her trash.”

Warren groomed his mustache with absent-minded tenderness as if he were petting an old cat. “So, Ms. Rault was murdered in her studio. It was a gruesome scene. We were there briefly. You were looking for clues, I’m sure. I’m assuming if you’d found any, you wouldn’t have stolen her trash can.”

Isolde bobbed her head in concession before carrying on with her account. “Then, out of nowhere, Broxburn shows up. That strikes me as more than unlikely. I mean, it’s plausible that a neighbor might’ve called the police to complain about the noise, but dispatch would never have sent a lone plainclothes detective to investigate a run-of-the-mill disturbance call. So why was he there?”

“It is odd, but I imagine he was having a wonderful time of it. Catching the pair of us huddled over a bloody corpse.” Warren shook his head.

“Oh, I’m sure he was crowing like an old cock. Then a bomb goes off, and all of that goes away. All except for this pile of glass and Felivox’s memory of what happened. Then, that very same night, Rault kills herself, or is made to appear to have. Which makes me wonder if the killer didn’t come back around to have a second go, and this time they didn’t leave behind a wagonload of evidence and a trail of blood. Rault was dressed for a night out. Perhaps her murderer was someone she knew, someone she had invited over, someone she looked forward to seeing.”

Warren swabbed the crumbs of his recent labor from the counter into the sink, where he chased them down the drain by running the tap. “Iz, you keep skimming over the most perplexing part. Someone went back in time and changed things. I didn’t think that was possible.”

“It isn’t.”

Warren dried his hands with thoughtful deliberation. “There are no spells, no incantations, no charms that allow you to wind the clocks back and forth?”

“No, there’s nothing like that.” Isolde tilted a wedge of glass to better view its edge, before deciding it wasn’t the piece she was hunting for. Moving on to the next, she said, “Of course, there’s a considerable amount of arcane magic that I’m perfectly ignorant of, some of which is sitting on a shelf in the portalmanteau. But in all my years, I’ve not heard so much as a whisper about sorcery being used to manipulate time. And that seems the sort of thing people would talk about, were it possible.”

“Hence your posited mastermind. We only know of one local sorcerer.”

“Yes, but it doesn’t seem to bear the same signature.”

“You mean, it’s missing a flock of unsettling birds?”

Isolde shrugged. “Partly, but also Rault’s original murder was too messy, too desperate, too poorly conceived. It strikes me as the work of a more reckless individual. An amateur, perhaps. Though obviously a talented one.”

“And deadly.” Warren cracked his back and shuffled to the back door, peeking through the curtain at their small walled yard. Moonlight made the moss on the sagging roof of the old carriage house glow like new frost. He craned his neck to look up at the sky, which was for the moment clear. “The Lovers are out,” he observed.

“The Lovers” was one of many romantic epithets given to the two halves of the moon, the ragged inner edges of which suggested (to some) the profiles of two faces, awkwardly aligned. An unfathomable force had rent the satellite asunder long before the start of the historical record. Even the most ancient cave paintings portrayed a divided moon. Astronomers disagreed on what sort of calamitous force might’ve split the celestial body, but the consensus was that gravity would eventually draw the two halves back together.

Warren mused, “I hope that the human race is still around to see the Lovers reunite. Won’t that be a kiss for the ages? Funny—I have a hard time imagining a perfectly round moon following us around like a spotlight.”

Isolde paused her study of a shard to close her eyes. “I can picture it quite clearly. In fact, I feel like whenever the moon makes an appearance in my dreams, it’s always perfectly whole. There’s not even a crack. It’s not a puzzle put back together. It’s a perfect object that was never broken.”

“What a pleasant dream. Speaking of dreams, it’s late. I’m off to bed. Don’t stay up all night.”

“No, no. I’m about to give up,” Isolde said, and Warren smiled as she held a sliver of glass up to the light knowing never had man or woman uttered a balder lie.
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Iz did in fact stay up into the wee hours of the night, only quitting the assembling effort when her eyes began to cross from exhaustion. To recuperate from her manic spree, she slept until noon. Then Warren roused her and took her to Café Chevrotain for an unhurried lunch, partly to take advantage of the midday specials, and partly because he had promised Felivox his first taste of olive bread. From there, the couple enjoyed a leisurely stroll to the market, followed by a more ponderous trek home, freighted with potatoes, cucumbers, sea bass, and red onions. They napped through the afternoon’s warmest hours, then made and unmade their bed.

As Warren prepared dinner, he reflected upon what a perfect, unharried day it had been. A greedier man might’ve hoped for an encore, but he knew Isolde could tolerate only occasional spells of indolence. Protracted loafing invited restlessness, which had a way of conjuring mysteries—and they had more than enough of those already.

It was only after dinner that Isolde resumed her work reassembling the shattered pane. While she puzzled, Warren sat across from her studying the art books, on loan from the Cardinal Library, that compiled Margit Rault’s most popular works. The cover of the largest volume—which featured one of Margit Rault’s luminous nudes—was dominated by her signature, done in lurid strokes of red. She signed her work simply MARGIT, omitting her surname.

“Do you think a signature reveals anything about a person?” Warren asked.

Isolde answered without looking up, “Certainly. It reveals their name.”

Warren laughed and was about to reply when a jaunty rap at their front door roused him from his chair.

Warren typically enjoyed unannounced callers who might come bearing invitations to balls thrown by hedonistic industrialists, or gift baskets from grateful clients, or even jolly salesmen flogging brushes, suck-boxes, and shutters. But recent days had caused him to sour on impromptu visitors—particularly those who came brandishing a badge and the fug of a barroom.

Warren was pleasantly surprised to discover Sir Elliot Haden standing on his doorstep, looking trim as a mannequin and bright as a shop window. The handsome lord’s impeccable smile was on full display, and he came with a gift: a small picture frame wrapped in brown paper, trussed with white string.

“Oh, you shouldn’t have!” Warren said, accepting the parcel.

“It’s just your dragon.” The lord’s distinctive hoarse voice made it almost seem as if he were affecting a conspiratorial whisper.

“Can’t be! He’s snoozing in the kitchen.”

“How many paintings of dragons do you have?”

“Oh! You’re talking about Morto! I had forgotten all about him.” A passing jaunt blew its horn at a pair of well-dressed jaywalkers. The evening tide of pedestrians flowing up toward High Street in search of dinner and entertainment had begun.

Sir Haden dug his hands into his trouser pockets and leaned upon the doorway with laddish ease. “Lucky for you, your dragon was worth more than Lord Shiftley’s painting of a cantaloupe. His piece went on the block, while yours was released to my care. Though, I was asked to remind you that you’re still barred from attending future gatherings.”

“However shall we manage?” Warren said as he made a stoic show of appreciating the unanticipated delivery.

“I’m sure you’re being facetious, but you look genuinely sad.”

Warren tucked the painting under his arm. “I’m sorry, Elliot. I was hoping that perhaps I’d seen the last of ol’ Morto. He makes me uneasy.”

“Too fierce?”

“Something like that. Can you linger? I’ll put the kettle on.”

“No time for tea, I’m afraid. I have a date. We’re seeing The Crooked Croaker.”

“Ah, we saw that!” Warren led the way into his home at a backward trot. He bustled about his sitting room, preening what was already tidy. “I liked it. It didn’t take itself too seriously, and I appreciated its implicit thesis.”

“Which was?”

“Oh, that lies are exhausting and the truth is tireless, and we should all probably scrutinize the licenses of our physicians a little more carefully in the future.”

Sir Haden laughed rustily. “Returning to your dragon: I’m rather taken with it. I wouldn’t mind buying it off you.”

Warren patted the edge of the papered frame. “It’s not to my taste, but it is a family heirloom. We can’t sell it, but perhaps we could temporarily swap it out if you have anything that’s about the same size. Maybe something with ducks?”

“I have flocks of painted ducks. I have migrating ducks, swimming ducks, and dead ducks—not all in the same frame. You can have your pick this Sunday.”

As Warren laid Morto to rest on a sideboard, he asked, “What’s happening this Sunday?”

“Ms. Wilby finally agreed to contribute to a garden salon. She didn’t tell you?”

“It must’ve slipped her mind,” Warren said in a laughing quaver as he led his guest into the kitchen. Isolde sat hunched over the breakfast table, tweezing polygons of broken glass.

She glanced up from her thorny puzzle. “Hello, Sir Haden. How are you?”

The lord sidled up to the table where Isolde worked. “Fine, very well, thank you. Did you break a window?”

“Not exactly.”

Squinting in study, the lord reached for one of the larger pieces still waiting to be placed. “What is all this?”

Isolde shooed his hand away as if it were a fly. “Just something I rescued from the trash.”

“Elliot has a date,” Warren announced, undertaking an inventory of his biscuit tins. “I should’ve asked, what is the lucky lady’s name?”

“Shirley.”

“Congratulations,” Isolde said as if she were blessing a sneeze. Warren cleared his throat: a subtle suggestion that his beloved might spare another word or two on the subject. Dutifully, Isolde added, “Or should I offer commiserations?”

The lord sighed deeply as he leaned upon the counter. “I predict she is another cousin in the minting. I always picture them falling asleep in my arms, but somehow they end up nodding off on my sofa while I’m monologuing about unsolved equations, or unappreciated architects, or—”

“There are plenty of intelligent women in the world.” Isolde glanced up, arching a brow in reproach.

Elliot conceded the point at once. “Indeed there are! And I have had the pleasure of boring a great many of them. Perhaps my benign dullness is part of my appeal. My peers are off foxhunting and boxing and racing their jaunts, while I’m sitting in tearooms ranting about chiaroscuro and getting wheezy from shuffling a deck of cards. I am a garden snake in a world full of adders!”

Warren laughed and turned to his wife. “Speaking of gardens—his lordship said you agreed to speak at his salon this Sunday. Funny, you forgot to mention it.”

Isolde settled a long sliver of glass into place, and paused to consider the evolving pattern. “Just waiting for the right moment, dear.”

“Monday morning, perhaps?” Warren rolled his head from side to side, smirking with amusement as he arranged biscuits on a saucer. “It does seem the sort of thing that might’ve come up during the hours we spent sitting in a holding cell.”

“We weren’t doing a lot of sitting as I recall.”

Elliot frowned. “Wait, why were you in a holding cell?”

“Just a misunderstanding. No charges were filed.” Isolde waved the topic away as if their incarceration were an everyday event.

“But you do have legal counsel on retainer?” Elliot took a biscuit from the plate Warren held out to him.

“I’ve been meaning to get around to that.”

“My god, Isolde. Next time you’re in legal trouble, call me. I’ll send my jackals straight over. It hurts my feelings to think of you two languishing in prison.”

Isolde composed a polite smile, which she briefly turned in the lord’s direction, though her gaze remained on her puzzle. “I appreciate the offer. This Sunday, who will I have the honor of bickering with?”

“Actually, I’m quite happy with how the stars have aligned. Before you and I spoke, I had managed to secure an appearance from none other than Madam Sooth. It’s going to be quite the double bill!”

At last, the lord had succeeded in gathering the full measure of Isolde’s attention. She sat back in her chair and stared at him as if he’d just blown his nose on her curtains. “What? Madam Soft Cheese! Are you serious? What’s the topic going to be: How to bilk widows and defraud orphans?”

“Come on, Isolde. That’s hardly fair! She’s a respected medium. She fills the music halls whenever she performs.” Sir Haden bit into his biscuit.

“If we’re citing popularity as a qualifying credential, I believe pubic lice are still in vogue.”

Warren hastened to change the subject. “You know, I owe you an apology, Elliot. At the Meliotas’ party, I didn’t mean to embarrass you by telling the story of how you saved us from the brays. I feel like I chased you from the party.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. It’s just a period of my life I don’t enjoy revisiting. Though, obviously, I’m glad I could be there for you and Isolde.”

“And we’re so grateful that you recovered and returned to city life! Thank goodness for mountain air, spring water, and bountiful brambles!” Warren said, alluding to the things Elliot had once credited with healing his ravaged lungs.

“Though there’s more to it than that, isn’t there?” Isolde glanced up from her work.

“What?” Sir Elliot wore a look of genuine surprise, which stood in contrast to his usual breezy bearing. In his expression, Isolde saw a glimpse of the vulnerable hollow-eyed youth who’d once greeted them in his housecoat.

She forged on. “I could always tell you were glossing over something with all that mountain air and berries stuff. And I let you get away with it, too, because even I understand it is impolite to harangue an acquaintance over the details of a near-death experience. But, we’re friends now. Good friends. And so I feel emboldened to ask, what are you leaving out?”

For a moment it seemed as if Sir Haden might retreat again into his habitual nonchalance, but even as he prepared to make a joke, his smile abruptly withered. His face fell, settling upon a bleak and fragile stare. His hoarse voice was scarcely a whisper when he said, “Shame. I left out the shameful part.”

Warren was quick to supply a rescue. He turned on the kitchen faucet and rattled a pot in the sink and made a little symphony of clearing his throat before announcing: “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t wish to, Elliot.”

“No, no, it’s perfectly fine.” Sir Haden picked up a second biscuit, examining the buttery disc as if it were a gold coin. “I should’ve known better than to keep a secret from the famous Hexologists. Well then. Out with it. I wasn’t idly penning my will that evening you pounded on my door. I was preparing to take my own life.”

Warren inhaled, loading a volley of apology and sympathy. But Elliot didn’t give him the chance to fire his commiserations before hurrying on: “After I drove the two of you down the mountain, I returned to the homestead fully committed to my plan. I didn’t want to die in bed—forsaken, forgotten, alone. I still had some strength left, some dignity. I wanted to meet my end on my own terms.”

Haden gestured with the as-yet unbitten biscuit, wielding it as a prop to his description of the scene. “I left my will on the mantel along with my house keys and wallet. I walked into the forest with empty pockets and a boiling heart. I was determined to let the elements or the brays do what I could not… namely, end my suffering.”

At last, Warren found room to interrupt, saying, “There is nothing shameful about confronting a terminal diagnosis in the manner that you find m—”

But Elliot cut right back in, “And yet, that’s how I felt. I knew then I still had weeks, perhaps months to live. And where there is life, there is hope of a cure. But I didn’t want hope anymore. I wanted relief. I wanted an end. I went into those woods feeling humiliated, defeated, and absolutely determined to die.

“Then, after surviving a wretched half-hour hike, it occurred to me that I could hurry my demise along. I picked a bunch of ghastly little berries and ate them. I found a toadstool and ate that, too. I took up pinches of moss, shingles of bark, and grim little seedpods from the ground. I grazed my way through the forest, doing my level best to poison myself.” At last Sir Haden bit into his sugared prop. The Wilbies watched with rapt attention as he chewed, savored, and swallowed.

“And I thought I had succeeded in nibbling myself to death. I succumbed to horrible convulsions. I retched. I felt the ground open up and the sky fall in. I thought I was dying. And I was relieved.

“But then, some hours later—I woke up on a rocky outcrop, sore and half-frozen but still alive. Not just alive, I soon discovered. Cured. More or less.”

Warren had interspersed Sir Haden’s account with occasional gasps, which he now punctuated with a wondering sigh.

Isolde, though moved, was still incredulous. “You’re saying that you, by pure chance, assembled a panacea while trying to poison yourself?”

“It’s ludicrous, I know. And believe me, I’ve wasted many hours trying to piece together the ingredients of that accidental cure. But I simply wasn’t paying attention. I was just munching my way through the woods as I marched toward my grave. And if I’m being honest, I don’t think it was random. I think there was some sort of divine intervention at work. I think something nudged my hand this way and that. Something guided me… forest spirits, field angels, fairies, perhaps.”

Isolde hummed thoughtfully. “Fairies don’t nudge. They bite.”

“Even so, I think it was something greater than me, something beyond my comprehension. That’s why I’ve made it my business to promote conversations about the supernatural. My old friends from university—they’re all engineers and astronomers and theoretical mathematicians now. They think I’m silly for hosting symposiums on divination and numerology and hexegy and, yes, even clairvoyancy. And I do it because I don’t want the next generation to discount magic simply because it has been replaced by an appliance and mocked by an overpaid columnist.”

“Hear, hear,” Warren said.

Sir Haden twisted his wrist, glancing at the time. “Now I really must go.”

“I’ll walk you to the door.”

“Oh, Isolde, I meant to tell you, you’re off the hook.”

“What do you mean?”

“Mr. Lucente’s auction of Rault’s estate took place this morning. You asked me to bid on any small booklets or diaries. But there was nothing like that. It was a relief, honestly. I was afraid I’d get caught up in a bidding war on your behalf, and I forgot to ask what your limit was. Five thousand gallets? Ten?” Warren whimpered softly, but their guest appeared not to hear him as Sir Haden hurried on: “It’s a moot point. There were dozens of oversized sketch pads, but nothing like you described.”

“Were there many people there?” Isolde asked.

“It was a modest turnout. Mr. Lucente was obviously disappointed. I’ve never seen him so slow with the gavel. But Sir Meliota was there with Lady Laughs-a-Lot. I was seated a few rows behind them. They didn’t bid on a single lot.”

“Is that typical? Does he usually go just to observe?”

“No. He loves to spar with his bidding paddle. Seemed strange he was so quiet.”

Isolde mused, “Perhaps he was looking for something in particular, too.”

“Well, there weren’t any nudes on offer, if that’s what you mean. All right. I’m out the door. Warren, I trust you won’t forget our bargain?”

Warren tapped his nose and said, “Quack, quack.”

During his rambling youth, Warren had cultivated a talent for napping upright. He would cross his legs at the ankles, interlace his hands over his stomach, and settle his chin upon his chest—a tucking process that guaranteed the rapid onset of sleep. These determined slumbers could not be easily interrupted by passing storms or the clanging of train crossings or the distant drum of falling bombs, a fact that had been at certain points advantageous and other times disastrous.

So, when Warren was startled awake an hour after falling asleep in a kitchen chair, he knew at once something was terribly wrong.

The copper pots dangling on their rack rang like wedding bells as the columns of stacked crockery rattled in applause. Isolde was nowhere to be seen, and the partially assembled contents of her puzzle were now vibrating apart.

Leaping to his feet, he grabbed the first weapon at hand—a mallet for softening tougher cuts of meat—and bolted for the parlor.

Isolde stood in the open front door, confronting the cause of the earthquake with folded arms.

The vehicle that halted on the street in front of their house was more than twelve feet wide and twice as long. It ran on two steel treads whose teeth gouged the soft pavement. Black armor plated its sides, and a pair of cannons protruded from a central turret, where the helmet of the pilot now surfaced like a bubble. The tank operator’s unreadable expression was illuminated by the porch lights of the Wilbies’ neighbors, who had begun to congregate on the sidewalk.

Looming at Isolde’s shoulder, still clutching his tenderizer, Warren said, “Why on earth did he send a tank?”

Isolde pulled a tube of lipstick from her pocket and applied it with two quick strokes. “Probably because he couldn’t wedge a battleship up the lane.”
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The tank’s operator indicated to the Wilbies that they were to follow along on the sidewalk in a manner that struck Warren as parade-like: a cheerful association that was spoiled by the threat of heavy munitions on one side and, on the other, a bank of disapproving parents who stood bristling in their bathrobes and dressing gowns.

Isolde kept her head held high while Warren shouted over the war machine’s rumble his sincere apologies to each coresident he encountered. Mentally, he was making a tally of how many petits fours he would have to bake and distribute to keep the block from rallying against their eccentric neighbors who hunted ghosts, supplied fodder to the newspaper columnists, and occasionally entertained military escorts after bedtime. At present, he estimated that each household was owed at least a dozen, a tribute that would have to be doubled for every infant that was startled awake by the impromptu invasion.

Isolde, meanwhile, was pursuing a very different sort of calculation, namely what she planned to charge the military for an after-hours house call—a final figure that would probably be sufficient to pay for a new roof. She knew General Oscuro was as thrifty as he was subtle, but he was also not an absolute maniac. She wasn’t at all surprised to discover the heavy equipment carrier that waited at the end of the block to receive the tank. The armored vehicle was loaded onto a flatbed while children in nightgowns leaned out of bedroom windows and hooted in awe.

General Oscuro sat in the back of a considerably less imposing limousine. He invited the Wilbies to join him even as he dismissed from the other side of the sedan a cadre of officers.

Observing the exodus, Isolde called after them, “Don’t hurry off on my account.”

The general’s facial features looked to have been assembled by a committee with opposing visions and strong opinions. His beard and brows were black and full, his cropped hair white and thin as frost. His youthful bright eyes were underscored by fat slings of purplish flesh. His button nose and jug-handled ears completed the impression that General Oscuro was his own caricature.

“General,” Isolde said in greeting as she settled onto the backward-faced plush leather bench across from the high-ranking officer. “The tank was a bit much, don’t you think?”

“The last time I asked for your help, you said no.”

“I’m not one of your conscripts. I’m a private citizen. I can refuse an invitation if I like. And you should know a tank at my front door isn’t going to sway me either way.”

“Yet, here you are.”

“That’s because I’m curious to know the answers to certain questions myself.”

“I suppose the nation should be grateful that your agenda just so happens to align with the safety of millions of Luthlanders.”

“I see it differently. I think that if the institutions that are supported by my taxes are no longer capable of fulfilling their charter, then it is time that we as a nation reconsidered the funding and leadership of those institutions. That seems a more sensible answer than strong-arming private citizens into paramilitary activities. Frankly, I’m not sure why you keep thinking to knock on my door. I know the military has a number of alchemists who you continue to retain in an unofficial advisory role. You might even be secreting a wizard or two in your basement.” The general took a breath to argue, but Isolde barged on, speaking over a man who seemed almost amused by her indifference to his station. “Oh, I wouldn’t tell anyone if you did, and don’t care if you do. My point is, I’m sure you have other resources.”

“I do, of course. But there’s a reason I don’t want to introduce my halo casters to the Salt Cellar.”

“You don’t trust them.”

“I don’t wish to tempt them. There are… guests in our collection who are charming, powerful, and eager to get out.”

“It’s almost as if they’re unhappy with being caged in a converted salt mine twelve hundred feet from sunlight.”

“The reason I want you, Ms. Wilby, is precisely because you don’t want to do it.”

“I’m sure it doesn’t hurt that I can’t open magical doors at will,” Isolde answered, neglecting to mention her recent dalliance with portals.

“There’s some truth to that. There are more formidable practitioners and more powerful arms of magic. But more to the point, you have a conscience about the continued well-being of these… inconvenient individuals. As do I. But there is a contingent among the brass who’d like to board up operations.”

“That seems an insufficient euphemism. What do they really intend to do?”

“Use a massive amount of explosives to collapse the mine and bury any unlucky survivors.”

“You can’t do that. We told them it was a reservation—a refuge.”

“I agree. But if something has gotten out, and if the story makes its way to the press, the protests of a celebrity sleuth and a general toeing his retirement won’t be heard over the outcry.”

“General, I’m well aware that your interest in the continued existence of the charmed creatures that inhabit the Salt Cellar is far from egalitarian. I think you’re still trying to work out if and how you can use these cornered beasts as weapons.”

“This is why I always enjoy our conversations, Ms. Wilby. You’re so good at getting to the point.”

It was a ten-hour drive to the Salt Cellar, a journey that first carried them through the roaring traffic of High Street, out past the verdant archipelagoes of irrigated country estates, and onward into Luthland’s thinly populated north. The territory had once encompassed dense forests, but had been converted by the nation’s appetite for lumber into grazing ground for cattle. The sun-blasted pastures gradually gave way to great fields of stone, whose intrusions turned the forthright highway into a slinking lane. The deckle edge of those limestone shelves made it seem as if the pages of the earth’s crust were presenting themselves for perusal, and might, if plied by a giant of sufficient strength, be turned back to a greener age.

None of which was observed by the Wilbies, who, as soon as the light of the city was at their backs, braced themselves against one another and fell fast asleep.

They were awakened by a change of surface as the limousine was piloted onto a rutted gravel road that wound toward what at first glance might’ve been mistaken for an immense cement dam, but which was in fact the outer wall of the nation’s most heavily fortified penitentiary.

The Wilbies awoke to General Oscuro staring out the window with the attitude and still-smooth uniform of a man who’d sat vigil all night. Their progress was only briefly waylaid by the sharing of his visage with the wall guards, who called for the titanic gate to be unsealed straightaway. The door was itself in no rush, taking nearly half a minute to rumble open.

The complex beyond the bulwark was considerably less impressive. The collection of squarish, unhandsome structures that had once served as the salt mine’s garages and silos had been hurriedly converted into barracks, mess halls, and offices many years ago. This rather ramshackle arrangement was intended to be temporary, as plans were drawn for a proper military compound, one with all the trappings of modern life—a theater, a skating rink, a swimming pool—grand ambitions that were gradually eroded by bureaucratic inertia and evolving budgets, until it became obvious to all that the provisional retrofit would be the base’s final form.

And yet, surprisingly, the jury-rigged fort was not perfectly glum. Amid the armored personnel carriers, the ranks of heavy artillery, and sweating water tanks were a series of wire enclosures containing sheep, cows, and pigs. There was something wonderful about the way their dewy coats shone in the morning sun, something heartening about their bucking and bumping in anticipation of breakfast. Warren would’ve liked to stop and say hello, but these were not the beasts they had driven through the night to see.

Then, General Oscuro’s limousine tilted downward, and the brilliance of the new day was swallowed by the throat of an immense salt mine.

The rectangular tunnel had been built to accommodate monstrous earth movers, making the more modest vehicle seem almost toylike inside the passage. Lowering the window, Isolde presented her face to the gust of soft, cool air. After weeks of regularly sweating through her clothes, the mine’s brisk microclimate was a welcome change. If the Salt Cellar had not been claimed by the military to house its inconvenient refugees, it might’ve enjoyed a second life as a health spa.

The vast mine encompassed nearly a hundred miles of branching tunnels and dozens of voluminous chambers, some with ceilings as high as ninety feet. Converting the space into a series of discrete holding cells had required the expertise of both the Military Institute of Engineers and Wynn University of the Thaumatic Arts, whose faculty provided recommendations for the accommodations and protections that would best suit each species. As needed, the dons of Berbiton’s preeminent school of magic also supplied ensorcelled materials and potent spells—many of which required special dispensations from the government, who as a rule no longer allowed, for example, the casting of a barrier composed of flowing magma. At the conclusions of the contentious project, which dragged on for nearly three years, both engineers and academics only agreed upon two things: firstly, that the Salt Cellar was absolutely inescapable, and secondly, that their counterparts were a pack of egotistical idiots who if stood on their heads would claim the world was their hat.

At last, the limousine slowed, the angle of their approach flattened out, and the central hub of the Salt Cellar came into view. Walls of pinewood crates and khaki tents dominated the landscape of the bustling shantytown. Small, roofless, four-wheel jaunts zipped around on plump tires, producing silvery trails of electrahol fumes, which were dispersed by enormous fans that filled the mine with a bassy drone.

The Wilbies climbed from the limousine, unsealed by a saluting sergeant, and stretched their backs amid vocal expressions of relief. Even as Warren touched his toes and Isolde swung her arms, General Oscuro marched without preamble or explanation, leaving the Wilbies no choice but to finish their calisthenics en route.

Striding past the lowered head of a depressed steer, which jutted from the crotch of a crisscross fence, Warren abruptly sobered. Here, the animal pens seemed decidedly less delightful. There were no lustering coats nor frolicking ewes, only nervous lowing and the reek of urine.

Isolde had contributed to the population of the Salt Cellar some eight years prior when she had helped to relocate a well-established colony of pixosites. She was almost certain that the vampiric fairies were not involved in the desiccation of the inveterate gambler who’d washed up on the shelf of a storm drain, but the plausibility of the connection did provide her with a convenient excuse to come in pursuit of answers to her own questions.

Wordlessly, she followed the general’s lead as he slid into the driver’s seat of one of the numerous open carts. Iz took the passenger seat alongside him, leaving it to Warren to perch himself upon the insufficient rear bench. As he grunted in search of some tolerable angle, Isolde remarked from the front seat, “How are your dragons, General?”

“Still rutting like a pair of teenagers.”

“Good for them. But there’s no time to pay our respects, I’m afraid. I’m sure she’s detected my presence by now, and the queen does not like to be kept waiting.”

With the exception of a handful of imps and gremlins who had proved themselves sufficiently adaptive to have survived the urbanization of their habitat and elusive enough to have skirted the many campaigns to drive them out, the majority of magical creatures had been excised from Berbiton and its surrounding counties long ago. The brays, fairies, and wraiths had been whipped to the desolate fringes of the world by the rapacious, ever sprawling colony of man. Just as there were no tigers or elephants on High Street, there were no dragons nor field angels, either.

The Salt Cellar’s passages were as convoluted as an anthill. Though the general was quite familiar with the compound, he still had to stop twice to consult the mystifying signposts that bore a half dozen arrows that directed visitors to the zoo’s many tenants.

At the conclusion of their journey down roomy mine shafts aboard a cramped cart, the general and the Wilbies disembarked before an alcove sealed by a revolving door, one whose modest height would require Warren to duck. Fashioned out of pitted iron, the outer shield of the door could not be opened without also sealing the vestibule from the interior beyond. This safety measure was intended to permit feedings without allowing escapees. To clear the intermediate antechamber, the general rang the iron with a hammer that had been left leaning on the door for just such purpose. He assured Warren the reverberations would drive back any pixosites, and with this done, General Oscuro engaged the motor that set the creaking turnstile in motion. The inner walls of the revolving door were conspicuously lashed and spattered with dark blood. Oscuro remarked that he would dispatch a team of orderlies to address the mess in the near future, but suggested for the time being the Wilbies hold their nose upon entry, adding, “There’s another hammer on the other side. Just give three knocks when you’re ready to come out.”

“You’re not coming, too, General?” Warren asked with genuine surprise that Isolde found endearing. Her husband’s frequent exposure to beasts and bugbears had somewhat inoculated him to the terror that most people felt in the company of ensorcelled creatures.

The general’s gaze turned elusive. He patted the plate of the mechanism that operated the door as if it were an old charge. “Someone has to man the switch.”

“Such valiance!” Isolde murmured, and held her nose as she stepped onto the revolving plate. Lowering his head, Warren squeezed in behind her, and with the couple so compacted, the general plied his burdensome lever. The ground beneath the Wilbies spun but gradually and amid a protest of neglected gears. Isolde watched the general’s grim face as it was pinched to blackness by the closing gate.

The chamber beyond was unlike the passages the Wilbies had come by, whose walls had demonstrated a disorienting sort of uniformity. Here, the ground was almost entirely obscured, an effect that reminded Warren of a toy-strewn nursery floor, and called to Isolde’s mind a bed of nails.

The Wilbies toed a city of nearly a million souls, a bustling capital, which they might’ve traversed in a dozen strides.

The miniature metropolis scintillated with winged life. The luminous pixosites flowed like carmine snow about willowy towers that twisted as they rose. Those spires, ornate as scrimshaw, were adorned with carved scenes of battle and festival, flourishes that were interrupted by grand balconies that were as small as the thumbnail of a human infant and pinprick windows that shone with multicolored light. The pixosites’ only building material was a resin-like excretion that hardened into amber. The city’s towers, which came up to Isolde’s hip, reached toward mirroring structures that descended from above, a symmetry that would one day be unified, as the colony of pixosites slowly stitched the ceiling to the floor.

As a taxonomical order, pixosites fell under the broader class of Fairy. Isolde had learned at university that they were social beings whose lifespan was measured in weeks, with the exception of the queen, who would live for centuries. They were an ancient species whose lineage could be traced back to the Yoked God, and specifically to the moment that a number of terrestrial bees consumed some of the deity’s spilled ichor.

The chamber air swarmed with the minuscule creatures, who flocked this way and that in pursuit of their brief, inscrutable lives. They flew on wings no larger than a dill seed. One needed a magnifying glass to really study them, and a quick hand to keep up with their darting trajectories. Their torsos were broadly humanoid. They had expressive faces, silvery hair, and lithe arms that seemed at odds with their lower halves, which were insect-like. They incapacitated their prey with painless stingers that transmitted a warming soporific. Once their victim was asleep, the pixosites would drain a measure of blood using ceremonial straws composed of a variety of metals, most predominantly gold. The pixosites’ semitransparent, vaguely luminescent bodies were colored by their diet—which was entirely composed of blood. One could tell how recently they had fed by what shade of red they were. A white pixosite was a ravenous creature. At present, the flowing streams of lightly buzzing fairies were a comforting shade of scarlet.

The architectural flamboyance that the pixosites’ city expressed paled in comparison to the throne that dominated the far wall of the kingdom. That alcove was entirely filled by a wreath of immense membranous wings, like those of a dragonfly. These honeycombed petals of jeweled light were the vestiges of the colony’s former queens, who, at the end of their reproductive years, grew wings to assist them in their doomed effort to escape their children, who would instinctually turn on them, devour them, and crown their replacement.

The throne itself resembled a daybed arrayed with cushions that appeared to have been sewn from the same silver thread that sprouted from the fairies’ heads. This winged altar was lit by the lights of the diminutive city and the skin of the queen herself, who was half again as tall as Warren.

The queen did not have wings. Though she had the wasplike lower quarters of her children, her back was reserved for other organs, particularly the pores from which she birthed new life. She was dressed in swoops of white, which left exposed a considerable amount of rosy flesh and a black chitinous abdomen, concluding in the dark and gleaming barb that was the royal stinger.

The Wilbies would’ve found the city impossible to traverse had it not been for the sluice in the floor, which ran from the revolving iron door to the foot of the throne. This well-kept gutter was the means by which the citizenry could serve their queen her dinner, should she not be in the mood to wrestle with the quarry herself. The pixosites of the city would spill the animal’s blood upon their streets, then let gravity carry the bounty to the queen’s gilded straw.

Even so, the way through the city was narrow, especially in relation to the breadth of Warren Wilby’s feet. With a terrified grimace plastered on his face, he tiptoed past the corkscrew spires with his arms out to assist his balance. Scores of pixosites flew circuits about his limbs, his neck, his head—passing before his eyes like the embers of a campfire. Isolde dug her hands into the pockets of her knickerbockers, tucked in her chin, and shuffled along after her husband.

The queen observed their approach from a recumbent position on her lounging throne, idly tapping her black teeth with the filed point of a fingernail. She waited until they had reached the foot of her royal seat before addressing them, which she did in a voice that seemed to echo before it arrived and then buzz in their ears till they itched. “Isolde and Warren Wilby.”

“Queen Merneith.” Emerging from the city’s limit, Isolde bowed deeply at the waist, with one arm behind her back, one arm hanging, as if she would pluck a coin from the ground. At her side, Warren repeated the bow, customary among the pixosites, though with somewhat less grace.

“Have you come to beg for forgiveness?” the queen asked.

“I didn’t know there was an outstanding offense, Your Majesty. What have I done this time?”

“You promised us a better life.” The queen lifted herself from the bench of her throne, her thorny legs clicking upon the fairy amber, as she descended the steps of the royal perch to be nearer her guests. “Yet, every successive generation of my children is duller and more listless than the last. Look how we languish!”

Isolde glanced over her shoulder at the teeming fairy city. When she looked back, she found Queen Merneith leaning over her. “Perhaps you’re just an ungenerous critic of your own accomplishments. It seems a lovely little borough.”

“It is an embarrassment. You destroyed my shimmering capital, my birthright, and replaced it with this… ghetto.” With this final word, the tenor of the queen’s voice dipped to an octave that chattered the teeth of her audience.

Isolde wiggled one finger in her ear. “To what do you attribute this decline?”

“An impoverishment of resources.” When the queen pressed her crimson face closer, Isolde could perceive the minute cracks in the fairy queen’s skin. The fine shattering of her glassy complexion reminded Isolde of old crockery. The queen of the pixosites’ breath reeked of burning bones. “Once, my children could still journey into the world. They flew far and wide, and they returned with such bounties, such innovative influences, such diverse flavors. Isolation and monotony do not beget a renaissance, Isolde Wilby. I cannot build a kingdom out of pig’s blood.”

Isolde’s mouth rounded with understanding. “Ah! This is a complaint about your diet. Well, I certainly can speak to the general about expanding the menu. But with all due respect, I would remind you, Your Majesty, I did not drag you from your ancestral city out of caprice. It was a difficult decision, but I believe you made the right choice.”

Isolde alluded to the occasion years prior when an expansion of the nation’s rail line had necessitated the blasting of a new tunnel under an unremarkable peak of the Torht Mountains, an endeavor that had fully exposed Queen Merneith’s metropolitan hive. The civil engineers would have preferred to have addressed the discovery with more explosives, but the military had intervened and, with the help of a certain reluctant private citizen, had negotiated the resettlement of the queen’s colony.

Now the agitated regent circled the Wilbies, her willowy legs nimbly stepping between the towers her children had raised on the floor of her prison. “If you haven’t come to grovel, why are you here?”

Isolde resisted the urge to twist about in concert with the queen’s pacing, electing instead to allow the considerable fairy to inspect her unguarded back. “General Oscuro wanted me to reassure him that your children have not found some surreptitious means of slipping in and out of the Salt Cellar. We recently found a curiously desiccated corpse, which called to mind the work of a pixosite swarm. Though, personally, I suspect the cause of that loss of life was something, or someone, else.”

“I do not understand.”

“Neither do I, I suppose. I mean to say, this unusual corpse seems to be related to a greater event, one that disrupted numerous established portals. It was as if a violent shudder passed through the enchanted substrate, the interdimensional matrix, the snarl, as my old don prefers to call it. Whatever your name for the jumble of bonds and energies that stitch the worlds together, something rattled through them, and I don’t believe the cause was a natural one. There is too much evidence of intent. A strange sigil keeps popping up. It could be part of a novel hex, one I’m not familiar with, or something else entirely. I’m worried that a potent practitioner might be flexing their muscles, testing their wings.”

“You are a potent practitioner.”

Isolde sniffed. “I’m more of a doodler.”

“You bind your feet, then complain you cannot run. You blinker your eyes, then moan about the view.” Looming at her side, the queen touched the round edge of Isolde’s ear with fingers as smooth as cold candle wax.

Isolde resisted the urge to recoil, permitting the regent her inspection. “I was being modest, Your Majesty. I’m very good at what I do. But there are more potent branches of magic. Famously so. The hex-casters have never been on the front lines of our wars. Which is probably why the state still allows us to operate: We don’t pose much of a threat.”

“You have no idea what sort of threat you pose.” Queen Merneith’s attention shifted to Warren, who stood like he’d sat on a fence post. The queen dragged the side of her knuckle against the stubble on his cheek. Warren buttoned his lip and tried to picture the view from his kitchen window—the hopping finches, the bolting herbs, and laundry drying on the line—images that did not quite eclipse the monstrous wasp woman presently stroking the arteries of his neck.

“The ‘snarl,’ is that what you called it? What a human way to describe something so wonderful. If it doesn’t submit to your version of order, it must be unruly. You cannot even entertain the possibility that your reason, your decorum, and all of your laws are but discordant notes souring the harmonies of an otherwise perfectly tuned universe. You call everything that does not fit comfortably within the confines of your fragile society chaos, wilderness, madness. Meanwhile, your world rages, and wars, and withers. Oh, but what an orderly death it will be.” The queen finally stopped petting Warren, whose brow was now dewed with distress, and turned again to Isolde. “Snarl! You call the sacred tissues of the universal body a snarl.”

Isolde sucked a breath through her teeth. “It’s worse than that, I’m afraid. Whoever named it did so without having ever seen it. Blindly naming things in the universe is just something humans do, I’m afraid, like oral sex or cardiac arrest.”

The queen laughed, producing a horrible sound that made the nacreous wings of her ancestors shiver. “You are such a fascinating and terrifying species!”

“We’ve been called worse. Now, this disturbance I described, Your Majesty, did you feel it?”

“I did.”

“And what was your impression of it?”

“I saw something or some—” The queen came to an abrupt halt. When she spoke again, her voice had pitched upward as she dabbed at her forehead with the back of one hand. “Oh, but my memory fails me. I feel so anemic. So wan!”

“I see.” Isolde undid the button on her shirt cuff, and began folding up the sleeve of her blouse with quick, determined fingers. She had once before allowed the queen to sample her blood in an effort to gain her trust and broker a deal that would save the colony. The experience had been not entirely pleasant, but hardly more taxing than donating to the nation’s blood bank. Repeating the indulgence seemed to Iz a minor gamble. Perhaps the queen was just being coy and had nothing of substance to share, but Isolde knew it wouldn’t take much to shut the queen up for good, and she wasn’t ready to give up on the possibility of some new intelligence just yet. So, she slapped the veins in the crook of her arm to prepare a goodwill snack.

“Wait a minute, Iz,” Warren interjected in his gentle baritone. “I let you be eaten once this week already.” He attempted a chuckle and managed a smile. “I think it’s my turn to be dinner.”

Isolde argued, but not for long. Her husband pointed out that if one of them needed to be entirely clearheaded at the moment, it was her. He did not need to expound upon his reasoning, which Iz could find no quibble with. Warren’s considerable strength would not be much use against an army of enraged gnats. If the Wilbies got into trouble, it would likely fall to her to talk their way out. She thanked him with a peck on the cheek.

With impressive resolve, Warren stepped forward, loosened his tie, undid his collar, and exposed more of the neck that the queen had recently found so enthralling. He mounted the first broad step to her throne, where the regent waited to receive him. She turned him back around so he faced her city and his wife. From behind, Queen Merneith dusted his shoulders and stroked the hair at his temples, perhaps to put him at ease, though it felt to him as if she were combing the crumbs from a tablecloth and laying out a new place setting.

The fairy queen drew from the swoops of her immodest robes a golden straw that was as long and fine as a porcupine quill. “Would you like for my children to prepare you? Their sting can steal your pain.”

Warren looked to his wife, saw the vigilance in her expression, the intensity in her eyes, and took heart. “No, thank you, Your Majesty. I’ve had my share of pricks before. Why, to go to sea, I had to sit through twelve injections. Twelve! After the eighth one, I admit, I began to feel a bit like a sieve, but I—”

“As you wish,” the queen interrupted, and stabbed him in the neck.
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For a moment, the scene struck Isolde as almost beautiful. Warren had an ecstatic expression on his face, like a man who’d fallen asleep on the beach and awoken to a meteor shower. His eyes were wide and wondering, his mouth was round with awe. As the regent sipped at her straw, the effect Warren’s blood had on her was immediate and remarkable. New life began to shed from the pores in her back. The first bright red spark that wafted up prompted a gasp from Isolde. Then the one new pixosite became two, then twenty, then a hundred as more and more fairies leapt from the back of their mother queen, whose cheeks swelled and shrank with mechanical efficiency.

It was then that Isolde understood she had made a dreadful miscalculation.

She had assumed Queen Merneith was essentially the same person she had parlayed with before. When Isolde had offered the regent a taste of her blood all those years ago, it had been during a time of plenty, a time when the queen was content in her diet, which was full of variety. But Merneith had spent the intervening years growing tired of pig’s blood and resentful of her captors. The queen who had latched on to Warren’s artery was not so well-nourished nor, as a consequence, so well-behaved.

“All right, that’s enough.” Isolde took a step toward her husband, and the queen wrapped an arm around his chest, clutching him tighter. He made no move to resist or extract himself. He appeared paralyzed, either by fear or by depletion. Even as Iz called his name, the swarm that rose from the queen’s back flowed down to confront her. They darted about her, their wings scratching her like sand kicked up by a storm. Locking eyes with the queen, Isolde saw only the gleam of inebriation, the blank gaze of the blackout drunk, and knew she was beyond the point of reason.

Isolde drew upon the crowded air an embellished keyhole: the old prankster, the door slammer, a Hex of Resuscitation. Even as she worked upon the sigil that emerged in thin lines of shimmering verdigris, she watched Warren wither. His cheeks caved in, his skin turned to tallow, his throat bared its delicate ribs. The queen was sucking him dry, and turning his life into a plume of newborn offspring.

Isolde knew she alone did not have the strength to stop the fairy queen, knew her trivial concussive hex would only break upon the queen like a draft. As she scratched the symbol’s inner lattice, Isolde reached out for a greater source of power, much as she had done outside of the delicatessen, when her hand had probed a broken portal and been electrified by the indifferent snarl. Desperation made her grope for power and strangle whatever life she found.

She closed her Hex of Resuscitation, and the air around the green brand she had formed, thick with the crazing of agitated pixosites, burst forth like a ball from a cannon.

The green slug of light struck the queen a glancing blow on her hunched shoulder. Isolde’s imperfect aim was salvaged by the brutal force of the volley, which broke the queen’s grip on Warren and hurled her back upon the steps of her throne, laying her out beneath the wings of her ancestors, which were shattered by the hex when it burst upon the wall. Glittering shards rained down about the supine queen.

The recently hatched generation of pixosites lay in a dead white snow at Isolde’s feet. She had stolen the life from them and turned it to her will, a thing she had not known she could do. An act that the fairy queen, struggling to her feet, seemed determined now to revenge.

Rising to her full height, the queen presented the talon of her stinger, whose tip welled with milky venom.

With her hand still held out before her, Isolde shouted, “Consider, Your Majesty! Think carefully how you wish to proceed. There are men in my world who want to bury this place, to wash their hands of you, to leave you to starve and die. You are right—we are an arrogant and stupid race. But you are not like us. You are reasonable.”

“You slaughtered my children.”

“To stop you from killing my husband.”

“It is not a fair exchange.”

“Then you should’ve struck a different bargain. You have a choice here, Your Majesty. My husband and I go just as we came, and we convince my government to keep the doors of this mine open and the blood of our animals flowing. Or I can suck the life from this room and push your head through that wall and still go just as I came.”

Though the queen had rebounded from Isolde’s hex quickly enough, her posture now softened and broke. She collapsed on the bed of her throne in an exhausted slouch, heaving a sigh that filled the chamber like the peal of a gong. “Perhaps I should not make a habit of telling my foes that they pose a greater threat than they realize. I think I inspired you.”

“It would appear so, Your Majesty. But I never thought of us as foes before you tried to drain my husband.” Satisfied that the queen’s surrender was not a bluff, Isolde lowered her arm and hurried to Warren’s side.

She rolled him over, propping his head on her lap. She patted his cheeks to drive a little color back into them. The ruby of the wound on his neck still glistened but appeared to have closed. The queen of the pixosites had not wasted a drop of his life. Isolde was relieved when Warren moaned softly and rolled his head against her chest.

Isolde was still smoothing the russet hair at his temples when the queen began to speak in a lighter, less resounding voice. “What you call the snarl, we call the Dimmet. We are standing in it now. You cannot see the Dimmet’s fibers, its sinews, its magnificent strands, but they suffuse everything—not just this dimension, but all Eleven Realms. I can see it clearly. I can travel through it in spirit, if not in body. I think I should go mad cooped up in this place if I could not roam the Dimmet. It is a cosmos of celestial bodies, a condensed universe without a speck of darkness. It is beautiful beyond words.

“Inside the Dimmet, I can see all the little pops of magic in this world. Your alchemists make such a show, like a forge full of strikes and light. Oh, and I see the wizards, too, trying so hard to be quiet, trying so hard to hide. I see their little spells blow about like colored smoke. Furtive, snaking, brief. And the hexes—so many twinkling hexes.”

“What do they look like?” Isolde asked.

“Have you ever observed a mote of dust drift through a sunbeam? That particle glows so brightly, one might mistake it for a crumb of the sun itself. And that is what hexes are. They are slivers of the Dimmet’s arteries, a shaving of interrupted energy, sparkling with interdimensional life.”

“Sounds very pretty.”

“It is. But the Dimmet is vast, and I am small. I see only a smattering of all that passes through it.”

“But you witnessed the disturbance?”

“It was more like an explosion—like when those railmen blew a hole in my home, but worse. All the threads in all the universe seemed to spasm and writhe at once. Everything was thrashing and billowing, and then I saw them.”

“Them? Them who?”

“A figure, in the far distance. They were soaring through the Dimmet.”

“An alchemist? Someone traveling through a halo?”

“No. When you pass through a portal, you are but a bead of light. This was a figure—someone with arms and legs. A man, I think.”

“What did he look like?”

“I couldn’t see. His head was like a star, burning ever so brightly. I didn’t know what he was, but I was afraid. I didn’t wish to be seen, so I fled.”

The regent’s dread was both palpable and apparently contagious. The coursing streams of pixosites thinned over the city, as the queen’s subjects retired to their spires, leaving the chamber to feel both empty and smaller. Isolde looked down at her drowsing husband’s profile, and felt a strangling sense of foreboding. “You’ve never seen anything like this figure before?”

“I am two hundred and sixty-three years old. I lived through your wars while you were still hurling necromancers and mages at one another. Your bloodiest clashes were but a flash of static compared to this thunderclap. Whatever it was, whoever it was, they shook the Dimmet to its fibers, and I don’t know what will happen if they return to rattle the universe once more.”

“Please, don’t fuss,” Warren said, though his request went unheeded. Isolde bent him forward in their bed so that she could plump up the pillows his head had spent the past twelve hours cleaving. Though he insisted he could’ve climbed the stairs of their home himself, General Oscuro had called upon a team of six enlisted men to deliver Mr. Wilby to his bed.

When the general had first seen Warren emerge from the pixosites’ lair, he was quite sure Mr. Wilby was dying, an impression that he became more convinced of during their long ride back to Berbiton, which Isolde passed administering a variety of hexes in an effort to revivify her husband.

“This isn’t fussing. This is penance. The last time I saw you laid out in bed, I ran off to throw dice with a wizard. Well, this time I am staying put and ministering to my beloved.” She snapped out a cloth napkin and tucked it into his pajama top, then revealed what she had left to steam upon the bureau while she smoothed the sheets.

Warren regarded the bowl upon the tray with an expression of delighted perplexity. “You made soup?”

“I did.”

Warren sipped the broth while she watched expectantly. “Mmm. It’s an interesting flavor.”

“Felivox advised me on the seasoning. We didn’t have parsley, so I used mint.”

The next spoonful appeared to be freighted with a quarter of an onion, which Warren dutifully shoveled in. As he crunched through the vegetable, tears gathered to the corners of his smiling eyes.

Isolde frowned at his lengthy chewing effort. “You always say that onions melt into a dish, but that onion just refused to melt.”

Warren swallowed. “Must’ve been a bad batch.” He turned his attention to the baguette and butter that accompanied the soup. Between bites, he said, “Now, I was seeing spots and hearing bells and having my head decanted at the time, but I seem to recall your almost blowing the fairy queen’s head off with a hex.”

“It wasn’t quite that dramatic.”

“It seemed fairly dramatic, Iz.”

“What can I say? I was worried. I thought I was going to lose you.”

“I’m sorry, darling. But we can’t pretend that’s a novel experience. It’s just a Tuesday for us.”

“True.”

“Perhaps you’re turning into a sorcerer.”

“What a dreadful thought.”

“Do you know what happened?”

Isolde attempted to explain her state of mind and how she had recollected communing with the hitching post to repair the portalmanteau, and the feeling of the snarl as she tapped that energy for her rudimentary alchemy. But the simple answer was she wasn’t sure exactly how she had done it.

“Could you do it again?”

“I don’t know if I want to try. I killed scores of pixosites to fire off that one hex,” she said, and Warren again flinched at the thought that his life had been purchased at such a tremendous cost. “What if I had been in a crowd of people, what if I had accidentally tugged the life from you? No, I think for all of our sakes, I shouldn’t go looking for a repeat performance.”

“And this man with a sun for a head who takes walks in the snarl—who do you think he is?”

“I think he’s a good candidate for our murderer. Beyond that, I don’t know.” Her eyebrows rose as she observed her husband surrender his spoon and lie back onto his pillow. “Full already?”

“Yes, thank you. I just feel a bit winded. But if anything can restore me, I’m sure it’ll be your delicious soup.”

“I’m glad you liked it. Felivox said it tasted a bit like the back end of a goat. I suppose he’d know.”

“You didn’t taste it yourself?”

“It sort of felt wrong to eat before your patient. Do you taste as you go?”

“Mmm.”

“Well, I’m going to hazard a roast next. Shall I reapply your Hex of Somnolence?”

“Yes, please.” Warren relaxed as Isolde erased the depleted sleep hex from the headboard and began to draw in white chalk the interlocking rings of the simple sigil that inspired deep and untroubled sleep.

As she worked, Warren enjoyed the view of her long neck, her pointed chin, the delicate swoop of her dark eyelashes. “You’re an excellent nurse.”

“World class, I’d say.”

“I’m sure you’re not just knocking around here banging pots in my kitchen to avoid a rapidly approaching engagement.”

“Whatever do you mean?”

Warren glanced at the granddaughter clock on his bedside. “If I’m not mistaken, Elliot’s salon starts in two hours. You promised you’d go.”

“I’d forgotten all about it.”

“No, you hadn’t.”

Isolde closed the last line on her sleep hex, and the link of rings glowed a faint, slumberous yellow. “All right, I hadn’t.”

Warren’s eyelids drooped. He struggled to keep them open a moment longer. “Be nice. Don’t start any fights. Tell Elliot I said hello…” Then his head fell to one side and he began at once to snore.

Lifting the tray from his lap, Isolde softly said, “I’ll do my best, but I make no promises.”
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Isolde did not mean to arrive early to Haden’s salon, and yet, when she stepped from the back of her hired jaunt into the bristling heat, she was greeted by a confusion of caterers unfolding tables and snapping linen cloths outside the lord’s urban abode.

Assuming the mistake was not her own, she addressed Sir Elliot Haden, who stood amid the frenzy, directing his hirelings and nursing a flute of sparkling wine, saying, “Did you forget when your party started, m’lord?”

Sir Haden rasped a laugh and answered, “No, but usually I’m the only one who remembers. There’s an unfortunate fashion among my generation to arrive late to events, which apparently extends to catering companies. I think it’s meant to suggest one is in high demand, though I can’t imagine what anyone is doing before eleven in the morning on a Sunday. Where’s Warren?”

“He’s resting at home.”

Sir Haden’s beautiful brow rucked with concern. “Is he all right?”

Isolde knew that if she said that Warren had been sucked nearly dry by a fairy queen, she would be pumped for every detail by a lord whose interest in the occult was manifest, so she lay the blame upon a treacherous clam tucked inside an innocent canapé, and left it at that.

Sir Haden invited her into his beautiful home, which was surprisingly temperate. Isolde asked if he’d had air-conditioning installed, and he answered, “No need. My home is naturally cooled by an old spring that runs under the house. Yes, there are crayfish in my basement and bats in my attic. Old homes have many occupants, only a fraction of whom pay the bills.”

The interior of the urban manor was museum-like in its austerity, its scarcity of furniture, and its visual emphasis of the works of art tastefully spaced upon the wall. The Wilbies’ parlor could sit eight comfortably, but the lord’s main hall, while twice as airy, contained but a single courting chair at its center. Isolde imagined that splendid little perch, designed for flirtation, had over the years embraced the rumps of many of the city’s most desirable young ladies.

“Would you like to pick a duck out for Warren?” the lord asked her.

“I imagine he’d like to choose it himself when he’s feeling better. I would, however, like to see your Rault.”

“Of course! Right this way.”

Sir Haden led her to a short hall near his home’s entrance that branched off into a cloakroom, a powder room, and the ornate booth of a voxbox. The antechamber also featured a long mirror on one wall, and opposite this, a rather unassuming canvas in a modest brass frame. The subject of the piece were the towers of High Street, mired in mist and regarded from a distance. Virtually monochromatic in its palette, the painting flirted with abstraction, the towers having been reduced to their base lines, all rendered in thick, dry strokes.

“The title is Clarity No. 18. Obviously, it’s not one of her more popular glass works. It’s from a later series—not a very successful one, to be honest. In fact, I purchased it two years ago when it was assessed as the least valuable work at an Ormolu gathering. This represents my introduction to Rault’s work. I think it’s quite arresting in its way.”

“It certainly seems a unique view of the city.” Isolde extracted her notepad and sketched a few lines.

“What are you thinking?”

“There’s a phrase that Margit used in her gallery write-up that keeps coming to mind. She referenced a desire to keep her head above the clouds. It struck me as an unusual phrase. I wonder if it would be possible to use these landmarks to triangulate a—”

She was interrupted by the appearance of a breathless young man in a courier’s uniform. He arrived with a paper box and an invoice, which Sir Haden signed. Inside the box were a stack of folded pamphlets. The lord presented one for Isolde’s inspection. She read the title and subheading aloud: “‘Hexes and Séances: Bridging the Divide Between Street and Stage Applications of the Divine Arts, Featuring Madam Sooth (Lady Cornelia Stallybrass) and Ms. Isolde A. A. Wilby of the Hexologists.’ You had programs printed?”

“I always do. People love a collectible.” He slid his hands into his pockets.

“If you say so. And what do we have inside? Ah! An itemization of the featured hors d’oeuvres. Ah, I see you’re serving… ‘Escargot in a Chocolate Fondue.’”

The handsome lord shrugged. “The young ladies enjoy a challenging nibble.”

“And an effortless puke. I see you’ve also provided a reading list, how thoughtful, and a word about our host, so modest, and the name of our moderator, Mr. Ma—” Isolde clapped the bill closed and glowered at the noble. “My god, Elliot. You can’t be serious.”

“What? You don’t like Lorcan?” Her host’s handsome grin developed a puckish slant.

“You mean Mr. Lorcan Magnussen, the accomplished slanderer and rabble-rouser? Oh, I’ve enjoyed all of the columns he’s excreted over the years. I never miss one of his error-riddled editorials, which collect a paycheck casting aspersions on my investigations and my ongoing efforts to corrode the underlying bedrock of our crumbling society. He’s one of my favorite parasitic worms laboring in the rotting guts of journalism today.”

The lord grimaced at the mental image. “All right, Isolde. All right. Yes, he’s a skeptic. But that’s why I invited him. He’ll ask the questions that I’m sure some of the more cynical attendees will be thinking.”

“I don’t mind conversing with the undecided or open-minded, but what’s the point in arguing with people who are uninterested in discourse? Why shout yourself blue at those who don’t wish to listen to your experience or expertise? The world is full of people who are quite happy to dismiss any fact they don’t personally enjoy as a load of codswallop.”

“I think you’ve just described almost everyone to some degree. We’re all narrow-minded in our way. But look, our most primitive urge is one of expansion, not contraction. We are a species that craves discovery, advancement. And whether they wish to admit it or not, the futurists and industrialists and technocrats, they need the things they detest to progress. They need the pharmaceuticals that the wilderness secrets and the vision that the artists imbue and the new magic that the old magic conceals. If I’ve learned anything in life, it is that people are intractable until they suddenly aren’t. Then they will pretend that they were always on the side of innovation, enlightenment, growth. The likes of us, we just have to endure their slander and slights until we may bask in their self-congratulatory celebrations.”

Isolde laughed, despite not really wanting to. She almost resented being reminded by Sir Haden why she liked him. But in truth, she appreciated his efforts to destigmatize magic in a culture that increasingly considered anything that could not be replicated by an assembly line as elitist and anything that could not be monetized as quaint. Perhaps the world really did need Sir Haden’s garden symposiums.

“Still, Lorcan? Magnussen? Really?”

“Perfect accord does not make for a compelling salon. You need some friction.”

“Then it was an inspired choice because Lorcan Magnussen is the strike pad to my match head.”

The lord surprised her by producing a gold-plated pen from his jacket pocket. “Will you do me the honor of signing my program?”

Reluctantly, she took the pen and, taking advantage of the ledge outside of the coat closet, scrawled her name while muttering, “Absolutely ridiculous.”

“It’s fun!” As if to punctuate the word, the crack of a mallet rang dully from the yard. “Now, if my ears do not deceive me, I believe the beautiful hordes have begun to descend. Shall we adjourn to the lawn?”

Calling what lay beyond Sir Elliot Haden’s stoop a “lawn” seemed a touch optimistic. That patch of ground had been so abused by direct sun and even more direct foot traffic that the yard had been turned into a tonsure of yellow turf and compacted soil. Sir Haden, not to be deterred by a little desertification, had still put out the croquet set, which some enthusiastic young ladies in knee-pants and high socks were now attempting to employ. While Isolde and Sir Haden watched from the sidelines, a well-hit ball screamed across the hard-packed earth, passed under the skirts of the refreshment table, rattled through the trunks of the dead hedge, and skipped across the sidewalk into Marquetery Street, where it caromed off the tire of a parked jaunt and rolled into the storm drain. The sewer would go on to swallow three more balls before play was suspended and the game abandoned.

Sir Haden’s manse was a four-story study in classical architecture, though those features had been flattened to accommodate its proximity to the street and the similarly grand abodes on either side. His neighbors, both of whom were minor nobility, resented Haden for crowding his modest lawn and their sidewalk with monthly salons that seemed to appeal predominantly to a particular type of modern young lady who was boisterous, impertinent, and unaccompanied. The handsome bachelor cared about neither the ire of his fusty neighbors, nor the penalties leveled by the city for his unpermitted events. In the early days of the salon’s existence, the police would regularly descend and arrest all in attendance, though soon enough those lawmen discerned the futility of the effort. A criminal record appealed to a particular sort of rebellious belle, and the threat of a raid seemed to only draw larger crowds. Sir Haden’s salons proved to be one of those urban nuisances that only apathy could ameliorate, so they were allowed to continue without redress in the hopes that eventually the faddish mob would dawdle elsewhere.

The lawn, though not particularly deep, was quite long. While Sir Haden greeted a breathless trio of flappers, who appeared to have shared both a hairdresser and a dressmaker, Isolde strode toward the bar table. She was about to ask the silver-haired attendant for a drink when Mr. Lorcan Magnussen popped out from behind the brittle boxwoods, and shouted, “Boo!”

The journalist seemed to rattle inside a pin-striped suit that Isolde identified as fashionable if not particularly flattering of the reporter’s slight build. His dark hair was oiled flat to his scalp; his cheeks, though freshly shaved, bore the shadow of his beard. At the cusp of his fortieth year of life, Magnussen was handsome enough, though Isolde would rather muse upon a puddle than gaze into the newsman’s mud-colored eyes.

Isolde glowered at him without a hint of surprise, then turned to the attendant behind the bar and said, “Gin fizz, please.” She extracted a crumpled gallet note from her pocket and dropped it in the barman’s tip jar. “Did your publisher receive my review of your book, Mr. Magnussen? I haven’t heard whether they wish to include a blurb on the dust jacket.”

The reporter, seeing that his comedic entrance was not going to receive any further comment, straightened his posture and his poorly knotted necktie. “No, I don’t think we’ll be referring to your critique, Ms. Wilby. I didn’t find it particularly professional or fair. And you misspelled ‘twaddle.’”

“Funny. I could’ve sworn it had three t’s.”

Sir Haden interrupted the unhappy pair before the journalist could reply. The lord clapped his hands together as he beamed from one glum face to the other. “And here we all are!”

Magnussen turned conspicuously cheerful at the appearance of their wealthy host. The reporter all but giggled when he said, “Good morning, Sir Haden! Oh, you look dashing. Absolutely dashing! And what a splendid morning. So many comely young ladies. What a turnout. You must be pleased. I certainly am! I’m tickled pink. And I can’t help but wonder if today is the day you finally take me up on my offer.”

Haden looked bashful and a touch put out when he answered, “No, Lorcan. No, I’m not ready to write my memoir just yet. I’m still living the rough draft.”

The journalist nearly succeeded in hiding his disappointment. “Well, when you are, I hope you’ll entertain me as a partner. I’ve helped a number of noblemen pen their biographies, and some have sold quite well.”

Rather than linger upon the unwanted solicitation, Haden turned to Isolde. “Ready to take the stage?”

She swept out an arm, inviting the lord to lead. “The gallows await!”

The croquet wickets and stakes were removed from the arid lawn, and white folding chairs were arranged in rows by Haden’s staff. Isolde took her place at the long table alongside Mr. Magnussen. The third and final seat at the panelists’ bench stood empty. Madam Sooth had yet to arrive. Sir Haden assured his guests—some fifty or sixty in number—that the famous clairvoyant was on her way and had only been briefly waylaid by traffic, a claim that Isolde found highly doubtful given the woman’s penchant for manipulative theatrics. Madam Sooth had the sensibilities of a child when it came to expressions of authority: Making others wait was a testament to her power. And like a child, she confused a tax upon people’s patience as proof of her exceptionalism.

Isolde’s suspicion was soon confirmed as one of the largest, most lavish limousines she had ever seen glided up the lane. The jaunt—bright as quicksilver and long as a trolley—made no effort to pull out of traffic, stopping instead in the middle of the road. Madam Sooth’s arrival was announced by a fanfare of irate car horns.

Madam Sooth’s real surname was Stallybrass, a name that was synonymous with a popular brand of soft cheese first introduced to the market by her great-grandfather, whose resulting fortune had helped to supply the madam with access to a certain class of clientele. Before taking the stage to broaden her audience, Madam Sooth had made a name for herself in the parlors of the nation’s upper crust, telling fortunes and communing with the dearly departed for undisclosed but doubtlessly outrageous fees.

Madam Sooth was a professed prude—a bluenose who advocated for temperance, chastity, modesty, and an insipid diet that forbade (among other luxuries) chocolate, coffee, and dairy with the notable exception of soft cheese. She was a tall, slender woman who eschewed lipstick as “whore paint,” but who applied pancake makeup liberally in an effort to cover a pronounced case of rosacea whose texture could not be erased. She wore her yellow hair in two voluminous buns, which bracketed her narrow face and formed the basis of her trademark silhouette. If one were to pass her on the street, one might mistake her for a woman in mourning, such was the conspicuous bleakness of her attire. Though famously unwed, she seemed a widow in need of a dead husband.

Dour as she appeared in person, onstage Madam Sooth transformed into an accomplished thespian, one who had perfect control of a powerful, evocative voice. As much as Isolde despised the woman’s practice of preying on her audience’s naivety and desperation, she could not deny Madam Soft Cheese was an entrancing performer.

Wearing a black dress that covered all from neck to wrist to ankle, the madam commanded the attention of Sir Haden’s youthful crowd like a magnet among iron filings. All eyes followed her march to the table where Isolde sat, yawning like a cat.

It was not a real yawn of course, but rather a bluff to disguise Isolde’s desire to scream. Of all the legitimate practitioners of magic that Sir Haden might’ve chosen, he had selected a very popular, very successful fraud. Isolde knew that Madam Sooth was a fraud because—save for a few extraordinary exceptions—communing with the dead was impossible. Isolde and Warren had once ventured into the Nethercroft, a liminal space between the living and the dead where the recently deceased were allowed to build shrines to foundational memories. Though the Wilbies could tour the spectral monuments of a lifetime, they still could not converse with the departed, who had long since moved on to the Gray Plains of the Unmade. Even so, that brief glimpse beyond the veil had nearly cost the Wilbies their lives.

It was true that necromancers could resurrect the recently deceased, but those revivified wretches typically returned as mindless drudges with scant memory of the life they’d led. Unless the necromancer possessed the corpse and animated it as one might a marionette, the undead milled about with the aimless insouciance of a cow. During the Meridian War, battalions of revived soldiers had been used as diversions or to plump up the ranks in the hopes that the enemy would be so intimidated by the sheer number of bodies that they would not notice some of the infantrymen were walking on their ankles and gawking at the sun. Of course, that was before the peacetime accords had outlawed the despicable tactic of forcing an individual to die twice in service of their country.

As distasteful as such practices were, they at least represented instances of genuine magic. No matter what the turbaned conduits to the departed claimed, the living could not just close their eyes, rub their temples, and chat up the dead—a fact that should’ve been obvious to everyone, as far as Isolde was concerned. Surely, if clairvoyants could commune with the dead, the police would be the first to retain their services. Were it possible to ask the victims of violent deaths what had happened to them, there would’ve been far fewer unsolved murders and also fewer men and women convicted of crimes they did not commit. But the fact was, the majority of suspicious deaths went unsettled and those responsible for them unpunished. Meanwhile, a not inconsequential number of convictions were every year overturned as new evidence came to light, sometimes too late, as the exonerated had already had their own light extinguished by the state.

If pressed to explain why certain mediums were reliably able to contact the dead spouse of a wealthy patron and not, for example, the soul of a butchered sex worker, the charlatans would explain that the afterlife was large, its avenues crowded, and its inhabitants sometimes indifferent to the hails of a life they’d left behind. In fine, it was pure chance that rendered their talents incapable of conjuring justice but perfectly adept at summoning applause.

Once the madam took her seat, Mr. Magnussen embarked upon an introduction, lingering longest upon his own bona fides that soon devolved into an advertisement for his forthcoming book, The Hexed Court: A Rationalist’s Critique of the Gray Arts. His promotive rambling might’ve continued indefinitely had Sir Haden not undertaken a concert of pointed coughs. Then, simpering at his host, Mr. Magnussen posed his inaugural, half-hearted question, asking the panelists what—if any—role the superstitious arts and occultist crafts of the past played in a modern society.

Knowing that the madam would presume to have the first (and likely last) word, Iz crossed her arms, rocked back in her chair, and hiked her chin at the side of Stallybrass’s head, inviting the madam to have what she would naturally assume was her own.

Madam Sooth said, “Your modern conveniences are useful for opening tin cans and warming dinners and wringing out wet clothes.” Madam Sooth’s alluring alto rang against the pilasters of the house’s facade, overwhelming the drone of passing traffic. “But—despite what the advertisers of certain products would have you believe—I have not met the gadget yet that can allay our mortal dread or address the crisis of a sentient mind being caught inside a collection of rotting tissue. Modern comforts are useful for numbing the soul, for indulging the flesh, for imbuing us with dissatisfaction, entitlement, and mindlessness. The great lie of rationality and modernity is that we have solved the mysteries of death with things that rust, and break, and run out of fuel. How ironic! But magic is irony’s solvent. It is fundamental and irreducible and enduring. Magic is indifferent to our timetables, our evaluations, and our fashions. I connect the living with the dead partly to lessen the suffering of survival, but also to allow the departed to proselytize to the living. There are no agnostics in the afterlife.”

Isolde drew a breath, preparing her own less metaphysical answer, which would’ve emphasized the utility of hexegy to midwifery, dentistry, and the domestic sphere, but Lorcan Magnussen shifted his back toward her to prevent the interruption. “And where do you claim to get this remarkable ability, this aptitude for contacting the dead?”

“I am the sister of a vanished twin. His name was Vernon. I absorbed him in the womb. He is still within me, and it is through him that I converse with those nomads of the Gray Plains of the Unmade.”

Magnussen drawled a moan, the sort of sound one might produce in the presence of great art or a much-needed toilet. “The Gray Plains of the Unmade—that’s, according to your mythos, the space where the departed masses congregate, a sort of heaven?”

“More or less.” The madam undertook a modest bow that was further humbled by the obstruction of the table’s edge.

Isolde said, “You know, I have never heard anyone describe a heaven that sounds half as good as an average Sunday. My heaven is a warm bath, a broken doorbell, and an empty calendar.”

Madam Sooth swiveled her head to acknowledge Isolde at last. The voluminous buns of flaxen hair on either side of her colorless face supplied a surprisingly effective parenthesis of her bullet-like gaze. Despite her usual bumptiousness, Isolde could not help but feel a flutter of unease at the performer’s practiced intensity, though she managed not to flinch when the clairvoyant said, “You sound like a nonbeliever.”

“And you, madam, sound like a hypocrite. All your railing against contemporary conveniences and perishable goods, yet you arrived here in a silver chariot and you live in a castle, which you bought on the back of the shocking prices you charge for tickets to your High Street shows. You’re the flushest ascetic I’ve ever seen.”

“My wealth is my daily trial, my tribulation, my test of the flesh.”

“Oh, and who are your tutors for these exhausting exams? Professor Silk Sheets and Proctor Ski Lodge?”

“Flippancy is a refuge to the fearful.”

“And fraud is a refuge to frauds.”

The audience gasped and leaned into one another to indulge indiscreet whispers. Sir Haden looked as if he were attempting to choke down a pine cone. The only person who appeared pleased was the moderator. Finding himself relieved of the obligation of stoking the embers of conversation with solicitous prompts, Lorcan Magnussen seemed quite content to let the two women attempt to immolate one another.

Madam Sooth allowed the whispers to become a racket that eventually quelled itself when it became evident she would only speak if there was silence. When this was achieved, she said, “Would you like me to attempt to contact your father, the famous Professor Silas Wilby? It shouldn’t be any trouble. In fact, I feel his presence lurking near. Perhaps he came to see his daughter embarrass herself by calling into question the depth and breadth of magic. Yes, I can almost feel him standing beside me. Yes, he is here and eager to speak with you. Even now, he is reaching out his hand to take mine.”

Lightly shuttering her eyes, the madam turned up a palm of invitation. It seemed to Isolde as if she were testing the air for rain.

And if that were the case, Iz was more than happy to supply the madam with a dash of thunder and lightning to go with her imaginary drizzle.
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Had Warren been there, he probably would’ve embarked upon a diversion of some variety. He might’ve shouted “mouse!” and leapt up from his seat, demonstrating the very panic he meant to inspire. He might’ve kicked over chairs and run about with his hands in the air, erasing all memory of Madam Sooth’s reference to Isolde’s father, who remained a tender point. Alas, Warren was not there, and so the responsibility to defuse the situation before it exploded into an unseemly argument fell to Isolde.

She opened her pocket-softened memo pad and began to scribble as she answered the dour mystic. “Despite my profession and education, I am a believer—a devotee, you might say—of the scientific method. Rather than argue what each of us would prefer or suppose, I say we conduct a simple experiment, one which will either humble me or prove your act is a sham.” Isolde folded the small sheet of paper and presented it to Lorcan, asking that he pass it on to the madam.

“Shall I take a peek?” he asked, his expression caught between puckishness and uncertainty.

Isolde shrugged. “If you like.”

Deliberating a moment longer, Magnussen passed the note on unread. As he did, Isolde explained, “Before you look at my answer, I’d like you to pose a question to my father. I would like you to ask him to tell me what he gave me for my eleventh birthday. I have written my honest answer there, on that folded page. If you do not feel these terms are fair, you are free to tear up my secret and not speak of my father again. In return, I promise to limit my gloating to a single, heartfelt, ‘Ha!’”

“And when I prove you wrong, Ms. Wilby, you shall beg me for more answers from your absent parent, though I doubt very much that I will give them to you.” Madam Sooth held the square of paper up in the air with the subtle confidence of someone at auction who would not be outbid. Isolde answered with a conceding tilt of her head.

Madam Sooth closed her eyelids, which quivered like a dreamer as she plunged inward. She murmured unfinished enticements, phrases that made it seem as if she were asking a passing crowd for direction, for information about the whereabouts of a single soul. Her expression contracted with concern and expanded with expectation as she dramatized her search for Professor Silas Wilby through the misty avenues of her imagination.

It did not escape Isolde’s notice that the madam had, mere moments before, claimed her father was lurking at her hip, but now had apparently wandered off. Nor did Isolde let it pass without notice that Madam Soft Cheese had done her homework and come equipped with some knowledge of Isolde’s past, which was public enough, and certainly in reach of a charlatan who made her wage off a combination of research, observation, and cold reading. Isolde found Sir Haden’s concerned gaze and reassured him with a pinched smile.

“There you are!” Madam Sooth said, abruptly speaking clearly and forcefully. “Hello, Professor Wilby. I’m here on the behest of your daughter. Isolde seeks proof of your existence, your presence on the Gray Plains. I am to ask you, what did you give her for her eleventh birthday?” The madam’s features rounded and fell as she received her answer. The audience on the lawn craned forward like voyeurs crowding about a windowpane. Isolde discovered and considered a broken fingernail.

“What? Are you sure? All right…” the accomplished actor said with what seemed genuine uncertainty, though she rallied her confidence when she announced: “For your eleventh birthday, Isolde Wilby, your father gave you a stomachache.”

Isolde stiffened in her seat.

Her father had not promised to return in time for her eleventh birthday. In fact, the last time he’d been at home months before, he’d made a point of tempering her hopes by summarizing the many legs of the voyage that lay ahead. He described a journey that would see him packed onto a variety of vessels of decreasing size and growing uncertainty, which would culminate in him rowing a launch to the rocky shore of an uninhabited island, which lay, more or less, on the other side of the globe. If everything went smoothly, the journey there and back would take four months, but of course, things never went smoothly. There were always numerous doglegs as the professor was tugged this way and that by his magical plumb bob and Mr. Snag’s directive to collect every charmed relic that crossed his path. Her father assured her he would not be back in time for her eleventh birthday.

And yet, she had nevertheless hoped that he would surprise her as he had done the year before, when he had arrived on the morning of her tenth birthday even as she was preparing to leave for school. He brought with him a chest full of antique robes and poulaine slippers and silk turbans and strings of glass beads—all perfect treasures for a youth beginning to explore her sense of fashion as it extended from her evolving sense of self. And he’d brought a honey brioche, dripping with frangipane, and a doll that cried real tears and a pale-faced macaque that leapt on her head and picked at her scalp, then scrambled up the curtains, where it refused to come down and had to be collected by an employee of the Berbiton Zoo. All of which had made her mother uncharacteristically furious for reasons that Isolde had found unfathomable at the time. Later that night, she heard her parents arguing in their room, heard her mother say he should’ve waited one more day, better yet, a week. He should never have hurried home.

It wasn’t until the following year that Isolde understood why her mother had said those things. It was because along with the trunk of costumes that smelled of cloves, and the doll that bawled, and the monkey that climbed, her father had also given her false hope—a gift that would outlast all the rest.

When Isolde’s eleventh birthday came, Luella had done her best to distract her daughter. She bought her ice cream before dinner and kept her out late for a show, taking Isolde to her first musical. Afterward, during the cab ride home, her mother had asked her what she thought of the performance, which had been full of songs and fabulous sets. Isolde said that her stomach hurt—a pain that had been growing ever since she had woken up that morning. In the bumping back of that darkened jaunt, her mother had begun to weep as she never did, and apologized for Isolde’s father, who had only kept his word. Isolde announced that she hated Mr. Snag, and didn’t care about his clues or his intentions or his desire to safeguard the world at the expense of her family. Isolde said, if she ever met Mr. Snag in the flesh, she would take a stick and poke him in the eye and show him exactly what she thought of his dead wood and rotten fruit.

Isolde glared at the madam who had called forth these terrible memories. She expected to find the Lady of Soft Cheese gloating over her accomplished cheat or clever guess, but the clairvoyant had the bunched chin and raised brows of someone who was being shouted at, and very intimately, though no one could hear the assault.

Stuttering, and with uncharacteristic agitation, Madam Sooth said, “You’re barking up the wrong tree, Iz. Mr. Snag isn’t who he claims to be. Don’t believe him. Don’t—” Madam Stallybrass tightened her eyes as if attempting to fend off a migraine, then gripped the table and panted like someone who had nearly drowned. The display did not reflect the usual grace and poise of her performances, though the madam was quick enough to gather her composure.

When she did, Madam Sooth turned to observe Isolde’s pained, drawn expression. Isolde’s distress only seemed to speed along the madam’s recovery. She laughed and cleared her throat as she unfolded Isolde’s original note. “Let’s see how close to the bone I came.”

The exposed sigil flashed like tinder and sizzled against the madam’s hand even as she shook it out. Standing so abruptly that she nearly upset the table, Madam Sooth said, “What have you done, you mad thing?”

In a state of dazed disinterest, Isolde replied, “A Hex of Evacuation, used in cases of extreme constipation. You should probably hurry to the lavatory.”

The austere madam gasped as her already upright posture took on a new degree of rigidity. She began a clenched and mincing recessional toward the front door of the lord’s home. The clairvoyant’s departure was marked by a different sort of fanfare than the cab horns that had announced her arrival. A mortified Sir Haden trotted after his stricken guest, offering a flurry of incomplete and undirected apologies.

With their host behind them and the honored guest fled, those in attendance got to their feet and began a garrulous mingling, which flowed back to the tables of drinks and canapés. Though not afflicted with the same gastrointestinal distress that presently gripped the medium, Isolde did not feel well. Her lips tingled, her vision doubled, and her ears rang.

Though, the first thing she heard after her dead father’s parroted voice began to recede was Lorcan Magnussen, now standing over her and threatening to summon the police. He accused Isolde of indirectly assaulting him by asking him to transmit the crippling hex, going so far as to invite him to open the curse himself. Magnussen was still enumerating the laws that she had broken when Isolde stood, nearly knocking the top of her head against his encroaching chin. Shuffling free of his shadow and the table skirt, she said, “Lorcan, I know you are an accomplished and self-sufficient man. Soiling your own trousers is work you were born for, and I would not see you robbed of your purpose.”

Then Isolde shouldered her way through the brittle hedge and raised her arm to summon a cab.

The Cardinal Library was often cited as a prime example of a short-lived architectural movement known as biotic-futurism, a style that combined organic elements with the needle-sharp aerials, sleek lines, and shimmering materials that defined Berbiton’s skyline. The city’s planners had meant for the prominently situated library to function as the capital’s crown, a diadem that would rest upon the head of the watershed with the towers of High Street serving as its royal mantle.

It was something of a disappointment then that so many visitors thought the Cardinal Library looked like a pineapple, though a shiny, modern one.

The atriums of its interior were more successful at evoking the reverence the architect had hoped to inspire. The central court and the rings of the floors that haloed it encompassed a great volume of air that seemed to invite contemplation, imagination, and silent reflection—a tranquil atmosphere that was violently enforced by the librarian seated at the circulation desk. Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby, in lieu of shushing, delivered her admonishments to voluble patrons via blowgun, which she loaded with slugs of wax and fired with a puff of breath. Whispers in the Cardinal Library were, as often as not, punctuated by yelps.

The ever-vigilant librarian observed her daughter’s entrance and approach with curiosity. Ever since Isolde could walk, she had marched everywhere she went. She stormed into rooms and stomped up the stairs, regardless of her mood, her mission, or the hour. Yet, here she was shuffling across the great expanse of tile with her hands in her pockets and her hair in her face. She looked more wretched and indigent than usual. When she finally stood slouched before her mother’s counter, Isolde wore the squinting grimace of someone who was attempting to do long division in their head.

Seeing her daughter was not going to utter the first word, Luella whispered, “Hello, darling. Come to confess your latest criminal spree?”

Isolde’s baffled expression developed a new furrow. “My what?”

“This week’s police blotter. You and Warren were arrested and charged with murder in the first degree and tampering with a corpse, I believe.”

“Oh, that. Just a misunderstanding.” Isolde swatted at the air.

“Is that the direction your defense is preparing to take? Based purely on your appearance, I would suggest you consider an insanity plea.”

But Isolde did not return the snipe. Instead, she blinked and shook her head and said, “I think… I think I may’ve just talked to Dad.”

Her mother huffed an almost imperceptible laugh. Then she saw her daughter was in earnest. The librarian extracted a placard from a drawer and arranged the BACK IN 10 MINUTES sign on the fore of her station. Collecting her black cardigan from her chairback, Luella stood and whispered, “Come on. Let’s talk somewhere private.”

Luella closed the door of the Donnelly Room, a modestly sized space crowded with cumbersome furniture and precisely filled shelves. The rather drab collection of books, which represented the majority of the sponsor’s collection, was dominated by biographies of legendary lords in the terminal stages of being entirely forgotten.

Both mother and daughter took a seat at the reading table, which seemed as substantial as a judge’s bench. Bracing her far slighter elbows upon that shelf, Isolde began her account by glossing over the good news: She had found Professor Konya. Luella, having been foiled in her own search for the elusive academic, took solace in learning that Konya’s address had been recovered not by violent or adventuring means, but via wholesome research. When Isolde interjected that she didn’t really consider rummaging through her father’s desk “research,” Luella insisted that rummaging was the very soul of the discipline.

In addition to corroborating the disruptive event that had broken the portalmanteau, Professor Konya had supplied Isolde with the means for repairing the back door to Silas Wilby’s trove. Isolde’s account then shifted to the less roseate events of that morning. She told her mother of Sir Haden’s invitation, the insufferable madam, and the performer’s impossible but compelling conjuring act. Isolde then recited the urgent and equally inscrutable message Stallybrass had delivered on behalf of Professor Silas Wilby: You’re barking up the wrong tree, Iz. Mr. Snag isn’t who he claims to be. Don’t believe him.

When Isolde finished imparting her increasingly breathless news, Luella patted the table, rose from her seat, and turned to confront one of the walls of dreary book spines. Scanning the titles as she ran her finger down the shelf, she addressed her daughter over her shoulder: “Well, what do you make of it?”

Isolde was astonished by her mother’s deference, which seemed both out of character and insufficient given all that she had just shared. “I don’t know! That’s why I came to you—because I don’t know what to make of it. None of it makes sense! Obviously, it couldn’t be Dad. We can’t talk to the dead.”

Her mother pulled a book from the shelf, shifted its neighbor, and reshelved the volume where it belonged. “Assuming he is dead.”

“Yes, all right. Assuming!” Finding her mother’s hovering intolerable, Isolde stood and joined her at the shelf. “It must’ve been an elaborate trick, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out how she did it. How did she know about Dad’s secret patron, let alone the details of my eleventh birthday? I’ve never met the woman!”

Luella donned her reading glasses to inspect a title whose gilt had been nearly entirely effaced. The librarian murmured as she studied: “She was one of your father’s students.”

“What?”

Glancing at her daughter over the half-moons of her lenses, Luella shrugged. “As I recall, your father quite liked her.”

Isolde was well acquainted with her mother’s preference for casual revelations. And yet, after thirty-six years of exposure to them, Isolde still wasn’t sure whether Luella was offhanded with her epiphanies because she enjoyed shocking her daughter or if she simply assumed Isolde could not be shocked. Her mother was not unfeeling, but there was little question that she experienced the emotional realms differently. In truth, Isolde found that difference endearing… when it wasn’t driving her up the wall.

Typically, Isolde was able to conceal her fluster at her mother’s yawning surprises, but on this occasion, she struggled not to gape. “Why? Why in the world would Dad like that glum, greedy, self-important fraud?”

“I suppose because she was interested in magic’s more esoteric veins. Prophecy, witchery, that sort of thing. You know how your father loved the obtuse, the difficult, the needlessly knotty. Just look at who he married!” Luella chuckled at her joke, though her daughter did not join her. “Then Stallybrass dropped out during her junior year. It was a terrible disappointment to your father. He considered her a potential acolyte. But she wanted to study theater. It’s difficult to argue that wasn’t the right choice for her.”

Luella set her finger on the headband of another volume and seemed about to pull it free when Isolde laid a staying hand on her wrist. Isolde said, “Why did you never mention any of this before?”

“Well, it’s not a particularly interesting story. Nor a secret.” Seeming to understand that her organizing effort was unsettling her daughter, Luella returned to her seat at the table. “Did you not read Stallybrass’s memoir, Whisper Dish? It came out last spring, I think. The writing is pedestrian but palatable. There’s a whole chapter about her time at Wynn. She doesn’t mention your father by name, but she does spend several paragraphs ruminating on how the faculty failed to appreciate the extent of her potential.”

Isolde did not retake her seat but instead began to pace the length of the table in front of her mother. “Is it possible that Dad confided in her about Mr. Snag?”

Luella hummed a short, affirming tone. “I suppose so. This was all a long time ago. You would’ve been young. Five or six years old.”

“So, long before my eleventh birthday. Did they keep in touch?”

“Not as far as I know. As I said, he was disappointed in her. And you know what an unreliable correspondent your father was, even with those he loved.”

Isolde weighed the possibility of her father penning secret letters to a younger Stallybrass. Then, before she could suppress the vision, a lurid scene bloomed in her mind’s eye. She didn’t see Madam Sooth, the homely clairvoyant, but Cornelia Stallybrass, the long-limbed, blond-haired youth. Isolde imagined Cornelia paying her father’s university office a visit, where he warmly received her. They embraced, perhaps innocently at first, but then the contact lingered, and their hands began to explore the curves and hollows concealed by their clothes. They kissed between words, then ceded language altogether for the more intimate communion of touch and taste. Isolde saw the baring of skin and the clenching of muscles and heard the terrible moans of betrayal that ensued.

To drive off the nauseating vision, Isolde scoured her scalp with her fingernails, teasing new mounds from her already uneven frizz. “If it was all just some cruel stunt, why did Stallybrass seem every bit as surprised as I was by Dad’s message? She was unsettled, baffled… scared.”

Luella folded her arms. “It could’ve been part of the act.”

Without meaning to, Isolde mimicked her mother’s posture. She continued her march with crossed arms. “It seems to me there are two options. One: She’s a very good actor who took advantage of private details, which she got from Silas directly. Or two: She somehow made contact with Dad, and he chose to spend the five seconds of our improbable reunion warning me that a person I have no knowledge of or dialogue with is, in fact, an impostor.”

Luella pinched and shifted the front of her cardigan until the two panels hung as evenly as the wings of her colorless bob. “There’s a third possibility. She could be a mind reader.”

Isolde laughed. “I don’t think she would’ve opened the hex I passed her if she could read minds.”

“A valid point. Then let’s pretend for a moment that her surprise was genuine. Something went wrong either with her parlor trick or her legitimate magic. Let’s assume for the moment that it’s the latter. Have you encountered any other instances of magic behaving strangely or unpredictably in recent days? Other than the disruption to the portalmanteau, of course.”

Isolde smiled tartly. “Well, I did nearly blow the head off of a pixosite queen with a schoolyard hex.”

Luella held up a hand to request a pause. “I think ten minutes might’ve been a bit optimistic for this chat. Let me call in reinforcements to staff the desk, then you can tell me all about your fairy queen and her lucky head.”

Isolde’s full account included not only their visit to the Salt Cellar, but also the shattered evidence that had been recovered with the repair of the portalmanteau. She described the still-unfinished puzzle of glass on her kitchen table, the existence of a credible witness to the vanished scene of a murder, the artist’s missing diary, and her own burgeoning theory that someone was fiddling with time—perhaps the very same someone who Queen Merneith had observed wandering through the snarl that stitched together the Eleven Realms, the five streams of magic, and history itself.

Throughout this recitation of facts, inwardly Isolde was relieved to have for the moment sidestepped the question of Stallybrass’s conjuring and Mr. Snag’s return and the looming prospect that her father’s fondness for cloak-and-dagger high jinks may not have been as innocent as she had recently believed.

At the conclusion of Isolde’s account, Luella asked, “Do you have any suspects?”

Iz puffed a frustrated breath. “For Rault’s murder or the vandalism of time?”

“Either.”

“I have two, and I don’t like either of them. First, there’s Detective Robert Broxburn, who appeared at the original crime scene rather inexplicably as far as I can tell. Obviously, as an officer of the law, he would know how to stage a murder to make it look like a suicide. And he has access both to copious amounts of nep, which his department is always confiscating, and to the evidence that was gathered from the revised scene of the crime, a situation he could and has on previous occasions taken advantage of to implicate convenient criminals. He is a dishonest, mean little man. The trouble is, Broxburn is also a determined sot and a professed unbeliever. I can’t really picture him performing elaborate summoning spells on the bathroom floor of his local drinkery. And I have no clue what his motive would be… though he did have a go at the portalmanteau when he had the chance.

“Which brings me to the second suspect I don’t like: Sir Glen Meliota. He has a vague motive, I think, in the form of his art collection—which includes some of Rault’s more popular work. And then earlier this week, he attended the auction from Rault’s estate. According to Sir Haden, he didn’t bid on a single lot. It was almost as if he was looking for something. I wonder whether he might be worried that something in Rault’s diary could incriminate him in some way—though how and what for, I can’t begin to guess. Killing an artist just to plump up the value of a few works of art strikes me as rather extreme, and it remains to be seen whether Margit Rault’s work is even a sound investment. Also, Sir Meliota doesn’t seem as much a criminal mastermind as an accomplished twit. Though I did find something curious in his home. There was a little statue in his private sitting room that was absolutely fizzing with energy. It didn’t feel like the sort of charmed trinket one brings home from a holiday. We might be dealing with an undocumented relic.”

“Perhaps the sort of thing that could put a pucker in time?”

“Possibly. But I have no idea how or if any of this connects to the unfortunate gambler who scribbled down a sigil I’ve never seen before and swallowed it just in time to have all of his organs turned to leather. That could just be a coincidence. A rather bizarre one.”

“Well, it seems obvious enough what you have to do. You have two suspects and you only need one. Who can you eliminate and how?”

At last, Isolde ceased her pacing. “I want another look at the sculpture in Sir Meliota’s den. Unfortunately, we didn’t part on the best of terms. I suppose we’ll just have to break in and—”

Luella patted one of her ears as if attempting to dislodge a measure of trapped water. “Sorry, darling. My tinnitus is flaring up. I didn’t hear that. Oh well.” Rising from her seat, she bustled toward the exit. “Now, I really must be getting back to work. Please tell Warren I said hello!”
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MOONLIGHTING AS A STONE
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Warren felt conflicted about Isolde’s plan to invade the Meliotas’ home. On the one hand, he did enjoy wearing a disguise, putting on an accent, contorting his posture, and concocting a backstory for his character. He sometimes indulged the fantasy that the third act of his life would include the stage. Neither his roles nor the production needed to be large. He liked to imagine himself as a background character: an innkeeper in a musical or a blacksmith in an operetta. He dreamed of singing in a chorus and sweating through his costume while Isolde sat beyond the blinding stage lights and beamed back at him.

But deploying Professor Silas Wilby’s relics was a decidedly less enticing prospect. As defenseless as Warren had felt with the loss of the portalmanteau, as sad as he had been to see that essential tendril between father and daughter severed, War had also felt a measure of relief. Living with the portalmanteau was like dwelling in the shadow of an ancient, towering oak—a thing full of life and history and beauty, which also at any moment might fall upon the house, destroying everything and everyone inside.

And Isolde shared her husband’s trepidation. The charmed artifacts from her father’s vault were unpredictable, their utility uncertain, their hazards numerous and poorly documented. Nearly every time she had elected to use one of the portalmanteau’s treasures, the results had been disastrous. She described it as akin to using a bomb to put out a fire—a tactic that was as effective as it was ruinous.

The relic Isolde intended to use to sneak into the Meliotas’ penthouse was a charming little hand mirror identified by the index as “The Moon Glass.” Professor Silas Wilby had described the silver-backed mirror in his unhelpful notes as “a marital aid,” a cheeky subscript that had originally enticed the Wilbies into experimenting with the object. This had happened early in their marriage before they had developed a robust respect for the portalmanteau’s gifts.

The glass, when it reflected the light of the moon, had the ability to turn those who passed through its beam to stone, a consequence that Warren had discovered one evening when the Moon Glass, the moon, and a parting cloud had conspired to petrify him while he was in the process of shedding his pants. He would go on to spend several hours as a curiously posed marble statue. While he stood hunched over, balanced on one foot, with his chin up and a grin on his face, Isolde had flapped about him in a panic, casting every hex she could think of in an effort to thaw him. Curiously, his trousers and belt had not been transformed by the moonbeam, which revealed a bizarre truth about the relic: It only affected living flesh.

Through it all, Warren had been aware of her frantic efforts to unlock him. Though fossilized in appearance, his senses continued to take in stimuli, if somewhat dimly. His vision was gauzy, his hearing muffled, his nerves blunted to the sensation of touch. It felt a little like he had zipped himself up in a sleeping bag and was peeking at the world through a moth hole.

In the end, it was not Isolde’s ministrations that released him from his torpor, but the setting of the moon. The moment the broken moon slid beneath the horizon, he was released, and so collapsed into a heap upon undergarments he had spent half the night attempting to remove.

The disguise Warren selected for the evening’s caper featured a black wig and a full dark beard, which, in combination with his soft brimmed cap, obscured his face almost entirely. To match his auburn mustache to his false whiskers, Warren used nearly an entire cake of Isolde’s mascara. He donned a deliveryman’s navy coveralls, which had a name stitched on the left breast. Given the chance, Warren would’ve selected a different alias, but since the uniform had been purchased from a secondhand store, he had no choice but to embrace the appellation “Julius.”

Isolde wore tatty slippers and a gray winter coat, which was her daily attire for the colder half of the year. She had often attributed moments of sudden inspiration to the snug refuge of those felt lapels, though at present her coat was only inspiring the accumulation of sweat on her brow and upper lip. In preparation for her coming meta-morphosis, she had slicked her hair down and back, transforming the cooling coils of her tresses into the lid of a pot. Hopefully the choice would render her less recognizable, otherwise she was stewing her brains for nothing.

Shouldered together in the back of a hirable jaunt, they presented quite an odd couple, one that inspired the driver to ask for the fare first.

Standing on the sidewalk outside the gilded high-rise that the Meliotas called home, the Wilbies broke and fled in opposite directions: Warren toward the front doors of the shimmering tower, and Isolde to the sliver of shadow that separated the residential monolith from its almost identical neighbor.

Isolde’s plot required a flatbed trolley. Rather than attempt to procure one themselves, Isolde suggested that they borrow one from the building’s staff. Posing as Julius-the-Mover, Warren approached the concierge at the heart of the overlit and perfectly white foyer. The attendant eyed him as if he were a wild dog who’d wandered into heaven. Apologizing reflexively, Warren asked if he might borrow a trolley to assist him with a delivery for a resident, explaining that his own hand truck had just lost a wheel to a gutter outside. Reluctantly, the concierge agreed to loan him a trolley, but said all deliveries had to go through the loading bay at the rear of the building. Warren could return the cart to the dockmaster.

Warren wheeled the trolley out from the lobby, into the alley, where his wife piped a soft whistle to draw his attention. Following the sound, he found Isolde waiting for him in an alcove behind the building’s derelict oil tanks. She stood in a small clearing of old plumbing staring up at a distant patch of sky, which was for the moment clear and dark.

“It should be coming up soon,” she said. “Get the Moon Glass ready. We won’t have much time.” She shrugged off her winter coat, halving it and laying the folded garment over a convenient valve. She kicked off her house shoes and stepped onto the bed of the trolley, swiping the sweat from her bare limbs, and delighting in the movement of the open evening air.

Warren regarded his disrobed spouse with a conflicted smile. “Are you sure this is safe?”

“As far as our gambles go, this one would seem to fall well short of leaping from a midnight train into bray-infested woodland or feeding a pixosite queen from the spigot of your neck. By comparison, this is safe as houses. What could go wrong?”

“Well, someone could knock you over, and off pops an arm, and then, as soon as the moon sets, you bleed to death on the floor.”

“You paint quite a vivid picture, darling. But remember, you’re not delivering me to a herd of wildebeests. These people are art collectors. Their home is full of perfectly preserved statuary. You saw their floors. They weren’t littered with broken limbs, gory or otherwise. I’ll be perfectly fine.”

“And you’re sure they won’t recognize you?”

“Everyone’s a stranger the first time you see them naked. Oh! I see a sliver of the Lovers peeking out. Now, get that mirror up, please. That’s it. Right there.”

Dutifully, Warren adjusted the hand mirror, looking up at the appearing moon, then back to his wife, as he tilted the glass this way and that in search of the right angle to catch the lunar light.

Isolde gasped. “My god! I completely forgot to think about what pose I should strike. Obviously, the Meliotas are very fond of their willowy nymphs. I’ve never seen so many long necks and small hips and pointy little breasts in my life!” Slouching on the bed of the hand cart, she pinched her lower lip in thought and scratched her rump. “I’d love to give them a real eyeful. Throw a leg over my head or do a backbend. You just don’t see a lot of fannies about town, do you? You can’t walk through a park without passing a limestone satyr with his pizzle out or a cupid pissing in a dish. But you’d be hard pressed to find a single hairy min—”

All at once, the collected moonlight poured from the charmed reflector in Warren’s hand, its beam as distinct as the ray of a lighthouse. The white-gold light swept over Isolde, turning pale flesh to paler stone with the abruptness of a photograph. She blazed like a filament, staining the vision of the only witness to the wonder.

Warren turned his wrist, breaking the circuit of moonlight and extinguishing the beacon of Isolde’s frozen form.

In the absence of magic, the alley seemed a shade darker than it had been before. The passing traffic on the street seemed to shush the abrupt quiet, a stillness that struck Warren as unexpectedly intimate, private, holy.

Gazing at his calcified wife caught with one hand scrunching her chin, and the other raking her backside, he sighed and said, “Perfect.”

Warren’s feeling of serenity evaporated the moment he began to push the trolley, which caused his precious cargo to sway. The thought of Isolde falling over and losing an arm had lodged itself in his imagination. Now every bump he traversed, each incline he inched down, was accompanied by a vision of her toppling over and shattering like a vase.

His nervousness about ferrying his petrified spouse all the way to the thirty-ninth floor was further complicated by the tarp he had chosen to shroud her with. He’d thought it would afford her a modicum of dignity, but perversely, the addition of a coverlet only made her seem more furniture-like. And yet, he kept it on if only because it gave him a grip to steady her by.

The luxury apartment tower rested upon a low, damp, echoing garage. An abundance of columns turned the voluminous space into a maze, one that was poorly lit and confusingly labeled with contradictory signs and bickering arrows. The air reeked of electrahol, oil, and rubbish. In the gloom around him, the unlit headlamps of luxurious jaunts lustered like coins in a sewer.

The dockmaster sat on a stool in a puddle of sallow, buzzing light. The three broad gates behind him were closed, save one, whose roll-up door stood at half-mast. The white-haired boss had the build of a retired jockey, one whose apparent taste for cigarettes had permanently tinted his mustache. The dockmaster cocked his head toward an old clock on the wall and said, “You’re slipping in under the wire, boyo. No deliveries after nine. I was about to lock up.” Warren presented his invoice, a fraudulent document that he took some pride in, having spent half an hour typing it up. But he might’ve saved himself the trouble for all the attention the dockmaster paid it. Glancing at the delivery’s address, he voiced a phlegmy groan. “The Meliotas. They think the world is full of porters and every last one of us lives to serve them. And they don’t tip, so don’t bother putting a hand out. On your way.”

The system of freight elevators was considerably larger and slower than the mirror-clad lifts that were reserved for residents. Warren’s lumbering car stopped frequently to welcome a procession of porters, maids, and factotums, many of whom expressed curiosity about Mr. Julius’s shrouded object and, upon learning of the statue’s destination, disdain for its recipients. The Meliotas had cultivated a reputation for being not only demanding and miserly, but petty as well. Everyone Warren encountered seemed to know someone who the lord and lady had gotten fired.

By the time Warren parked Isolde before the door of the Aerie penthouse, he was feeling abnormally intimidated. Just days earlier, he had been unceremoniously ejected from the Meliotas’ home, and here he was, lining up for another heave-ho. Suddenly, his wig and false whiskers felt both too meager in their protection and too extravagant in their impression. He looked like a black bear in a pillbox cap. He was certain his disguise would be seen through at once, and his mind boggled at what excuse he could possibly give for impersonating the employee of a moving company to deliver a statue that looked suspiciously like his wife.

But the maid who cracked the door only seemed to mark the stitched name on his coveralls and the load of his trolley before inviting him in. The atmosphere of the Meliotas’ home, which was much cooler than the hallway, reeked of furniture polish and roses. The maid pointed to her right and said, “You may put it over there, please,” in the meekest of tones.

The antechamber she directed him to, which Warren had glimpsed on his previous visit, was full of well-lit alcoves embracing unclothed figures posed on pedestals and plinths. Turning his trolley toward that gauntlet of fragility raised a lump in his throat, which he attempted to dissolve with a few unanswered niceties. He noted the polished floors and complimented the welcome cool, discerning almost at once he needn’t have bothered.

The maid appeared to be approximately his own age. She wore the common magpie uniform of her station. Her white cap scarcely contained a great volume of dark hair. Her eyes were large and the brows that linteled them larger still, features that seemed all the more prominent in the company of her thin lips. She had the look of someone who regularly saw a great deal but remained professionally mum. The penthouse behind her was dark and quiet but for the slow clack of a clock.

The maid followed at a tentative distance, but Warren felt the push of her gaze as he navigated the clumsy cart over the burnished floors. He asked where exactly she’d like him to unload the statue, and she directed him to the farthest wall, which was bare. Reaching his destination at last, Warren gathered the tarp around Isolde’s frozen waist and lifted her, or attempted to. He had misjudged the change in her weight, a particular measurement that he knew as intimately and exactly as a pinch of salt. Realizing his mistake, he widened his stance and heaved again.

Warren enjoyed a profound sense of relief when he had Isolde’s feet back on the floor and felt her equilibrium resolve. He dusted his hands, tipped his cap to the maid, whose gaze he continued to duck, and set his hands to the bar of his dolly.

“Take your tarpaulin, please,” the maid piped in a voice that seemed naturally apologetic.

Again, Warren touched the bill of his cap and gingerly lifted the coverlet from his wife’s head and shoulders, folding the sheet with practiced efficiency.

To his surprise, the housekeeper coughed a small, disbelieving laugh. She took a step closer to the unveiled sculpture of a woman with flattened hair who stood pinching her chin and itching her rump. The maid, who was half a head taller than the barefoot Isolde, leaned in to study her unguarded expression, her half-lidded eyes and milky pupils turned downward in search, it seemed, of some elusive and mysterious thing. “That’s not how they usually look.”

Warren shrugged and pulled from his back pocket a rumpled envelope. “I was told this would explain it.”

The maid accepted the letter without looking or giving any sign that she intended to open it. She continued in a mutter that was softened by her distraction with the unusual figure in her foyer. “I’m so used to the perfect little beauties they like to collect.”

Warren dropped the folded canvas onto the empty bed of his truck. “Oh, there’s nothing blander than flawlessness, and beauty is anything but bland.” He began to back away, but paused when the maid stretched a curious hand toward Isolde.

She touched the round scar above the statue’s prominent collarbone. Her voice brightened and strengthened with delight. “Look! Look at that. A scar! Oh, and here’s another one.”

Warren’s face warmed beneath the false beard. “That looks like an appendectomy scratch to me.”

“I know. My sister has one. She’s so ashamed of it. Her husband calls it her ‘other scowl.’ And look!” She pointed at Isolde’s bust. “They’re not even the same size. One’s larger than the other. They’re always the same size.”

Warren smiled and felt the spirit gum on his cheeks stretch. “We all have different experiences of the world, I suppose.”

The maid laughed and lightly swatted his arm, a surprising contact that made him jump. “No, I mean the lord and lady’s statues. They’re all—oh, what’s that word? Sounds like ‘central’ but means everything is even on both sides.”

“Symmetrical.”

“That’s it! Symmetrical. I dust their perfect little rumps all day, then have to look at myself floating like a dumpling in the bath. Oh, but look at this one’s moles and those little pits. Just look at that crease. Look!”

Warren, who had been standing with his shoulders low, his back rounded, as if he might slouch himself invisible, now found himself straightening. He again admired Isolde’s introspective pose. “I think she looks magnificent.”

The maid regarded him with a bright and marveling expression. “No you don’t.”

“Of course I do! Just imagine for a moment what a sunset would look like if it was painted by one of those nymph-loving sculptors. It would just be a stripe of red, a stripe of pink, a stripe of purple, and a perfect orange circle slapped in the middle of it all. Can you imagine anything more grotesque than an unblemished, uncomplicated dusk? Splendor is uneven and convoluted and fleeting. Give me wrinkles! Give me puckers! Give me scars and errant hairs and any bit of evidence that one has not wasted their life swaddled up like an infant, waiting to be shifted from the crib to the casket. We weren’t meant to be preserved. We are flowers! We bud, we blossom, we wilt, and we die, and all of it has beauty. All of it!”

The maid laid her hand on Warren’s arm, which he stood holding out in an oratory gesture of passion. Huskily, she said, “Would you like to see them?”

Warren coughed in surprise. “What?”

The maid’s voice regained some of its former timidity at his confusion, but she did not retreat entirely. “The other statues. Would you like to see them? I’ll give you a tour. The lord and lady are out.”

Feeling suddenly horrible that he had given her the wrong impression while waxing rhapsodic about his wife, Warren blurted, “I’m celibate.”

The announcement appeared to surprise them both. And to spare them further interrogation of this unprompted proclamation, he pushed his squeaking pallet back toward the open door, which he closed behind him with a tip of his cap.
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SLAP AND TICKLE
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Isolde was learning what it was like to live as a stone.

It was a talent that would eventually come in handy when she was made to pay her debt to the Goddess of Grotesques, the Mother of Spies, Muir Be’wyn. Several months prior, Isolde had promised to serve as a gargoyle’s sentient mind for the term of one year following the occasion of her death, a bargain she had made in exchange for a piece of information—which very quickly seemed insufficient for the price she had agreed to pay. Since making the pact, she had occasionally suffered bouts of anxiety at the thought of serving as an imprisoned witness, an unblinking eye to a single sliver of the world. She had cultivated many tolerances over the course of her life. She had learned to endure pain, criticism, opposition, and disappointment, all of which she bore with equanimity—or at least attenuated ire. But she could not abide boredom. Her unoccupied mind invariably turned upon itself, carving into past mistakes, dissecting her failures, probing her fears and insecurities. She needed diversion and work to stay sane. But what work was there for a stone? What diverted the mind of an ornament?

And yet, she was discovering the experience of petrification was not entirely unpleasant. Rarely in life had she been given the opportunity to be simultaneously an exhibitionist and a voyeur, a state that was both titillating and surprisingly pacific. Her senses, though muffled, still provided a sufficient amount of stimulation. Eavesdropping on Warren’s conversation with the maintenance staff he encountered was made more fascinating for her inability to interject. Inhabiting a sculpture was less of a prison and more the box seat of a playhouse. She found the experience rather entertaining, especially after Warren removed the shroud, allowing her to witness his interaction with a maid that culminated in an impassioned speech about beauty, an intimate overture, and an awkward rebuff.

Then Warren departed and the blushing maid turned down the light and retreated to some distant corner of the penthouse, leaving Isolde in the gloom with only the metronomic clacking of an unseen clock for company. To keep from getting sucked into a vortex of black thoughts and evergreen worries, Isolde concentrated upon the tangled facts of the case.

The clock had just rung midnight when the Meliotas spilled through the front door, red-faced and giggling. The edges of their evening attire had been frayed by their revelries. The lord’s bow tie was twisted nearly vertical on his neck, and the lady’s headband rested upon the bridge of her nose like a blindfold. While he groped about for the light switch, she kicked off her shoes, sending them skittering into the parlor where they clattered against the legs of a divan. Finding the light at last, Sir Meliota gave a celebratory cheer, then dropped his keys on the floor. As he stooped to retrieve them, he spotted the new addition to his collection lurking at the far end of the foyer. He approached at an excited trot, tut-tutting and well-welling as he went. Noting the envelope his maid had left propped upon the bridge of Isolde’s akimbo arm, he cracked the letter open even as his wife joined his inspection of the new arrival.

Sir Meliota said, “It’s from someone named Mr. Snag. He’s submitting this work for assessment for the next gathering of the Ormolu Circle.”

“But that’s not going to be here, is it?” the lady said with a half-swallowed belch.

“He must’ve gotten his dates wrong—whoever he is. Snag seems an obvious pseudonym, a rather amateurish one. He didn’t even bother to include the name of the sculptor.” Lord Meliota lowered the page and squinted at Isolde, his lips drawn back from his teeth like a braying mule. The relief that Isolde had felt for this diversion was quickly eroded by an intimate view of Sir Meliota’s nostrils. Though her attention was soon drawn downward when she felt the lady probe the healed wound in her chest. The contact was muffled, like being poked through a duvet, but discernible nonetheless.

The lady said, “She’s a funny old thing, isn’t she?”

“I give the artist credit for the excruciating detail he’s achieved here, but he’s made so many puzzling decisions. The slathered hair, the bad posture, the lopsided tits. Ick! It almost looks as if the artist set out to flout the feminine ideal. It seems so cynical, almost prurient.” The lord backed up and dug his thumbs into the top of his cummerbund in a speculative manner that seemed to parody a tradesman. “I’ve been waiting for the pivot, you know. The art world has been stuck in the age of the maiden for so long… a decade at least. The pendulum is bound to swing the other way. I wouldn’t be at all surprised if, by this time next year, all the figures are buxom and voluptuous. No more skinny virgins with whippet hips. It will be the round-rumped temptress’s turn to ascend.”

“If you say so, dear.”

“But this—this is neither here nor there. She’s not a nymph and not a vamp. I don’t know what she’s supposed to be. Actually, you know what I think this is? This is an artist who’s courting controversy. There really isn’t anything I hate so much as a political work of art. If you have an axe to grind, write an editorial or take it to the ballot box. But if you’re going to make art, make it beautiful, idealistic, stimulating. No one wants to hang an essay on the wall, and no one goes to the salon hoping to be taught a lesson. The Assessor is going to absolutely tear this homely little protest piece apart, and I for one can’t wait to see it.”

Circling Isolde, Lady Meliota dragged a finger over the ridge of her bare shoulders, a gesture that seemed less like a caress than an inspection for dust. “Does she look a bit familiar to you?”

“Familiar? I don’t think so. She vaguely reminds me of the nude models they’d bring in for us to sketch at university. Just a parade of dowdy charwomen and hairy au pairs.”

“Oh, I think you enjoyed ogling the hoi polloi more than you let on. Now, come on. It’s time for bed.”

It was a lucky thing that Isolde was petrified during Sir Meliota’s inspection, otherwise she might’ve laughed in his face. She’d never heard so much hot air, so spiked with gin, so wantonly spent claiming that a simple libidinous preference was in fact culturally profound and socially correct. Perversely, Meliota would’ve thought it indecent to simply admit that he derived sexual gratification from gawping at young women. No, he had to do the upright thing and dress his urges in the vestments of art. So much smoke to conceal such a pitiful fire! It seemed to suggest a habit of self-deception, an inability to confront his stunted maturity, a failing typified by his habit of cheating at crosswords. And like most practitioners of self-deception, the only person fooled by the charade was the actor himself.

Two hours later, the unseen moon slipped beneath the horizon, breaking the spell its light had cast upon her.

The resumption of her heartbeat was so sudden and jarring that she had to muffle a small yelp of surprise. The prickle of the cold floor on her bare feet and the artificially cooled air raised goose bumps on her arms and legs. Shivering, she tiptoed across the icy stone onto the rugs of the living room. Her way was lit only by the muted light from the massive curtained windows, which leaked just enough of the urban glow to prevent her from stumbling over the chairs and low tables that populated the room. She had resolved to see how far she could progress through the darkened penthouse before deploying a Hex of Radiance, and so it was by groping luck that she found a blanket on the back of a sofa. Cloaking herself with the throw, she continued deeper into the Meliotas’ home, where the absence of windows at last forced her to strike a magical match.

Pushing the blue dish of light ahead of her, she sought the landmarks she had made note of upon her first visit to the penthouse. She knew to turn left at the gold-plated harpy, then right at the comely bust that was unburdened by a head, and recognized at once the black lacquered urn, which was nearly as tall as her, that marked the entrance to the Meliotas’ private den, the very spot where she had detected the blaze of potent magic upon her last visit.

It was much as she remembered it: a comfortably cluttered refuge, furnished with sofas that were battered from daily use and enough magazines and periodicals to fill a newsstand. Again, the only piece in the room that did not seem to directly serve the goal of loafing was the central pedestal and the sculpture displayed upon it. Quietly shutting the door, Isolde decided to hazard a bit more light. Switching on a brass floor lamp, she stooped to study the sculpture of a fairy perched upon a trapeze inside a golden birdcage. Isolde drew on the air a Hex of Declaration, bracing herself for the dazzling aura of bottled energy.

She huffed in disappointment when the hex failed to blaze forth as it had before. Whatever magic the caged fairy had once embodied appeared to have since evaporated. There was a dim little sparkle along one edge of Isolde’s hex, a whisper of something magical, but whatever was causing that glimmer was trivial compared to the emission she had witnessed on her first inspection.

Circling the statue, she brandished the levitating hex like a magnifying glass, searching the cage and its ornate plinth for any sign of enchantment. The hint of magic that tickled the outside edge of her hex slipped slowly around. Her circuit convinced her that whatever was responding to her Hex of Declaration, it wasn’t the imprisoned fairy. She was about to turn her probing search to some other corner of the study when she noticed the small door to the cage was slightly ajar. And she saw something else: The bar that the fairy sat on was more polished in two spots on either side of her. Isolde opened the cage door, which was large enough to comfortably allow her to reach inside, which she did. Making a V with her fingers, she hooked the bar at the fairy’s hips and pulled lightly down.

A click like a door latch sounded, and an innocuous bit of wainscotting broke from the wall, revealing the edge of a hidden door.

Isolde turned her Hex of Declaration toward the new opening, and the arcane knot shimmered lightly in response. She collapsed the hex with a twist of her fingers and went to investigate.

The wall panel glided open on noiseless hinges, revealing a cramped corridor beyond, which despite being narrow and low, was as finished as any other corner of the house. Reaching into the gloom, Isolde fumbled about on the wall and soon found the light switch. The candle-bright wall lamps that flickered to life exposed a shut door at the end of a brief passageway.

Wishing to have both hands free, she let her borrowed mantle fall to the floor.

Naked, she approached the door, and as she neared, she began to draw on the air a Hex of Resuscitation, the same sigil that had blown the queen of the pixosites to the end of her throne room, though Isolde had no way of knowing whether it would be as forceful now, or if loading such a cannon required a clear and present threat to Warren’s life.

She thought it was probably unlikely that she was approaching the enclave of the starry-headed conjurer who could walk the snarl as if it were a garden path and pull up the tracks of time, nor did she really believe Lord or Lady Meliota were probable candidates for such an undertaking, but she was not so sure as to walk unarmed into a secret room.

She opened the door with one hand while the other finger hovered at the hissing brink of closing the concussive hex.

The octagonal chamber that lay on the other side of that door had been painted black: walls, floor, and ceiling. Racks walled much of the room, evoking an armory, though one comprising a peculiar sort of ordnance. Rather than rifles, halberds, or swords, those racks presented an array of whips, paddles, crops, ostrich plumes, harnesses, and hoods. A leather-saddled swing dangled from the ceiling amid a collection of the sort of furniture rarely found in parlors, including a studded pommel horse, a ladder-backed chair with a split seat, and a lovely little cage.

Isolde canceled her budding hex with a soft snap of her fingers, and murmured, “Of course.” The fact that the Meliotas’ marital celebrations required an arsenal of props was not particularly remarkable. If anything, Isolde was sorry that the couple felt the need to bury their proclivities behind so much wood paneling, though it was possible the secrecy enriched their pleasure.

Seeing nothing of interest, she was about to turn on her heel when she recalled something there had responded to her Hex of Declaration. The fact that a secret sex dungeon would include an enchanted object was unsurprising. There was a robust gray market for marital aids that had been engraved with a stimulating hex or blessed with a minor spell of stamina or sensitivity. These unregulated objects were not always effective, but still had value as trophies or props. Even a fraudulent wand could yield magical results.

But at this range, Isolde did not need a Hex of Declaration to feel the presence of the charmed object, which was causing a fluttery feeling in her stomach. Walking the perimeter of the playroom she scanned the racks of toys for likely culprits, though soon enough her attention was pulled to what lay in the gap between displays. The black curtain almost vanished into the shadows. Drawing it to one side revealed a round pane of glass in a circular frame. Beside this darkened porthole was a switch. Flicking it on, she shivered as the Hex of Vigor blazed forth, and the light of the painted glass colored her skin with streaks of emerald green. The hex, which resembled a rippling herringbone, appeared to be perceptibly strengthened by the light that passed through it. The thought that a hex could be effectively electrified was so surprising, Isolde could not help but laugh to herself, even as she blushed with unpointed desire.

She recognized the hand behind the painted glass at once. It was obviously the work of Margit Rault. Which could only mean that Sir Meliota had lied when he claimed that he had no recent connection to the artist. This was obviously a commissioned piece. And if he had contracted this one, perhaps he had paid for others. Perhaps Sir Glen was more creative than she had given him credit for. What had the dockmaster said to Warren in passing? That the Meliotas believed the world was full of porters and every last one of them lived only to serve them? It could be that the lord and lady bankrolled the activities of another—though who and to what end, Isolde could hardly guess.

Satisfied that she had learned all she would from the Meliotas’ den of iniquity, Isolde switched off the lights, and collected her borrowed cape from the floor where she’d dropped it. A second tug on the imprisoned fairy’s trapeze resealed the secret door. If the Meliotas had commissioned a second more powerful hexed glasswork from Margit Rault, it had to be stored at a different site. Perhaps it had still been inside their penthouse upon the occasion of her previous visit, and that was what had made her Hex of Declaration beam so brightly.

Convinced that the chance of further revelation was quickly being surpassed by the risk of discovery, Isolde undertook the final stage of her plan: escape.

On her way back to the antechamber where she had first thawed, Isolde returned her mantle to the sofa back. In the chilly foyer, she collected the letter she had written and attributed to Mr. Snag. She meant to leave no evidence of her visit. Let the Meliotas wake up and wonder if it had all been a gin-fueled mirage.

Isolde slipped from the penthouse into the well-lit corridor, pulling the door closed behind her.

She knew where Warren had stowed her coat and house shoes because he had carefully narrated the act before wheeling her into the Meliotas’ home: “Your coat and slippers are inside the gold vase opposite the elevator.” She retrieved her clothes from the jug between floral arrangements situated upon a glass-topped sideboard. Slipping her arms into the sleeves of her coat, she pressed the call button. While waiting for the lift, she noticed an abandoned cocktail on the corner of the high table. Sniffing the warm contents of the glass, she dipped two fingers into the liquor and applied them to either side of her neck. Then, reconsidering, she poured the remainder down her front.

Descending to the main lobby, she smudged her lipstick onto one cheek and, with the guidance of the mirrored door, tussled her oiled hair into a comical shock. Stepping from the car, she approached the overnight concierge directly, but with an unsteady gait. Stumbling, she appeared to save herself from collapse by gripping the edge of his podium. Sniggering at her own entrance, she asked him if he wouldn’t mind unlocking the door and letting her out. The youthful attendant, who blushed the moment she began speaking to him, said that all visitors had to sign out, and asked for her name as he opened the leatherbound guest book.

Isolde laid her hand over the page that was filled with carefully printed names and less deliberate signatures, and leaned in only to whisper indiscreetly: “A gentleman snuck me into a party, which I wasn’t enjoying, so I’m sneaking myself back out again.” She gave an exaggerated wink as she swayed on her feet.

The concierge smirked at the confession and closed the ledger. “Would you like me to hail you a jaunt, madam?”

“Yes, thank you. It’s been a long night.”
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CLARITY
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It was very nearly a typical Monday morning.

Typically, Warren would wake up early to greet the veg man, pore over his wares, inquire after his mother, who was always unwell but in high spirits, and select the produce for the week. War would then wake Felivox with the scent of fresh brewed coffee, a beverage the dragon enjoyed aromatically and which Warren imbibed in gulps. Felivox would read aloud the latest reviews of theatrical productions, melodramas, and popular novels from the early edition while Warren prepared several pounds of breakfast meat. After serving the dragon his morning victuals—typically comprising twelve bangers, twelve rashers, a white pudding, a black pudding, six kippers, and a pan of roasted tomatoes seasoned with a pound of bacon—Warren would go on to spend the midmorning hours scouring pans and listening to brisk marches while Felivox assisted his digestion with a symphony of snores. A mute Isolde would appear around half past ten in a dreamy fuddle, a fog that Warren would endeavor to blow off with dry toast and cheerful observations that did not require answer, nor even recognition beyond the occasional grunt. While nibbling at her parsimonious breakfast, Isolde would attempt to resuscitate her intellect by picking at a crossword puzzle or scanning the abstracts of whatever academic journal had most recently arrived in the post, at which point conversation would finally be permissible.

The marked difference to this morning’s routine was that rather than a periodical or a crossword, Isolde once again turned her fuzzy attention to the shattered pane of glass that continued to occupy the kitchen table. While War nattered on about the day’s forecast and the creeping price of onions, Isolde shifted pieces about with clumsy fingers and stifled yawns. The same moment that Warren presented her with two ovals of arid sourdough, Isolde slotted the last major triangle of glass into place. She sat back with a deflating sigh and said, “Oh. You again.”

“What is it?” Warren twisted his head this way and that as he regarded the symbol, formed by graceful strokes of lucid blue paint. “It does look a bit familiar.”

Isolde snapped at her toast with the rapidity of a nippy dog. She answered as she chewed: “It’s the same symbol the coroner pulled from Gobbler’s throat.”

“Oh. Then Broxburn was right. The deaths really are related.” Warren dried a copper skillet as he processed the implications. “But why was Rault’s murder so placid, and Gobbler’s so grotesque? It doesn’t seem like the work of the same killer, does it?”

“I don’t know. The first slaying might’ve been planned, the second spontaneous. If we are dealing with a practitioner of some as-yet unidentified black magic, it would make sense why they’d want to use it sparingly. Mummified corpses invite an inquiry—as we’ve seen. But what is this? What are we looking at, here? Is it part of some larger composition? Is it a pictograph from a dead language, or perhaps the emblem of some secret society?”

Warren hung the pan on its hook over the kitchen sink, where it spangled in the morning light. “It could be a calling card, I suppose. Like Mr. Snag’s dead tree.”

“An incriminating calling card that the killer commissioned Rault to immortalize in glass? Seems unlikely, but it’s possible, I suppose. According to Felivox’s account of the original murder scene, I said there was evidence the killer had searched her studio. I have been operating under the assumption that the killer was looking for her diary—her secretary—but perhaps they were looking for this. They didn’t want Rault’s estate to have it or for the police to find it, but they also couldn’t walk down the street with a giant pane of glass under their arm, not without drawing attention to themselves. So they destroyed it, smashed it to smithereens, and threw it in the trash.”

“But not before Gobbler saw it.” Warren worked an oily rag over the base and sides of his cold iron skillet, turning the dry pan into glistening obsidian.

“Perhaps he was an accomplice. Gobbler seemed the sort of person whose gambling addiction might’ve inspired him to take on unsavory work. The killer might’ve needed Gobbler to purchase the nep.”

“Or help ransack the studio.”

“Or be a lookout. Who knows! For whatever reason, Gobbler was there, and he watched as the killer found what he was searching for, only to turn around and destroy it… Which probably convinced Gobbler that the symbol had some intrinsic value. So, in a fit of entrepreneurial aspiration, he dashed off a sketch of it. Maybe he hoped to blackmail the killer, but rather than negotiate, Rault’s murderer sucked the life out of him. It’s possible that two people were murdered to keep this emblem a secret.”

“And now it’s sitting on our kitchen table.” Warren sidled up to the back door. Checking the lock, he parted the curtain and peeked into the garden. “And we’re absolutely positive it’s not a hex? Perhaps an obscure one?”

“It shares a few characteristics with, I don’t know, perhaps a dozen hexes, but only vaguely. And more to the point, it doesn’t appear to be doing anything. If it is a magical ward, it’s a very poor one.”

“Maybe it doesn’t work because Rault made a mistake. It was in the trash after all.”

“But then, why would a copy of her error be in Gobbler’s throat? That man chose to use his final moments to copy and hide this design. He was trying to tell us something, but for the life of me, I can’t figure out what it was!” Isolde grabbed two fistfuls of unbrushed hair and seemed about to pull.

Warren dragged his hands across his apron to clean them and slipped into the chair beside her. “Let’s take a breath together. You’re frustrated. I’m frustrated. This is frustrating. But let’s not take it out on your beautiful hair. Instead, let’s take a step back. We need a little clarity, and nothing is more—”

“Clarity.” Isolde relinquished her grip on her sleep-churned mane.

Warren laid his hand, palm up, on the tabletop in invitation. “Exactly. What we need is a nice, calming activity to still our hearts and center our minds. We could take a stroll through the—”

“Do we still have those children’s blocks you bought for Sukie?” Isolde looked at him with sudden intensity. Sukie was the glib nickname she had later given the succubus that had once fooled them into adopting it and raising it as their own infant child, a hallucinatory nightmare that had nearly killed them, but only after it had first compelled Warren to decorate one of the guest rooms as a nursery.

Baffled by this swerve into unhappy memories, Warren did his best to project the composure he hoped to inspire. “I think they’re still in the basement.”

Isolde hopped up from her seat. “Excellent. Could you fetch them please? I’m going to start tearing the pages out of the street atlas. Meet me in the living room. You’ll need socks!”

Warren watched her bound from his kitchen and murmured, “Ah, yes. Clarity.”

It took Warren a quarter of an hour to retrieve the building blocks, a search that was at first hampered by the discovery of a potato that had rolled under one of his pantry shelves and putrefied. The odious blob required immediate remediation, a process that concluded with a liberal dousing of lavender water, which did not so much dispel the fug as ruin the perfume. The second delay was caused by the even less pleasant chore of rifling through the contents of a wooden chest stenciled with thornless roses and pastel beasts. The trunk contained a carefully folded and lovingly stowed assortment of gowns, swaddles, quilts, booties, and dolls—a collection that he wished he had had the strength to dispose of in the past if only to spare himself the heartache of the present. Warren had learned early on in his relationship with Isolde that a life with her would never include children for a variety of reasons, not least of which was her preference for a lifestyle that didn’t prioritize routine over adventure nor vouchsafe a lengthy life. Isolde’s vocation required the occasional brush with death, a hazard Warren had agreed to suffer with her, but which neither wished to impose upon an innocent third. Warren had chosen Isolde over children—a decision he did not and would not regret, though it was a reality he occasionally felt called to mourn.

When he emerged from the root cellar with an armful of colorful blocks, he found his wife pacing the streets of Berbiton, spread out upon the living room floor. She trod on the assembled pages of the atlas in her socks, making small adjustments to the collage of avenues, parks, and roundabouts as she went. She glanced at Warren with a look of energetic pride, though her delight broke when she saw his strained and miserable expression.

Discerning the cause at once, she said, “I sent you to rummage through the box of sadness by yourself. I’m so sorry, darling. I wasn’t thinking.”

Warren sniffed. “Oh, it’s just a bit whiffy down there. I’m all right.”

“No, no, don’t brush it off. It’s not all right. That’s quite a left hook I just threw at you. It was horribly thoughtless of me. I was just so wrapped up in my own…” She flailed her arms at the mess on the floor. “But do you want to vox your sister? You could ask if you could come over and dandle your niece. You know how much she loves her uncle.”

“I appreciate the thought, Iz.” Warren let the blocks tumble onto the couch cushions, and when he looked up, his eyes were clearer. “But I think I’d rather a distraction at the moment.”

Isolde put her hands on her hips. “Well, you’ve come to the right place for that. We’re going to test your city geography.”

“We are?”

“Yes, indeed. You said it yourself. We need clarity. More specifically, we need to know where Margit Rault was when she painted her ‘Clarity’ series that prominently features the city’s skyline.”

“Why do we need to know that?”

Isolde began to pace again. “We know Margit Rault’s gallery was also her primary residence. As far as my mother’s been able to ascertain, it’s the only property she owns, thanks to our opportunistic friend Mr. Lucente. But Margit’s studio wasn’t her only haunt. There are forty-six entries in her ‘Clarity’ series, all of which portray the exact same view of the city. All told, those paintings represent hundreds of hours of work, which makes me suppose that they were created somewhere comfortable, safe, perhaps even secure.”

“You think her diary might be there?”

“It’s a long shot, but yes. That’s of course assuming her precious secretary wasn’t with her when she was murdered and her killer didn’t make off with it.” Isolde traipsed to the foyer from where she could see the whole model of the city and where an open art book waited on the entryway table. Joining her, Warren examined the color print of Rault’s Clarity No. 17, which Isolde said seemed the least abstract of the bunch. Pointing at the tallest spire on the right, she said, “This is obviously the Luthland Mercantile Building. And next to it, I think this could be Lidlington Tower. But what’s this one?”

Warren closed his eyes to better picture the soaring structures that distinguished the city’s ridge. “The Red Birch Hotel, perhaps?”

“Oh yes! It has the same funny little finial. Now we’re getting somewhere. I’ll get the blocks.”

As they divined each spire in the painting, they built it up from the map using the wooden cubes that had once strewn the floor of an imp’s nursery. The Wilbies supplemented the building blocks with objects from about the room: a bottle of ink, a candlestick, a bud vase, until they believed they had identified and represented all thirteen of the painting’s featured towers.

Circling the coast of the atlas’s assembled pages, Isolde again consulted her art book. “The River Zimme had to be at her back.” She squatted, and winked one eye at their model skyline. “See, all the towers line up around here, almost due east of High Street.”

“So somewhere near the end of Dovetail Street or perhaps Ebony Lane?”

“Seems about right. What’s around here?” She circled her finger over a portion of the map. “It’s all residences, isn’t it? Three- and four-story houses.”

Warren rubbed at his chin thoughtfully. “I believe so.”

“And it’s halfway down the watershed, so that can’t be right.”

“Why?”

“Well, look at the painting, look at the perspective. She’s not looking up at the towers; she’s almost level with them. If she was working from Dovetail, she’d have to be sitting in the basket of a hot air balloon.”

“Then, she must’ve been working farther up the slope.”

“But, if she were closer, the towers would be spread out—the canvas would be wider. Much wider. She has to be farther away and higher up.”

“That would put her in the river, wouldn’t it?”

“Or on one of the bridges. What’s the highest point on the bridges that’s easily accessible to civilians?”

Warren snapped his fingers. “The Aiguille Cantina.”

“Doesn’t ring a bell.”

“Probably because we’ve never been. It’s situated atop the central tower of Chaplet Bridge. Every review I’ve ever read says the service is abysmal, the food is inedible, and the prices are obscene. You’re mostly paying for the scenery. But since I just end up staring at you whenever we go out to eat, it never seemed like the place for us.”

“But a perfect spot for a landscape painter. All right. It’s time I got dressed. You’re taking me out for a wretched brunch with a fabulous view.”

Chaplet Bridge was the highest, the longest, and—even after a century of service—the newest of Berbiton’s trinity of bridges spanning the River Zimme. In addition to accommodating four lanes of vehicular traffic, the steel-boned, granite-clad bridge also featured three towers, one on either shore, and a superior central turret, some 260 feet in height that housed an ever-changing variety of enterprises. The proprietors of these evolving stores eventually discovered the real estate bestowed more prestige than profit. The bridge had humbled generations of restaurateurs, chocolatiers, gallerists, florists, and couturiers, many of whom went bust while their grand opening bunting still clung to their storefronts.

The Aiguille Cantina was a rare survivor of the bridge’s commercial curse. Its longevity was sometimes chalked up to its simple menu—predominated by pickled fish and roe—its incomparable view of the city, and the frequent availability of live music. In truth, the Aiguille owed its sustained operation to the relatively obscure fact that it was owned by the state and operated at a loss, because in addition to a baby grand piano, the café also housed a second instrument: an air raid siren hidden behind the shelves of its central bar. Despite having not been used since the Meridian War, the horn was purportedly still operational, and might be deployed at any moment, should the military deem it necessary. This crucial fact was transmitted to cantina patrons via a small plaque posted above the building’s maximum capacity (112), and below its most recent grade by the state health inspector (4/10). The notice read, “In case of air raid, horn will sound. Please exit the premises. All bills will be voided,” a lackadaisical warning that had been improved by a vandal who had scratched out “bills” and written in “bowels.”

On days when it was not actively precipitating, the cantina’s great casement windows were thrown open, converting the tiled interior to a gusty patio, which was the state that the Wilbies found the establishment in when they arrived shortly after one that afternoon.

Despite the splendid weather, the cantina was rather desolate. A few lonesome sots sat at the bar drinking overpriced highballs and eating crackers loaded with pickled herring, the reek of which not even the constant breeze could adequately dissipate. The staff of the Aiguille consisted of a hostess who appeared to resent the Wilbies’ arrival, a bartender who begrudged their request for the advertised fresh-squeezed lemonade, and an aged pianist, who nodded at them with the droopy-eyed equanimity of a tree sloth. A weathered sandwich board announced him as Jan Kaluza, Accompanist to the Clouds.

Warren tried his best to charm the surly bartender while Isolde marched around with an open art book propped on one arm, squinting at the skyline that glittered under the swollen summer sun. The spritely polonaise that Mr. Kaluza played seemed a perfect complement to her meandering search.

When she stopped near the piano and winked one eye at the horizon, Mr. Kaluza leaned on his bench to regard her around the edge of a large fishbowl that sat on the black expanse of his instrument. That vessel contained a single gallet note that was, at the moment, being whipped around the jar by the breeze. The pianist said, “A little more to your right, love.”

Now staring at him rather than the towers of High Street, Isolde dutifully scooted to the right.

“That’s the spot.”

Isolde held up the book to check the alignment of aerials, and found that the musician was right. Looking down, she noted three ghostly scuffs in the tile where the feet of Rault’s easel had abraded the terra-cotta. Approaching the pianist, Isolde held up the art book, which prominently featured Margit’s name. “Did you know Ms. Rault?”

He smiled. “Would you like to hear her favorite song?”

“Please.”

The pianist began to play a tune that sounded like a bubbling mountain stream. The whirling, frolicsome melody foamed over the slow depths of a simple bass line, a contrast that Mr. Kaluza embellished with alternating shakes and bobs of his jowls. The combed-over strands of his hair slipped from his head, and those snowy threads began to dance and leap about like the tassel of a scholar’s cap. The musician’s hands, though gloved with the blemishes of age, seemed youthful and fleet as they crisscrossed the glossy keys in tribute to the absent artist.

Warren arrived with two lemonades just as the piece concluded. He set their drinks down on one of the many empty tables to free his hands for a round of applause that was not taken up by the cantina’s other occupants. “What a lovely melody!”

Even as he transitioned into a more familiar waltz, the pianist said, “It’s one of my own compositions. I call it ‘A Promiscuous Peregrination.’ Naturally, management just wants me to play whatever is popular on the hyaline this week, but I still like to slip in an original from time to time. No one ever seems to notice or care, no one except Margit. She was always so kind. I was gutted to read about her passing.”

Isolde accepted the lemonade from Warren and, feeling thirsty from their walk, took a hearty swallow, realizing midway through the gulp that the bartender had failed to include any sugar in the concoction. Puckering, she set her lemon juice aside. “Did you talk to Margit often?”

“Now and then. She didn’t like to converse while she was working, and I’ve never had much to say. But she liked to listen to me play, and I liked to watch her work. And we’d chat a bit on breaks. I’d complain about my tips, and she’d complain about the coffee they serve here. It really is awful.”

Isolde inquired if he could recall the last time he’d seen Rault. Mr. Kaluza answered it had been a few weeks since the artist had spent an afternoon in the cantina—at least, so far as he knew. Isolde asked, “Did she strike you as particularly anxious?”

“Not exactly, but she was in a funny mood. She was excited because she said she had some paying work, but angry because someone was—her words—‘shaking her down.’”

“Extortion? I didn’t think she had any money.”

“She was flat broke. Still, she’d always tip me a gallet before she left, and if she didn’t have a gallet, she’d ask to borrow one, then put it straight in the jar.” Mr. Kaluza gazed at his tip bowl.

Isolde rummaged through her pockets, finally extracting a mint. She groomed lint from the sweet, then popped it in her mouth.

Warren tugged his billfold from the breast pocket of his linen jacket, liberated a five-gallet bill, and slipped it into the tip bowl while Mr. Kaluza nodded appreciatively. Warren asked, “Do you know what it was about this view? I mean, why do you think she came back here, again and again, year after year?”

“You mean, other than to hear me play?” The pianist began a jaunty little piece that softened when the more honest answer came. “Margit was a recovering nep addict. We had that in common. You know, they call it the wooz because nep causes vertigo in long-term users. A nep-head can hardly look up at a street sign without getting dizzy, much less stand there and stare out at that view. This was her vigilance, her commitment to sobriety.”

“Keeping her head above the clouds,” Isolde murmured.

Mr. Kaluza’s ears seemed to prick up at the phrase. “You knew her well, then?”

“Not exactly.” Isolde drew from her trouser pocket a somewhat rumpled calling card bearing her name beneath the emblazoned words: THE HEXOLOGISTS. Setting the card on the empty music rack for his inspection, she said, “Margit came to me for help shortly before she died. She was worried about some work she was doing with hexes. I was slow to follow up on her concerns, and by the time I did, she was dead. I don’t believe she took her own life. I think someone killed her. Perhaps it was this extortionist. Tell me, can you remember anything else she said on that last day you spoke to her? Anything at all?”

Continuing to play the rumbling bass notes of the rag with his left hand, Mr. Kaluza picked up her card with his right, bringing it nearer his eyes. “The Hexologists. I’ve heard of you. I seem to recall reading that the Berbiton Police don’t care for you because you’re always spoiling their investigations.” He slipped her card in behind his pocket square and resumed the melody he had let off.

The cadence of Isolde’s answer was even quicker than his play. “They don’t like me because I insist on being right. I don’t care if I’m inconvenienced, or ridiculed, or if I have to step on toes to get where I’m going. I’m not put off by weeks of research, or months of legwork. I just want to be right. I want to know the truth. The police think Margit Rault killed herself because—true or not—it’s an easy assumption that requires very little work on the backend. I am not at all convinced they’re right. In fact, every day that passes, I’m more certain they’re wrong. And when I prove it, when I finally divine the truth of what happened to Margit and who’s to blame for it, I fully expect the police to not reflect upon their laziness in any meaningful way, or confront their incompetence, or interrogate their myopia. No, they will call me a washed-up snoop and a finger wiggler and I won’t care in the least because I will be right.”

Mr. Kaluza gave a small bow as if in recognition of another musician’s solo. “So you’ve made progress with your investigation?”

“Not as much as I’d like.”

“Who else have you interviewed?”

Isolde dug her tatty notepad from her pocket, licked one finger, and began flipping through its pages. “Let’s see, I’ve spoken to Mr. Marco Lucente, the proprietor of an auction house, and a couple of Margit’s patrons, Sir Glen Meliota and Sir Elliot Haden, and also one of her former associates, Mr. Geoff Brast.” As she recited each name from her list, Isolde glanced at the pianist in search of any glimmer of recognition. Mr. Kaluza’s expression remained perfectly serene until she spoke the final name.

The pianist’s mouth twisted with revulsion as a single sour chord marred his otherwise immaculate performance. “Geoff Brast!”

“Do you know him?”

“Know him! I’ve had the displeasure of working with the man. I sat in with his band back in the day. He never missed an opportunity to stiff a fellow musician. He stole tips. He took credit for songs. Every word that came out of his mouth was a lie or a brag. I didn’t realize Margit knew him.”

“They were friends during her youth at the beginning of her career. I believe it was Brast who facilitated her addiction to nep.”

“Why am I not surprised? The man is a cockroach!”

“That strikes me as a fair assessment. We found him in the Donjon, or more specifically we found him under it.”

“You went to the Donjon and got out with your heads? You’re braver than me.”

“You don’t perform in Dove Town?”

“No. It’s been decades since I last played those clubs. The crowds are lively, but it’s too dangerous. And too tempting. I don’t know why the city doesn’t do something. No one is safe.”

“I think that includes Geoff Brast. He may be in charge for the moment, but he’s walking around with a target on his back.”

“My father used to say, it doesn’t matter how big the rat is, they’re all rat food in the end.” The formerly sunny Kaluza glowered as he played through a passage of slow, dire chords.

After a moment of respectful observance, Isolde continued: “Brast appeared to have gotten his hands on a genuine copy of Margit’s autopsy. He thinks it proves Margit was poisoned.”

“Yes, by him.”

“You’re not wrong. But I think someone else is involved as well. I mean to find them and hold them to account.”

Mr. Kaluza stopped playing mid-song. Appearing to have come to some decision, he stood and opened his piano bench. Lifting a mass of age-yellowed sheet music, he exposed a small, fat book, bulging from frequent use, softened by the lead of pencils and the grease of hands, and all held together with a thick rubber band. “Margit asked if she could leave this with me. She didn’t think it was safe in her studio.” He held the diary out to Ms. Wilby. “I promised not to read it, but I’m assuming you didn’t take a similar oath.”

Isolde accepted the book with a touch of reverence. “Her secretary. I’m surprised you didn’t turn this over to the police after her death.”

The pianist gently shut the lid on his bench. “But it was the police who were shaking her down.”

Isolde flinched. “What?”

“Some detective named Broxburn was threatening her. Said he’d burn her studio to the ground.” Mr. Kaluza flicked the short tails of his coat with ritualistic care before sitting down again. “She didn’t know what to do. I’m afraid I wasn’t much help. I’m an old man. All I could do was to listen to her troubles and sit on her secrets. She knew where her diary was hidden in case she ever wished to write in it when I wasn’t on duty, so it’s possible it contains something more recent than our last conversation. But like I said, I haven’t read it.” Mr. Kaluza played the introductory trill of a jazz piece with practiced grace.

The wind died all at once as Mr. Kaluza’s instrument was overwhelmed, mid-note, by a dissonant blare of permeating noise, a sound that itched the skin and made their hair stand on end. For a moment, Isolde thought that the old air raid siren had sounded, then a fissure of iridescent light appeared in the sky. At first, that rending seemed far away, a curious flaw in the blue vault, as if the tear were in high orbit around the earth. But the larger the fissure grew, the nearer it seemed to come. Like a dilating cat’s eye, the slit began to round at the middle. It emitted a harsh crackling static. Plasma—blue, green, pink—fanned from its ragged, growing edge.

She seemed to be frozen by awe, as were all the witnesses to this nearing, swelling gash of light.

A figure dressed in the abyss of night with a star for a head pressed through the wound in the skin of the universe. They stepped onto the sill of the open window, down onto the piano bench, and sprang lightly to the floor. Mr. Kaluza’s splayed hands hovered over the keyboard, which he continued to stare at as if he was unaware that a supernatural being had just stepped from a tear in reality to use his piano bench as a gangway.

Isolde understood then, it was not awe that had seized them nor a siren that vibrated their bones, but was in fact some terrible magic. The stifling spell that held her was incredibly potent, but not perfect. She could still move her tongue in her mouth, still wiggle the toes in her boots, still feel the warm tears of anger that welled in her eyes.

The figure with the blazing crown approached her. She stood quivering with defiance even as she appeared to be holding up the book in offering.

They reached out a hand-shaped void, an appendage that appeared to gobble the light yet cast no shadow. Those stygian fingers plucked Rault’s diary from Isolde’s raised hand, tugging it from her grasp even as she willed herself to resist, willed her throat to cry out, willed her weeping eyes to probe the blinding radiance for the face hidden behind that blazing sun.

The figure turned, and ascended again as they had come.

Isolde’s foot shuffled forward. She could feel herself thawing, and focused her energies on hastening that process. She straightened her fingers as the star-headed stranger mounted the windowsill and the deafening blast abated. She bared her teeth as the godlike pilgrim tucked the diary under their arm. She lifted her foot as they stepped into the crepitating tear in the brilliant blue sky and vanished.

All at once, she was free. She dashed after the one who had robbed her, nimbly climbing up to the open window.

Even as she heard Warren’s choked moan behind her, she leapt into the hissing snarl.
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Isolde had not known agony could effervesce.

She considered herself something of an aficionado of discomfort. She was acquainted with the trauma of being shot, which she compared to being hit by a very sharp train, and also of being burned, which was like being swatted with a bed of nails—another injury with which she had some experience. She described being stabbed as less of a stabbing pain than one might expect, while a car crash was akin to being trampled by bulls while falling down a flight of stairs.

And yet the sensation that the snarl inspired in her was entirely new, a pain without analogy, though if compelled, she would’ve likened it to having one’s immortal soul vacated and replaced with a colony of fire ants. If it hadn’t been so inconceivably excruciating, it might’ve been interesting. It was all she could do to hold her hand steady as she drew a Hex of Aegis over her heart.

A glimmer of armor spread over her skin, a defense that turned the intense anguish to a dull ache. Only then was she able to fully absorb the bizarreness of the plane she had entered.

The matrix between dimensions resembled a spiderweb. Not the dewy ideal strung between stems in a garden, but the tattered, layered ruins that filled the dark corners of old barns. The luminous fibers of that cobweb tangled, and merged, and diverged in every direction, and in such profusion, it seemed both infinite and impassable. The snarl was a jungle of color and fire and light.

Through this incredible meshwork, she beheld the black-clad stranger advancing into the evolving distance. He exuded the carefree ease of someone taking a stroll through the park. A dark vortex swirled behind him, leaving a shadowy trail through the dazzling thicket.

Isolde was surprised to discover that the black snake of his tangible wake extended to her. At first, she thought that the umbilical had latched on to her chest, but glancing over her shoulder, she saw that the dark thread passed through her and continued on, weaving into the skein of light. She studied the cord more closely and found that it seethed with minute activity.

She was about to grasp it, to try to break it free of her body, but then she glanced up and saw the pilgrim’s ominous destination: an inky and branching object, spined like a sea urchin but immense and still growing. The structure’s tines darted outward, lancing the vibrant threads that surrounded it. At its touch, those colorful arteries turned into veins of brittle coal. Within the saturated and teeming snarl, the thorny mass seemed an obvious cancer. And at its center was the same spindle of glorious light Isolde had seen outside the rooftop cantina.

With a dreamlike urgency, a sort of impotent determination, Isolde gripped the onyx cord that connected her to the figure. It sizzled at her touch. The slack and weaving line abruptly tightened. The figure at the other end of that grim tether turned about. For a moment, Isolde felt as if she was staring into the face of an irritated god. Then that celestial figure seized the black thread that connected them. The line snapped like a whip, breaking Isolde’s hold upon it.

The fiery cat’s eye at the heart of the cosmic tumor was for a brief moment blocked by the star-headed figure, then he vanished into its glare with a flash. The black cord that had connected her to him broke and was blown off like a cinder from a fire. The blazing spindle was gone, too, leaving behind the tumor of grasping darkness and an absolutely baffled Isolde.

The necrotic surface of that terrible malignancy appeared to vibrate, an oscillation that pealed inside the bell of Isolde’s unready skull. Then something inside the cancer burst. The explosion was faceted like a jewel, a sprawling geodesic bubble. The blast swelled outward across the unready snarl and its helpless visitor.

Then the shock wave reached her, blessing her with erasure that outpaced all pain.

Despite the splendid weather, the cantina was rather desolate. A few lonesome sots sat at the bar drinking overpriced highballs and eating crackers loaded with pickled herring, the reek of which not even the constant breeze could adequately dissipate. Isolde brushed past the hostess of the Aiguille with one hand cupped over her forehead, and the other holding her stomach. Apologizing on her behalf, Warren made a beeline for the bar, where he requested a glass of water, only to be told he had to purchase a drink first. Ordering the only nonalcoholic drink on the menu—fresh-squeezed lemonade—Warren looked for his wife, who stood wincing beside the unattended piano. The sandwich board propped nearby was blank, bearing only a central cyclone of chalk dust that implied a recent cancellation.

While the bartender squeezed three lemons and sighed at the great inconvenience of the effort, an obviously rattled Warren inquired, “No music today?”

The bartender shrugged. “Jan was a no-show. Old guy. Could be sick. Could be dead. No one tells me anything.”

As soon as the bartender finished vising citrus and rolling his eyes at Mr. Wilby’s addled pleasantries, Warren ferried the tumbler of unsweetened acid to his spouse, who stood upright before the open window, an expanse that was enclosed with chain fencing to detour marauding flocks of birds. He asked, “How’s your migraine, dear? We can still go home. There’s really no reason this has to be done today.”

Isolde accepted the drink and took a gulp of its bracing contents, which she found as reviving as smelling salts. “I’m fine, really. Suddenly, disturbingly, absolutely fine.” A quarter of an hour earlier, Isolde had been rendered nearly blind by a piercing headache that had driven her to the rail of the bridge where she had shuddered and writhed and nearly retched. It had taken her some time to recover sufficiently to hazard a ride in a lift, during which time Warren, naturally, had gently advocated for the rescheduling of their brunch date. But Isolde wouldn’t hear of it. She was convinced she was suffering from the same effects that had preceded the revision of Margit’s murder. Rather than be discouraged by her distress, Isolde took it as a sign that she was on the right track.

Though Warren still held the art book under his arm, having relieved her of the burden while she squirmed with pain, Isolde had not yet consulted it when she looked out at the city and declared, “This is it. This is where she worked.”

“How do you know?” Warren asked.

“I’m having that same uncanny feeling of recurrence, of having been here before. But look at the floor: There are three scuffs. This is where she set up her easel. She liked to listen to the piano while she worked,” Isolde concluded in an airy tone that made it unclear whether she was deducing this fact or recollecting it—a question that she did not have an answer to herself.

Opening the art book, Warren thumbed to the image Isolde had marked and, glancing back and forth from the reproduction to the horizon, saw that his wife was correct. “All right. What now?”

Isolde turned and scanned the bar, with its shooting gallery of bottles and wind-abraded fixtures. Nothing of that tableau spoke to her. She turned again to the piano; its delicately shattered veneer and empty tip jar seemed to tug upon a tenuous memory, one that she could not quite pull to the fore of her thoughts. “I don’t know. I’m not sure what I was hoping to find. Only, I have this feeling there was something or someone here that has been removed, or changed, or hidden.”

Warren watched her closely. “You don’t believe your migraine was a coincidence?”

“That would be nice, wouldn’t it? Just some good old-fashioned capricious suffering rather than a pointed torment. But no, I don’t believe it’s a coincidence. I think it was an attack.”

“A cowardly one.”

Isolde’s thoughts swerved to a new question. “Why do you think she picked this spot?”

Through the wire fencing, Warren tracked a crow gliding across the violet sky. “You’ve often said that in our line of work it’s tempting to ascribe complex motives to simple impulses. Maybe Margit just liked the view. Or maybe she liked the relative seclusion. If she was trying to stay sober, she might’ve wanted to avoid her old haunts.”

“Mmm.” On impulse, Isolde opened the piano bench and rummaged through the untidy collection of sheet music. Searching the box to its corners and finding nothing of substance, she closed the lid. “Every time we get close to catching up with our killer, they ply their magic and scramble all the facts. I don’t know how we’re ever going to catch someone who is capable of perfecting their misdeeds.”

Warren’s expression turned wistful. “Wouldn’t that be something, though? Never burn another roast. Never miss another train. Or what about improving something more important, something like a single evening at home? I could hone every phrase, perfect every caress. I could anticipate your every desire, answer every urge, tune every gasp, sweeten every ecstasy! My god, if I had an open door in time and an infinity of chances, I would give you the night of your life.”

Isolde chuckled at her husband’s blushing zeal as she took up his hand and squeezed it. “But that’s not at all what our evenings are like. It’s not about you pleasing me. It’s about us delighting in each other and reveling in ourselves. I seem to remember some astute fellow likening beauty to a sunset, in all its messy splendor. That’s what we have—a gorgeous, fleeting muddle, which I wouldn’t trade for anything. Besides, perfection doesn’t exist—just ask any perfectionist, then listen to them itemize their complaints. They spend their lives reaching past blemished joy and bruised beauty just so they can get a better grip on their disappointment. What a waste!”

Taking the lapels of his powder-blue jacket in hand, Isolde stood en pointe and kissed her husband with such zest, one would’ve thought she was seeing him off to war.

Their passionate embrace was interrupted by the crashing arrival of the crow, which slammed into the wire fence with enough force to make the whole cantina ring. Gripping the barrier with black talons, the irate bird snapped at the wire with a mouthful of sawlike teeth, its black eyes wide and piercing.

The clattering collision broke the Wilbies’ kiss, though their parting resulted more from startlement than alarm. Regarding the frenzied bird with expressions of vague annoyance, they moved aside to give the charging hostess room. She came bearing the lance of a battered broomstick, which she jabbed at the terror with practiced strokes. The crow absorbed several well-placed prods before deciding its present quarry was not worth the trouble. It flapped off with one or two fewer feathers in its coat, and the hostess saw it off with a final rap of the cage.
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The following afternoon, the weather conspired to surprise the capital city of Berbiton with a rare cool midsummer day. To celebrate, Warren decided to bake—an activity that reliably brought him joy, except for in the summer months when firing the oven for hours on end seemed a form of self-flagellation.

Fall was the season of the sugar cookie; winter, the time of shortbread; spring was the domain of the delicate meringue; and summer belonged to tinned biscuits, sold in bulk and consumed in shame over the kitchen sink.

But on the occasion of this particular clemency, Warren was not baking for his own pleasure nor to provide himself with a holiday from mass-produced sweets. Instead, he was preparing a peace offering for Madam Sooth. After hours of deliberation, he had settled on a rather involved confection: the quatrefoil cookie, a treat whose outlay of labor would hopefully convey the sincere tone of Isolde’s apology.

After the disaster that was the recent garden salon, Sir Elliot Haden had reiterated his offer of legal representation, a proposal that Isolde had again parried. Hoping to prevent a lawsuit, Warren was applying a considerable amount of pressure on himself to get the trays of red, yellow, and green quatrefoils just right. The process required the preparation of three colorful doughs, rolled out into separate strands and assembled into a single log, the cross-sectioning of which would ideally produce buttery medallions that bore a precise and pretty four-leaf clover.

Ideally.

The cooling racks on his kitchen counters held more than a few deformed quatrefoils. But that was to be expected. Baking was a numbers game. Much as farmers banked on the loss of a certain percentage of their crops to blight, drought, and pestilence, so did bakers make allowances for expired yeast, uneven ovens, and over-oiled pans.

Warren had the hyaline set on. A flute sonata gave way to the midday headlines, a gloomy litany of calamity and strife made only slightly more tolerable by the broadcaster’s placid delivery. After listing the casualties of the previous evening’s warehouse fire, he concluded with the weather: “The day’s forecast calls for clear skies, bright sun, and a warm breeze from the north, increasing the likelihood of bird attacks, particularly in late afternoon. This morning, a flock of robin rip-throats was sighted near the intersection of Fiddlehead and Soubrette. The public are encouraged to minimize exposure and to wear approved avian protection equipment while outdoors. The time is one oh three.”

At the table, a studious Isolde stirred the cup of tea that Warren had recently left to steam in her periphery. During cooler months, she would be doing this sort of considered research in her attic study, but in recent weeks the seasonal weather had rendered her enclave virtually uninhabitable. Upon rising and discovering a break in the heat, Isolde had briefly considered carrying all of her materials up the three flights of stairs to her preferred refuge, but she knew she’d just have to lug it all back down the next day when the sun rose with its usual belligerence.

Warren had asked her several times if she’d like him to switch off the hyaline or stifle his humming to facilitate her research, but she insisted he not put himself out, partly because she knew musical accompaniment to his kitchen work made him happy and partly because she did not think her study was purposeful enough to be deserving of silence. What she was actually doing was gazing at pages she had already consigned to memory in the hopes that an answer to her mounting questions might spring forth and slap her across the face.

But she couldn’t keep her thoughts from wandering, which was how she found herself musing aloud, “Did birds always have teeth?” She drawled the question in a manner that made it unclear whether she was speaking to herself.

Warren switched off the wireless and turned to answer his wife. “You mean, over the course of their evolution? Probably? Perhaps? I don’t know. It’s sort of a fanciful thought to imagine a bird with lips just whistling away on a tree branch. What a world that would be!”

Even now, Warren grew his hair long at his temples because, at the age of eight, a razor-billed jay had torn off a considerable portion of his left ear, a wound that made him grateful for the continued popularity of hats, and which had once upon a time made him flinch at Isolde’s exploratory caresses, a balk that had quickly been dismissed by a battery of kisses whose hunger seemed to acknowledge no flaw, nor eschew any nerve ending.

Wincing at the insensitivity of her rumination, Isolde said, “I don’t know why I said that. I’m sorry, darling.”

“You don’t need to apologize, Iz. We all have idle thoughts.”

“Yes. Idle.” Isolde considered her teacup again, though she had no desire to lift it from its saucer. “It’s just… the queen of the pixosites spoke of the snarl being shaken to its struts by the deeds of our mysterious magician. She said he seemed to cause an explosion within the interstitial plexus. I wonder what the result of that blast was. I wonder if this person’s revisions to the past aren’t leading to immense, unintended consequences.”

“Like what?”

“Like all of us having to constantly live under the threat of predacious birds. It just feels wrong—like the moon being split in half or the sky being purple feel wrong. I can almost remember things being different. I have this nagging feeling that… I don’t know!” She massaged her face with an exasperated moan. When she spoke again, her voice was muffled by her hands. “Do you ever wonder if this is really the way things were meant to be?”

He chuckled as he slotted a pan of quatrefoils into the oven. “If you’re asking if I have any suggestions for our creator’s next universal draft, the answer is an emphatic yes. I have several suggestions, particularly about the integrity of human knees.” He picked up and twisted the dial of an egg timer, exciting a shimmer of bells that settled into a merry ticking.

While Warren baked, Isolde had spent much of the day poring over the art books of Rault’s work alongside the Hexod Florilegium, her compendium of carefully cropped hexes, which preserved their design without activating their magic. She had been looking for any sly allusions to hexes or sigils in Rault’s early work, a search that had thus far been fruitless. Now she stood, stretched her back, and shuffled to the cooling racks. She reached for one of the pretty almond-flavored biscuits.

Warren swatted her hand away. “No eating the formal apology, please. You can have one of the rejects over there. They taste just as nice.”

Isolde inspected the ovaloid cookie Warren directed her to. On one side, the clover pattern had two somewhat pinched petals, while the reverse bore an inelegant three. “Why does it look like that?”

“They were trimmed from the end of the roll where the strands aren’t perfectly aligned. Ugly remnants are a hazard of baking.”

“A hazard?”

“Mostly to my waistline. I mean, I can’t serve those to our guests, and I hate to throw away perfectly edible food. So I eat the uglies.”

Biting into the cookie, Isolde hummed appreciatively. “Your uglies are delicious.”

Warren laughed. “Thank you!”

Leaning about the counter while he washed dishes, Isolde said, “This feeling that things have somehow gone off the rails—it’s such a strange sensation. It feels like I am forever walking into rooms with a clear purpose in mind before forgetting why I came.”

Warren paused his scrubbing to focus upon his answer. “Perhaps you’re just dissatisfied with the state of the world. I think we would be in much better shape as a society if more people were unhappy with the status quo. Instead, we tend to overlook suffering and hoard our sympathy. There’s a whole swathe of our population that, when confronted with any broken part of our society, are only reminded of their own inconvenience or dissatisfaction or uneasiness. These people will glimpse a one-legged beggar on the street and feel sorry for themselves for having their stroll spoiled by something so unpleasant.”

“I would love to think my uneasy feeling was so noble, but it could just as easily be a sign of fatigue or a symptom of an aging mind.”

“Age is the inevitable burden of survivors; wisdom is not.”

“Indeed.” Isolde took up a second of Warren’s rejected biscuits and, even as she lifted it to her lips, was gripped by an epiphany. “It wasn’t a mistake.”

“What?”

“Rault’s broken design, the sigil from Gobbler’s throat. They weren’t broken hexes; they were additions, expansions, further iterations…”

“I’m sorry, dear, but you’ve lost me.”

“The queen of the pixosites said that what we call hexes exist as part of the interstitial plexus. Hexes are another thread in the interdimensional snarl, veins of immense power that practitioners like myself conjure only in slivers. But what if someone devised a way to access more of the interstitial plexus’s potential energy?”

“How?” The timer rang, and Warren hurried to quiet it.

“By creating a three-dimensional hex. That broken pane wasn’t a mistake; it was part of a new hex, one with depth.”

“But hexes are flat.” He pulled a pan of clover cookies from the oven.

“So I thought.” Isolde returned to her books and notes scattered over the table, found the scrap of paper where she had reproduced the glyph from the broken pane of glass. Holding it up she said, “I thought that this bore some resemblance to maybe a dozen different hexes. But it’s not a likeness; it’s an evolution, a continuation. Perhaps if we can figure out which hex serves as the basis for this iteration, we’ll get some insight into who might be behind this. Many hexes are unique to one field of study or another: dentistry, animal husbandry, midwifery, and so on. Maybe someone working in one of those fields discovered a way to expand upon the tools of their trade. Of course, we might be dealing with some sort of autodidact or savant, but at the very least, if we can figure out the base hex of this segment, we might begin to understand how this person is using hex-craft to carve holes in time and space. This is a puzzle I need help with, and there’s only one other person I know who loves puzzles and hexes as much as me.”

“Luella,” Warren replied, shifting the last quatrefoil cookie onto the cooling rack.

“Exactly. We’re going to the library. That is, if you can take a break from this.”

Warren slid the pan into a bath of soapy water and untied the string of his apron. “Absolutely. These need to cool before I can box them up.”

Revived by a sense of purpose, Isolde hurried to the foyer, with Warren jogging behind her.

Opening the boot trunk by the front door, he extracted a wooden hatbox that rattled as he lifted it. Inside was a broad pith helmet whose brim was trimmed with a veil of chain mail, a curtain that would afford some defense against birds, at least the small and medium species. If a butcher-hawk or snapping eagle attacked, Warren’s tin hat would do little more than add a bit of crunch to the monster’s meal.

Isolde followed him, drawing from the umbrella stand her preferred shield: a leather parasol, studded with steel spikes and fringed with lengths of chain. Though heavier and more cumbersome than Warren’s helmet, the parasol had the benefit of affording some offensive utility. A quick spin of the sunshield could cut the wings off a smaller bird, which was particularly helpful if one ever found oneself in the middle of a frenzy. Isolde had purchased the rather elaborate piece after being accosted several times by a sorcerer’s talkative emissary, a flock of saber starlings who might’ve reduced her to a bony heap should either instinct or master ever have compelled them.

Warren opened the front door and peered outside, paying particular attention to the lattice of voxbox wires that crisscrossed the street, supplying the bloodthirsty flocks with a ready and pervasive perch. The nation of Luthland had, of course, declared war on birds in generations past, but each effort to eradicate the flocking blight was swiftly rewarded with a plague of various insects, which decimated crops and spread fever, resulting in a loss of life far worse than anything the birds ever caused. The feathered terrors were considered a necessary evil of modern life, much like traffic accidents or toxic soot.

Warren said, “Now, let’s see if we can’t hail a taxi before the robin rip-throats descend.”

The moment they stepped outside, three police jaunts pulled up to the curb outside their house, and Detective Broxburn stumbled out with necktie askew and eyes alight.

Broxburn could barely contain his glee as he trooped up the Wilbies’ steps. Seeing them with their chains on appeared to remind him that he had forgotten to don his bird armor, an oversight he compensated for by hooding his grimy raincoat over his head. And so it was shawled like an old pauper that he announced Isolde’s arrest.

“On what charge?” Isolde asked.

“Murder—vicious, sinister, premeditated murder.”

“No, you don’t, Bob! No, you don’t! Not again! This is harassment,” Mr. Wilby said, shouldering in front of Isolde, who was bumped nearly back into the house. “Your grudge against my wife does not give you license to try to pin every crime that crosses your desk on her. She is innocent! And you bloody well know it. But if it’s a murderer you’re looking for, just you lay a hand on her, and I’ll make one appear!” The two officers who had been advancing upon the Wilbies’ abode stumbled to a halt.

“We have a warrant, Mr. Wilby. If you chase us off, we’ll just come back with more men and a battering ram and we’ll flatten that pretty little door of yours and throw you in the basement and arrest your wife all the same,” the detective said.

“If she’s going, you’ll just have to arrest me, too.”

“No, I don’t think I will. I don’t want the two of you joining giblets in the back of my jaunt. Besides, at the moment, I only have a warrant for your wife. I have no doubt that in time your involvement in this nastiness will come to light, but for now, you’re free. So, go knit a doily, or lick her shoes, or do whatever it is you kept men do.”

Warren balled his fists.

Ms. Wilby laid a hand on her husband’s high shoulder, which she found quivering with scantly contained fury. “Let’s not let this madness be contagious, dear.” She slipped past him and bounced down the steps, with head bare and umbrella closed. Though the shortest of those who stood gathered on her sidewalk, Isolde still seemed to look down on the detective when she said, “I’ll come peaceably, Robert. Let’s get this whole business sorted out.”

She presented her wrists to be cuffed, a simple process made more difficult by the uniformed officer’s unwillingness to take his eyes off of the glowering bear of a man looming behind his prisoner. After a moment of fumbling, Isolde relieved the officer of the effort, and snapped the manacles closed herself. She marched to the central police jaunt, opened the back door, and ducked inside, shouting over her shoulder, “Come on, gentlemen! Justice isn’t going to miscarry itself.”

As the officers retreated in a shuffle from Mr. Wilby, apparently reluctant to show him their backs, Warren called to his wife, “I’ll go see Elliot. We’ll engage his lawyers. Reinforcements are on the way! You’re not alone!”

Broxburn slammed the door on Isolde, who smiled encouragingly at Warren through the glass. And she continued to smile even as the engines revved, the pearly exhaust billowed, and the officious convoy was swallowed by the midday traffic.

Alone on his stoop, Warren shook his head and said with less certainty, “You’re not alone.”
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Warren was not accustomed to making social calls empty-handed. He suspected he had taken the habit from his father, Morris. For as long as Warren could remember, Morris had compensated for an infacility with terms of endearment with the liberal conferring of sausages. A butcher by trade, Morris could be relied upon to greet every aunt, uncle, and cousin he called upon, not with an embrace or eloquent greeting, but with a neatly trussed prime rib or a pork loin swaddled in brown paper. On the occasion of Warren and Isolde’s marriage, Morris had presented the couple with a nuptial suckling pig.

The familial habit of bearing gifts expressed itself in Warren as a compulsion. Which was why, a quarter hour later, he stood outside of Sir Elliot Haden’s front door holding a clay flowerpot that contained a rather puny, unestablished zinnia. Had anyone asked, Warren would not have been able to say where he had acquired the plant, which may have been purchased from a shop or stolen from a porch amid his insensate jog to Sir Haden’s home. Furthermore, Warren couldn’t explain why he had elected to go on foot rather than hire a jaunt. He had been so busy fretting about Isolde and seething about Broxburn that his transit had passed unobserved. In retrospect, it seemed a minor miracle he had not been hit by a trolley—which was another more practical conveyance he might’ve readily pursued.

The same instant Sir Haden opened his door, Warren was suddenly conscious of the absurdity of his gift, which he attempted to tuck behind his back, but in doing, lost his grip. From the lord’s perspective, it likely seemed that Warren had rung the doorbell just to smash a flowerpot on his footpath.

Sir Haden was dressed in the remnants of his brunch attire, a suit that had been stripped to its vest, relieved of its necktie, and opened at the collar. His handsome features were puckered with confused amusement at the dashing of a garden pot on his pavers. “Warren. What is all this? Are you all right?”

Forgoing the usual pleasantries, Mr. Wilby blurted, “Isolde was arrested. Again! It’s a complete sham, but they dragged her away in irons.”

Sir Haden, who had been speaking through a crack, threw his door open wide. “Good god! Again? Come in, come in.”

The lord did not so much lead Warren as allow him to chase after as he marched to the paneled booth that adjoined his foyer. Sir Haden took up the voxbox’s clam-shaped earpiece and hailed the operator, asking to be connected with the law offices of Jerning and Masook. While the lord waited for an answer, Warren shed his bird deterrent, depositing his hat and cowl on the coat check counter of the darkened cloakroom.

“Hello? Hello, Gabriel? Yes, yes. Good to hear your voice, too, old boy. But I’m afraid I’m calling regarding a rather pressing matter. My dear friend Isolde Wilby is in police custody… When?” The lord looked to Warren and mouthed the word again in question.

Quietly, Warren answered, “A half hour ago… less.”

Returning to the goosenecked transmitter, Elliot said, “Very recently. I think you should go now, straightaway. And take as many bodies as you can. We want to intimidate them, awe them with numbers.”

Smiling with relief, Warren picked up his recently relinquished chain chapeau, preparing to put it back on.

“We’ll meet you there!” Sir Haden all but shouted into the voxbox, though his expression and posture soon softened as he answered in broken phrases. “Ah. Yes. Makes perfect sense. Naturally. We want to give you time to… No, of course. Thank you. Goodbye.” Sir Haden returned the earpiece to its cradle.

“What did he say?”

“He wants us to stay put for the moment. Our presence—or rather, yours—might give the police leverage against Isolde. They could detain you, pick your stories apart, take advantage of any inconsistency. If we want to help her, the best thing we can do is hang back and let the professionals ply their trade.”

Warren cupped his brow, finding it slick with cooling sweat. “That makes sense, I suppose, but I can’t just sit here.”

“And we shan’t. No. I’m going to make us a pot of tea, and then we’re going to sit down and plot our response to this abuse. I have friends who write for the papers. I think they should tell Isolde’s story. She is being systematically harassed by the police, all because she dares to contest their competence. She is the victim here; the police department are the bullies. And we will tell the world.”

“Thank you, Elliot. This is the second time I’ve pounded on your door, begging for your help.”

“Let’s not dwell on the past.” Sir Haden waved Warren’s gratitude away as he reached into a cubby under the voxbox, extracting a notepad and a pen. “Here, take these. I want you to write down every instance of police harassment you can think of. Include names and dates if you can. Don’t spare the details! I’ll put the kettle on.”

Detective Robert Broxburn was enjoying himself. He paraded Ms. Wilby up the precinct steps with a deliberation that verged upon the ceremonial. He seemed as proud as the father of the bride escorting his daughter down the aisle, yet there was nothing tender about his grip. He wrenched Isolde’s arm as if he hoped to unscrew it as he veered to intercept colleagues, who seemed largely puzzled by his gleeful bragging. He had done it! He had finally nabbed the disgraced captain, the public nuisance, the famous finger-wiggling sleuth! He had her dead to rights, and he would soon celebrate this incredible coup at the saloon across the street where he expected to be bought round after round of congratulatory spirits by his dazzled and envious peers.

He was still crowing to his disinterested audience when a young man in a soiled kitchen apron darted from the shadows of the construction sheathing that clad much of the station’s facade. The youth came bearing a brown paper bag and a handwritten ticket, both of which he presented to the detective with a tentative smile. Detective Broxburn snatched the bag away, saying, “And it better have onions this time.”

“Oh, yes, sir. Extra onions,” the kitchen worker answered brightly.

“Good.” Broxburn stuffed the lunch bag into the pocket of his overcoat and resumed his abuse of Isolde’s arm as he hauled her into the station house.

Through it all, Ms. Wilby continued to smile, partly because a scowl would’ve pleased Broxburn and partly because she was already anticipating her revenge. She had chosen to wink at his recent harassments because sometimes the higher road had fewer ruts. She did not wish to torment Warren with lawsuits and court dates and increased public scrutiny. So, she had been willing to let the mistreatment pass without reprisal.

But now, it was quite obvious that Broxburn would not relent. He was a bully, and the only language that bullies understood was the argot of pain and humiliation. He could only learn by suffering. Fortunately for him, Isolde was a ready and willing tutor in the art.

The absence of Warren and the presence of a warrant made her processing a more sober affair. Despite his ebullience, Broxburn was quite careful to follow the institutional procedures, including a written request that the prisoner wear anti-hex trammels—essentially stiff leather gloves with the fingers stitched together. The precautionary restraints would prevent the prisoner from drawing a hex with either implement or digit. Isolde soon discovered the mittens also kept her from clearing the hair from her eyes or scratching her head or doing any damned thing but swatting herself in the face.

During Isolde’s admission, the warrant was read aloud by a clerk with a droning monotone who bowled through every full stop with the impunity of an ambulance driver. Isolde learned from this breathless recitation that she had indeed been arrested on suspicion of having committed murder in the first degree. Unsurprisingly, the warrant had been signed by a judge who held a grudge against her. Judge Aldwark had once ordered Ms. Wilby to leave his courtroom and only return after her apparel conformed to the court’s expectations of attire, which required women to wear either a dress or a skirt. Isolde had returned wearing a skirt over her slacks. She appealed the ensuing contempt of court charge, which was eventually overturned, a ruling that led to a formal revision of the dress code to include a specific prohibition on legged trousers of any length or style on women attending court. Naturally, the next time Isolde had found herself in Aldwark’s courtroom, she had come wearing a hoopskirt that entirely swamped the witness box.

Broxburn’s careful handling of his prized prisoner continued as they moved to the interrogation room. He pulled out the chair for her, and when she asked for a drink of water, the detective fetched it himself, setting the glass gently down on the steel tabletop before Isolde’s sewn-up and still shackled hands.

From a folder that was darkened by spatters of grease, the detective extracted a number of glossy photographs. These, he laid out before Isolde with all the ceremony of a fortune teller dealing out a reading from a sacred deck. He tapped some of the images lightly, vocalizing small grunts that implied great import. The expanding gallery of what Isolde took as the foundation for the case against her included pictures of the mummified corpse of Gregory Metic, and the now familiar glyph that had been extracted from his throat. There were several shots of the inside of Margit’s downstairs gallery and upstairs studio. There, the cheerful colors of props and palettes clashed against the close-up images of the dead artist’s livid lips and the bottom of a nearly empty teacup. And there was a photograph, taken from the street below, of Rault’s “Goodbye” painted upon the windowpane. The photos were labeled in a sloppy hand in the white margin that framed them.

Once again, the detective switched on the hyaline set and positioned the round-headed receiver between himself and Isolde. He recited the time and date and the names of those present with an unusual lilt of formality to his voice, which seemed unmuddied by drink. As he spoke, he shifted about several folders, glancing through files and riffling papers, the contents of which were, for the moment, invisible to Isolde.

Then, while the remote stenographer recorded his words, Broxburn began his inquisition in a surprising manner. He said, “Look, I know you enjoy the cat-and-mouse routine. You like the quipping and the nipping and the butting of heads. So, we can sit here for the next four, eight, twelve hours, whatever you like, trading barbs and tiptoeing around the point and trying to catch each other out, or you can save us both the trouble. I imagine you know why you’re here.”

“Did you label these?” Isolde asked, nodding at the array of images.

“I did. But you didn’t answer my question. I asked if you know why you’re here?”

“I do.”

“Would you like to make a formal declaration?”

“Yes, I would.” Isolde leaned toward the grill of the lustering transmitter and spoke with a broadcaster’s clipped exuberance. “I’m here because of the cultural bias against hexegy in specific and women in general. I’m here because our public institutions have been transformed by greed into engines of conspicuous dysfunction that exist only to antagonize the poor, alarm the middle class, and cosset the rich. I’m here because the constabulary exists, first and foremost, to justify its budget, which is always ballooning and ever deficient. I’m here because you, Detective Broxburn, have replaced the organs of empathy and imagination that once filled your bloated corpus with corrosive bile, yellow and pervasive. And I’m here because you have, for the first time since I met you, not a whiff of onion on you.”

Broxburn had been smiling along with Isolde’s warming attack, appearing to savor the collapse of her pasted-on smile, and his beaming only continued to brighten right up until she uttered the word “onion.” At that, his inflamed nostrils flared and his beady eyes narrowed. Wordlessly, he reached over to the hyaline set and unplugged the receiver.

“What’s your problem with onions?” he asked.

“Nothing. I love an onion in a soup, on a salad, in a sandwich. But they do have an aroma—one that pierces a paper sack. That young man outside the precinct, I couldn’t help but notice the stitching on the pocket of his apron: Café Via Nulla. It’s such a pretty name for an admittedly humble spot, but one that has the distinction of having a direct view of Margit Rault’s studio. As I recall, it was the owner of that café, Mr. Traynor, who saw Margit’s farewell painted on her studio window, and who called the police to investigate.”

“What’s your point?”

“I checked with Detective Smud. There isn’t any record of a call to the switchboard from a Mr. Traynor that evening.”

Broxburn crossed his arms, pressing his hands under his armpits, and stuck out his lower lip. “There wouldn’t be. I was passing by. I felt like a late-night snack. I’m friendly with the owner. He had just seen Rault’s message when the storm broke and was about to call the police. Since I was there, I offered to take a look.”

“All seems rather—oh, what’s the word… convenient.”

Broxburn’s squint now entirely obscured his eyes as his jaw jutted to one side and his lips twisted with hatred.

Isolde went on, “You know what it was that really got to me in the end, the thing that drove me away from this venerable institution that I once held such esteem for? The entitlement. The sense that the service and sacrifice made by officers of the law cannot be sufficiently repaid with gold braids and salaries and pensions and parades. And whenever the public funds fall short of lavish, whenever the praise is neither chirpy nor loud enough, then the officers of the law, petulant children that they are, have no choice but to extract from the populace what they feel they are owed and by whatever means necessary. You cut this city up. You doled out the neighborhoods like cuts of meat. This block for you, that block for me. And when it was all carved up and dished out, you began to chew.”

“You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Then show me your sandwich. Show me that bag in your pocket isn’t full of sad little bills, carefully smoothed, and fearfully short.”

“No.”

“Ah. So, I would suggest a different narrative for the evening of Rault’s death. I think you were making the rounds, collecting your dues, gnawing on your slice of the beast. What did you originally tell Mr. Traynor, I wonder. What did you say that first day you walked into his café and demanded money to do your job of protecting him from criminals, presumably including yourself? Perhaps you said that a modest, reliable, weekly payment to you was cheaper and less painful than the chaotic alternative. Or maybe you just said, ‘Pay me or I’ll brick your windows.’

“I suspect that evening after shaking down Mr. Traynor for the umpteenth time, you crossed the street to see what you could squeeze out of Ms. Rault. A poor artist—I bet she was always begging for more time, for understanding, for patience. What a waste of breath, eh? Just because you are shaped like a man doesn’t mean you have any humanity in you. You knocked on her door. She didn’t answer, so you let yourself in.”

“You think I killed her?”

“No. Her death was subtle, artful, careful; things you are decidedly not. No, perhaps you had a mind to rough her up a bit, but she was already dead when you found her. You panicked. You were worried something there might incriminate you. You wanted to have the chance to scour her estate and eradicate any evidence of your racketeering. You needed to be in charge of the investigation. But first, you had to have an excuse to have been there at all, a reason to have come. So, you painted on her studio window the word ‘goodbye.’” Awkwardly, Isolde directed his attention to one of the photographs that lay splayed before her. “Look here at Margit’s signature on the wall of her gallery. Note her G. It has a tail, a full crossbar. Now, look at the G of her ‘Goodbye.’ No tail, no crossbar. But it’s a G we have seen before. Look here at poor Gregory Metic, specifically the first letter of his name as written below. That G seems to match our ‘Goodbye’ perfectly, doesn’t it?”

Broxburn leaned back in his chair, folded his arms, and sneered.

His gloom only served to brighten her mood. She continued: “You returned to Mr. Traynor’s café. You told him the story that he would be compelled to corroborate. I’m sure he was terrified. He believed you had just killed his neighbor. Then you called for backup and began your sham investigation, which I can only assume, based on my presence here, has come to an end.”

“Inventive stuff, Wilby. Very inventive. I’m frankly impressed. I like to think that I’m cold-hearted, but you really are as cool as they come.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Well, I mean, if I were you, I’d be worried about my husband and how many years he’s about to get in prison for being an accessory to murder in the first degree. I’d be fretting about how long he’d last in general population, considering how many of those fellas he helped to put in prison. I know he’s a big lad, but he does have to sleep. Maybe the warden will take pity on him and give him his own cell. Of course, then you have to worry about what that sort of isolation does to a person. Mr. Wilby seems like a pretty social chap.”

“You already tried to pin Mr. Metic’s death on me. How well did that stick?”

“I’m not talking about old Gobbler. I’m talking about your third victim.”

“There’s been another murder?”

Smiling at her surprise, Detective Broxburn plugged the transmitter back into the hyaline set. “Oh, pish. The line came out. There we go. Back in business. Well, as I was saying, Ms. Wilby, the body was discovered in an alley gutter not two blocks from your house. Here, have a look. It might jog your memory.” The detective produced from one of his folders a large photograph, which he proudly slid across the table for Isolde to examine. The corpse, which lay on a steel slab with a white sheet tucked under her arms, appeared to have suffered a similar fate to Mr. Metic. The woman’s skin was leather dark and shriveled to her skeleton. White teeth protruded from desiccated lips, drawn back in a terminal grimace. Her eyelids appeared empty, her nose a waxen lump, only her hair still held some hint of her former vitality and relative youth. Her jet-black locks, though rumpled, still held the shape of a fashionable bob.

Broxburn chuckled dryly as Isolde studied the image. “I’ve never been very good with faces, but I have to say, this is one I won’t soon forget. We could use your help with identifying the poor girl. We’ve just been calling her Prunella. I can’t even begin to imagine how you do it. Wringing a body out like that. But I think there must be some tortuous step to the process, because once again your poor victim had the time and opportunity to betray you.”

“What are you talking about?”

“For such a brilliant detective, you certainly seem to have a habit of leaving incriminating evidence on your victims. We didn’t even have to pull this little gem out of her throat. No, she was just holding it in her hand. I don’t know whether I should thank her or you for making this so easy on us.” The detective extracted from a waiting folder a vellum sleeve, which was translucent enough to show the scrap of paper contained within. He turned it so Isolde could better recognize its contents, though he needn’t have bothered. She identified her own signature while the ragged-edged slip was still upside down. “I have to ask, Wilby, is undressing your victims part of the thrill? Just between you and me, are you molesting these poor souls?”

Isolde ignored this question, asking instead, “Can you turn it over please?”

Grunting with the effort as he reached across the table, Broxburn flipped the sleeve over, revealing a diagonal fragment of typography that made Isolde gasp. Her knees bumped upon the table as she attempted to stand but, caught off balance, thumped back down into her seat. In a sudden frenzy, she all but spat, “So, the young ladies enjoy a challenging nibble, do they?”

“Whoa, whoa there, Wilby! What’s got you so worked up? What did it say again? Ah, yes. ‘Escargot in Chocolate Fondue.’ What is escargot? A kind of cake?”

She gaped at the detective, the buzzing hyaline, the steel door, and her bound hands, her gaze darting about with the rapid desperation of a cornered animal. “You don’t understand. I have to go. He’s in terrible danger.”

“Who? Another one of your victims? Afraid of burning another poor beggar in your oven?”

Isolde answered through locked teeth: “My husband. I’ve sent him to the devil.”

Broxburn laughed like a rackety parrot. “Ah, don’t worry. I’m sure he’s used to it. He’s been married to one for years!”
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A LIVELY REMARQUE
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Warren set down his empty teacup and cleared his throat. “I’m sorry, Elliot. Remind me, what is the phrase your lawyers will want me to recite?”

Sir Haden chuckled. “I can neither recall the events in question nor question the events as recalled.”

“That’s it!” Warren gave a small pump of his fist like an orchestral conductor punctuating a note. “It sounds so authoritative without saying anything at all. It’s a resounding blank, a resolute void.”

“Such is the soul of legal jargon.” The two men sat at the lord’s dining table, a broad runway of polished walnut that spangled with the reflection of an extravagant chandelier. The fixture’s crystal pendeloques splashed the high walls of the formal room with vibrant motes.

Sir Haden had served a plate of incongruent nibbles he’d selected from the icebox—an offering that included boiled eggs, pickled onions, chocolate shortbread, and a turkey leg. The lord had apologized for the rather motley menu, explaining it was his staff’s day off.

Biting off the peak of an egg, Sir Haden read the pages of stationery Mr. Wilby had lately filled, humming thoughtfully while the author nervously observed.

Not wishing to interrupt his host’s study, Warren’s attention flitted to the platter of food, which uncharacteristically held no appeal. Usually, a profusion of nerves made him peckish, but what he felt now was greater than anxiety—it was a multifaceted, unappetizing dread. He worried that Isolde might, even then, be making a mistake that would forever change their lives. Broxburn seemed determined to bait her, and Warren knew her patience was not without its limits. If Isolde was goaded into assaulting an officer of the law while in custody and surrounded by witnesses, no number of silver-tongued solicitors would be sufficient to free her. And what if she were moved to the state penitentiary? She would be an immediate target. Capable as she was of defending herself, she’d be no match for a congested pen full of criminals. She might be dead by morning. He would have to break her out, but how?

Even as his thoughts raced, Warren watched one of the fragments of prismatic light drift across the tabletop and settle upon the back of his hand. Without thinking, he touched the colorful spot, which sizzled lightly as if it contained a static charge. Inspecting his fingertip, he found the rainbow now gleamed there like wet paint.

Warren cleared his throat, which seemed to have something lodged in it. “I’m sorry, Elliot. Remind me, what is the phrase I’ll need to recite?”

The sound of Sir Haden’s laughter had a curious choral quality to it, one that reminded Warren of the live audiences that supplied broadcasters and their programming with timely bouts of hilarity. “I can neither recall the events in question nor question the events as recalled.”

“Ah, yes.” Warren wiped his vibrant finger on the wooden surface, leaving a stroke of pearly light. He continued the figure, sketching out the serpentine form of a dragon whose long spine he embellished with ridges and spurs. Perhaps Felivox was the answer. If Warren could find some way to free the friendly leviathan from the portalmanteau, he might throw a rug on his back and ride him over the prison wall. Even as Warren delighted at the thought, his primitive drawing of a dragon peeled away from the table and humped into the air. It flitted about like a ribbon caught in the wind, diving close to Warren’s face, then away again, climbing toward a ceiling that even then began to dissolve. What Warren had recently mistaken for a chandelier revealed itself to be a spoke in the cosmic wheel, a band of stars sprayed across a vault of limitless night.

Mr. Wilby scrubbed his thickened tongue against his front teeth. “How did it go again, Elly? Your magic phrase?”

“I can neither recall the events in question—”

“Nor question the events as recalled,” Warren finished in a slurring drawl.

He looked down at his hands to discover he was gripping the flame-colored mane of a dragon, the round back of which he straddled like a horse. The stars before him began to pass in streaks of reddening light as his ascent quickened. He felt the interstellar dust bite his cheeks, peck at his brow. He squinted into the blowing debris of planets, destroyed and unformed, and the icy nebula waiting to seed oceans upon arid moons. Unbearable heat and impossible cold flashed over his skin, which tingled and numbed. The head of the dragon swung around, and Felivox smiled back at his passenger with a knowing delight. The dragon said, “Hold on, War. We’re going for one last ride!”

Then the stars began to burst, their novas coruscating with unfathomable energy, birthing a ravenous white that swallowed first the dark of the vacuum, then the colorful lanterns of unwrapped stars. That resounding blank, that resolute void, moved from the distance into the immediate present. The white enveloped the galloping dragon, and flowed up the rider’s tightened limbs. Warren felt only a flicker of wonder, of surety, of relief as the light poured into the dry wells of his staring eyes.

Isolde’s fettered hands trembled as they lifted the glass of water to her mouth. She hardly managed a sip, before clumsily returning the vessel to the tabletop. Detective Broxburn smiled at the resulting spill, which was by any measure modest—the sort of sloshing tax he himself had paid many times from the brim of an overfilled beer. But coming from the famously steady-handed Hexologist, that little splash of water seemed as good as a bugle call of retreat. She was broken and bolting. All he had to do now was follow as she ran herself out.

“He had every opportunity to point me in the wrong direction,” Isolde murmured, attempting to lift the glass again, and failing to raise it more than an inch before it clattered to the tabletop. “He had to go to Rault’s auction, of course. He made me focus on Lord Meliota’s presence there, but he was in attendance for himself. He was still looking for something—Rault’s diary perhaps. There would be receipts. It was a large project. There might be something to connect them.”

Detective Broxburn retrieved the scrap of paper that seemed to have touched off her rambling, and returned it to his file. “Who are you talking about, Wilby? Another boogeyman?”

“Sir Elliot Haden.”

“Your friend? Oh, you do turn on your own quickly when cornered, don’t you?”

“I should’ve seen through that balmy story of him finding a cure by blindly grazing his way through a forest. Benevolent pixies, my eye! He’s a practitioner—apparently, a potent one. That’s why my Hex of Declaration flared at the Meliotas’ sitting room. I thought it was responding to some hidden artifact, but it was him. His body radiated magic. But how and why?” Isolde again hazarded a sip of water. “In fact, why is he doing any of this? What could he possibly lack? He’s rich, popular, untroubled by scandal.”

“Well, I’ve met the man, and—”

Isolde’s brow knitted in surprise. “When?”

“Oh, just recently. He was at the station with an irate woman who wanted to file a formal complaint against you. Naturally, my ears pricked up at that, but Sir Haden and his pack of law boys talked her out of it. Said she wouldn’t want her name publicly attached to such an unfortunate accident, and he didn’t want the police rounding up and grilling his guests and tramping through his rooms and—”

“Ah! He didn’t want the police poking about his house. Interesting. I wonder what he’s hiding in there.”

“Oh yes, he’s the one hiding something. Anyway, I could tell you what it is that lord lacks from across the room. He lacks a constitution that keeps him from leaning on doorways and bracing himself on the furniture. At first, I thought he was just a drunk. I’ve seen plenty of the sort down at the pub. They’re always posing on a bar, or gripping a high top, or propping themselves up on a pool cue. So cool! So calm! Of course, it’s all just a cover to keep from falling over. Haden had that same look. But when I heard him speak, I thought, ‘Oh, he’s not a drunk. He’s just sick.’”

In a daze of consideration, Isolde raised and settled her glass again. “I think you may have just spoiled your streak of being perfectly wrong all the time, Detective. Perhaps you’ve hit upon it. Haden’s a rich lord who survived his youthful ailments, but he isn’t exactly thriving physically. He said the ladies think of him as a cousin, a garden snake. Perhaps it was a desire for virility that goaded him down such a desperate path.”

“Oh no, Wilby. You’re not going to get me to underwrite your fantasies. I’m not here to help you muddy the waters. I already know you’re guilty. And you can’t accuse your way to innocence.”

Isolde stamped her glass in anger. “Fine! Let’s say I’m the ghoul. I’m the villain. But what am I doing? How am I doing it? I’m using some magic that produces desiccated corpses. Which is troubling. Alchemy draws power from minerals, necromancy from the dead, wizardry from charmed creatures, and hexegists take their power from the living.”

“Ah, a confession at last!” Broxburn leaned into the transmitter between them. “Look alive, boys! Here comes your headline.”

Isolde ignored the detective’s jubilation. “But turning people into mummies isn’t the same thing as curling up the leaves of your ficus or giving yourself a migraine. This is more potent magic—and by several orders of magnitude. He’s discovered something new. I saw evidence of it in Konya’s garden. She had two sets of memories, two histories, two experiences of the same day. And it didn’t appear to be localized to her. I think we all have been suffering through these temporal repetitions, these repeated days. Somehow, Elliot is altering the past. Which would explain why I never suspected him. Each time I’ve gotten close to unveiling Rault’s murderer, he’s gone back in time and changed the facts. He didn’t commit the perfect crime, but he is perfecting it, bit by bit.”

“You think he invented a time machine and that he’s using it solely to paint you in a bad light? My god, Wilby, even for you that’s an impressive display of narcissism.”

But Isolde did not appear to be listening. She looked down at the space between her fettered hands where she rolled the heel of the glass and mused, “He knew I’d figure this out. He didn’t even try to hide his connection this time—stuffing a signed program from his own garden salon between the fingers of his latest victim. He wanted me to know, to have this moment of revelation. Why? Because it doesn’t matter. We are living in the mistake he is even now laboring to correct. And poor Warren will be the fuel that powers his unholy remedy.”

“Come on, Wilby. This is just getting tedious, now.”

“I agree.”

Rocking the base of her glass, Isolde closed a Hex of Somnolence. She had spent the past five minutes forming the sigil out of dribbles and water rings. The completed sleep hex flashed like a match and the detective’s eyes fluttered. Briefly, he appeared aware that something was wrong, that he had been attacked. But he could not resist the onset of slumber that came on. His quivering eyelids fell shut, and his fleshy neck bunched into rolls as his head slumped downward. His shoulders rounded with perfect, if unwanted, relaxation as his hands fell slack at his sides.

Tugging the fetters from her hands with her teeth, Isolde said, “You win, Broxburn. I relent. Bring me paper. I’ll write out a full confession. But only if you don’t gloat! Not a peep!” She continued to keep her face directed toward the transmitter even as she stood, rounded the table, and began to rifle through the unconscious detective’s coat pockets. Finding the keys to her cuffs, she quietly unlocked the braces, adding for the benefit of the stenographer, “I’m going to need more paper. A ream if you have it. I’ve been naughty.” In Broxburn’s other pocket, she found the paper sack he had lately taken off a frightened kitchen worker. She unrolled its top and peered in at the mass of small bills. “Very naughty.”

Then, while Broxburn began to dampen his shirt front from the wellspring of his open mouth, Isolde cracked the door of the interrogation room and slipped into the hallway beyond.

Warren was still experiencing the galloping sensation of riding upon a dragon’s back when he awoke some hours later about as far from the stars as one could get.

The basement smelled like a springhouse, and was similarly damp. The soothing sound of coursing water seemed at odds with the cold bite of stone upon his cheek and the ferocious ache behind his eyes. Though it had been a long time since he had experienced the pains that followed intoxication, he had not forgotten the loathsome feeling. He had been drugged, and heavily.

Sitting up, Warren’s cloudy vision gradually resolved upon the bars that rose from the floor and latticed overhead. His cage was marginally larger than a coat closet, but quite solidly made. He identified the lock plate of the door, which he attempted to rattle, though the only thing he succeeded in shaking was himself.

“There’s a stool in the corner if you’d like to sit. It’s not much, but still better than the floor.” Sir Haden’s hoarse voice had lost its recent resonance, sounding now flat and small and close. Warren knuckled his rheumy eyes, and tried to focus on what lay beyond the bars of his cell.

Front and center to his narrow view was an all-too-familiar glyph. Painted in blue upon a pane of glass, the eight-pointed star was the same figure Isolde had reassembled on his kitchen table, the same octogram the police had pulled from Gobbler’s throat. The window was slotted inside of an elaborate barrel of copper wire and steel bar. Though Warren could only see the end of the apparatus, he could discern it was of considerable size, occupying nearly half of the basement floor. Apparently, the pane that confronted Warren’s cage was one of many. As Warren observed, Sir Elliot carefully slid another window from its slot in the wire-framed cannon, and groomed it with a feather duster.

“It’s a design flaw,” Sir Elliot said. “Dust rains down from the floorboards above, loosened by foot traffic, and lights upon these exquisite windowpanes, which I then have to clean. The most powerful device in existence has to be tickled with an ostrich feather, reducing me, its master, to the station of a maid. It’s almost ironic.”

Warren squinted at the lord, who at first he mistook for wearing a closely tailored all-black tuxedo. But then he saw it was not a cloth suit but one composed of rubber. Sir Haden’s seal skin squeaked softly in concert with his movements.

“What are you wearing?”

“The fruits of a painful lesson.”

Warren’s attention returned to the bizarre apparatus bearing down upon him. “What is this thing?”

“I call it the Nix Engine. Has a nice ring to it, though it’s not really an engine. It’s more of a light trap or an optical scope, though neither has quite the same élan. Hence, the Nix Engine.”

“What is all this, Elliot? Did you drug me? Why? Why am I in a cage? Have I done something wrong?”

Gingerly, the lord reseated the pane. The glass rasped back into its slot in the baroque frame, which Haden locked in place with the twist of two bolts. “Well, I know how you like a good yarn. And I have twenty-eight more panes to dust. So, why don’t I tell you the story of how I became a god…”
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I fell into a frozen lake when I was thirteen years old, though I hardly remember it. I would’ve drowned had it not been for my valiant saviors, a couple of ice-fishing drunks, who pulled me out before the current could take me, though they could not also save me from the pneumonia that gripped me in the days that followed.

It took me weeks to shake off that infection, and my lungs never fully recovered. My parents would go on to spend a small fortune sending me to every medical specialist in the nation, none of whom could offer a cure. I remained a withering, sickly youth, though one who was bright enough. I poured myself into my studies, taking advantage of the remarkable tutors my parents gave me access to. The more I learned, the more convinced I became that my condition was curable. Eventually, modern medicine would triumph, and I would be healed. I imagined a great career for myself, even as my parents privately commissioned my headstone.

I completed secondary school, then university, eventually earning a degree in mathematics. Then, all at once the great privilege of optimism was taken from me. The medical professionals could offer no further recourse. My chronic cough had become a terminal choke. Since I was twenty-four years old, my inheritance was transmitted to me, an occasion that my parents took advantage of to divest themselves of any further responsibility. I was given my grandfather’s homestead in the Torht Mountains, where I was encouraged by my powerless physicians and my exhausted family to retire in anticipation of my imminent demise.

So, I took my little academic library and my bruised dreams and went to my grandfather’s mountain home. I knew that I had been removed from society to spare my parents the misery of witnessing their sickly child belaboring his death, and I knew no miraculous remedy would be forthcoming. My fate had been sealed the day I fell through ice, which I was still trapped under eleven years later. I wrote out my will, penned some rather scathing letters to the people who had banished me, and coughed myself to sleep in my chair, fully intending to end my suffering when I awoke.

Then you and Isolde charged across my pasture with a pack of cursed dogs nipping at your heels. I let you in, and Isolde in her usual offhanded way attempted to help me with her magic. She drew upon my kitchen table a suppressive hex I would come to discover was called a Hex of Quelling, an ancient figure that afforded the tormented patient a brief moment of respiratory peace. While we sat and chatted, I enjoyed the most placid half hour of breath I’d experienced in years. Though of course, my relief wasn’t lasting. The effects of the hex soon dissipated, and my hacking cough returned.

I piloted you and Isolde down to the train station, and you departed, leaving me with a new feeling. I was no longer numb nor defeated. I was curious. Isolde had given me my first taste of magic—a thing that I had spent my short life studiously ignoring, believing hexegy and all spell craft to be the residue of less enlightened times, the refuge of superstitious primitives and nitwit romantics who longed for the days of high infant mortality rates and abbreviated lifespans. I had thought magic a childish indulgence. Then Iz gave me breath.

Isolde left me with a depleted hex to study. It took me only a few hours to precisely replicate the lines, though of course—that’s only half of hex-casting. It took me another week to tune the source of the hex’s power. At first, I could only pull from my own life force, an expenditure that resulted in debilitating headaches. I feared I might inadvertently open a psychic vein and bleed myself dry, though given the circumstances, the risk seemed its own reward. Better to die while grasping for life than to surrender to the void. And gradually, my technique improved. I learned to direct the draw of the hex to other living things: mice, birds, deer in the forest. Those first victims of my crude magic were strangled to death by my clumsy hexing. In time, I might’ve emptied the woods of life, had I not learned to attenuate my appropriations. I discovered how to take vigor without also taking life. And with practice, I was able to extend the effects of the Hex of Quelling—first to one hour, then to two.

But then, my hope was not to enjoy fleeting relief. I did not want a balm. I wanted a cure, and so I sought to squeeze more potency out of the hex.

Since I was not a trained practitioner, I had no idea that what I meant to do was impossible—at least, according to the luminaries of hexegy. I pursued an expansion of the Hex of Quelling as if it were a mathematical problem. I had spent years studying the presence of patterns in nature, and how math could potentially be used to predict the expression of those patterns. I had read dozens of papers on vortices and meanders, work that struck me as being perhaps applicable to the discovery of undocumented hexes.

Naturally, the first thing I did was gather all the books on hexegy I could lay hand to. I found them utterly baffling. Those supposedly seminal works were all organized by historical record, or tradition, or a vague and poorly articulated aesthetic. Much of the literature struck me as patently incoherent, or perhaps it would be fairer to say, it seemed a science that had been systematized by artists. As far as I could discern, I was taking a novel approach by applying new maths to old wards.

I tried to increase the scope of the Hex of Quelling by adding to the sigil’s edges and the ends of lines. My goal was to conjure some sort of magical fractal. But none of my embellishments did anything to increase the potency of the hex. It was as if I was doodling in the margin of a great book, hoping to rewrite the end. In retrospect, it was a desperate and embarrassing attempt, but at the time I felt only exasperation.

All the while, I had to constantly interrupt my labors every two hours to draw a new Hex of Quelling. I became quite efficient at doing so, and yet each time I closed the hex and felt that initial rush of relief, I was again reminded of the fragility of my survival.

The breakthrough came when I stopped thinking two dimensionally, a revelation that I stumbled upon quite by accident. I had been laboring for months without any progress. Because my access to materials was not unlimited, I had begun to draw both my formulas and my figures on the cabin windows in grease pencil. I was in the process of tracing one of those hexes onto vellum, a reproduction that included a new element suggested by my ever-evolving mathematical proof. It produced a startling effect. The two transparent sigils, joined by the light of the sun, produced a harmonic hum, a shimmer of blue light, and the suppression, not of my cough, but of time itself. The clocks stopped. The birds hung in the air. The steaming breath of a boiling kettle stood in a frozen plume. Only I appeared to be immune to this catch in the passage of time—a pause that would only last a few seconds, though I was forever changed. I had succeeded in making the relief of the Hex of Quelling permanent. My cough was cured, though my body continued to suffer the effects of that conquered illness.

But I saw the way forward. I was on the right track, and I knew that if I persisted, I would one day be able to heal myself fully. I’m sure I don’t need to tell a man such as yourself, someone who is well-versed in the glories of the flesh, what a loss it is to be consigned to a body caught in a state of decline. I was tired of being willing but unable, young but exhausted, desirable but incapable of reveling in that desire. But I digress…

Since the beginning, hex-casters have conceived of hexes as flat symbols, but they are not. They are elaborate multidimensional shapes, of which the drawn hex is but a bisection. Hexegists were effectively shaving statues and celebrating the shingles that resulted, entirely missing the breadth and wonder of what was available to them, both in terms of potency and longevity and purpose. Hexegy had mistaken a hex with temporal effects for a cough drop, but I perceived the sigil’s true potential.

It took me nearly two years to complete my computations, which resulted in twenty-nine figures, twenty-nine slivers of a multidimensional hex I call the Nix. I believed it promised a full restoration of my physical prowess, but there was a possibility that I found most enticing. I suspected the Nix might be capable of refunding the life I had been deprived of. There was a chance it would allow me to relive my life.

However, divining the figures that made up this three-dimensional hex was only part of the labor required of my ultimate goal. I also needed to engage the services of a number of experts—carpenters, electricians, welders—to build the apparatus you see before you. No doubt, they thought I was fabricating some sort of elaborate sex dungeon, something akin to what the Meliotas have hidden behind their parlor wall…

This is all their fault, you know. They were trying to talk me into an orgy, but all they succeeded in doing was introducing me to Margit Rault’s unadvertised side business of producing luminous hexes.

I could not have done any of this without her. My vision required far more than a cabin window and a morning sunbeam. And I perceived in her a kindred spirit—someone who had come to hexegy out of necessity. She had fashioned that glass sigil for the Meliotas to keep from starving. And they, in turn, had recommended her to a number of other wealthy art lovers.

Though she was not quite the visionary I am, I was still impressed that she had taught herself to produce a hex of such potency and with such unusual materials. And Margit had succeeded in unraveling one of the problems that had been deviling me. She had a glaze that was the perfect amount of semitransparency, a tint that would allow enough light through to unite the panels of my electric hex. And she had an understanding of the precision the chore required. She produced the twenty-nine glass panes, one at a time, over a span of almost a year, following my exact schematics with obsessive care. It must be said, she did not know my ultimate aim. In truth, I scarcely did myself. She was just happy for the paid work. Or rather, she was happy for a while.

The second most essential component of the device is the floodlight, which was installed by a theater technician named Allen Slaight. He was a good chap. And I feel sorry for what happened to him. The truth is that while I knew this engine would require some source of life to power it, I did not understand just how much energy it would ultimately steal. I promised Allen a great sum of money if he would sit right where you’re sitting, Mr. Wilby. I didn’t have to bind him. He sat there with his head up and a smile on his face, a man looking forward to a well-deserved payday. Then I turned the Nix Engine on—and two things were immediately apparent.

First, the machine worked, though not in the way I had anticipated. I had hoped the hex would revise my existence into an idealized version of health and success, granting me the perfect life I was owed. Instead, it just supplied me with the opportunity to do the deed myself. I had opened a door into time, and all of history was mine to rewrite.

Second, I realized that the fare for such a passage was a human life. Mr. Slaight wasted away before my eyes, though at the time my attention was drawn to other, more curious horizons.

In my studies, I learned that it was called the interstitial plexus by some and the snarl by others. The latter would come to strike me as more appropriate. When I stepped into the beam of the Nix Engine, all of my confidence and certainty was dispelled. I could barely comprehend the tangle of light, energy, and dimension I was faced with, and yet I knew at once what it must be: It was the snarl—that tangle of magic, space, and time, which we all blithely inhabit.

I realized a startling possibility: I could find my way back through time, to the moment in my thirteenth year when I had cut across the frozen lake and fallen through into a life of suffering. But inside that maze within a maze, that bramble inside a briar, I also found pain, strange and undiluted. It felt as if every nerve in my body was being individually electrified. It was agony that drove me back the way I’d come. I retreated through the tear I’d opened in time, whimpering like a kicked dog.

I was welcomed home by Mr. Slaight—or rather the husk of him that remained. I burned his clothes in the furnace and sent the rest of him floating down my basement stream, knowing he would be carried by the storm drains down to the River Zimme. In the unlikely case that his body was discovered, I believed it would be impossible to trace him back to me, a fact Mr. Metic proved. It was a rotten bit of luck that his remains should be exposed by a storm. But it hardly matters. I have built a cure for luck.

I intended to engage the snarl in a methodical, scientific fashion, which seemed only ethical given the extreme cost of accessing that plane. I certainly had not planned for my second venture into the snarl to be undertaken so recklessly, nor in service of such a crude errand. But Margit forced my hand.

The trouble with Margit was that she wanted praise and approval—things I had neither promised nor could provide, at least not to the extent that she desired them. My project had reaffirmed her faith in her career. She was not a craftsperson fashioning aphrodisiacs for the rich; she was an artist, and the Nix Engine was her masterpiece. When the work was complete, she invited me to her studio to exchange my final payment for the designs I had loaned to her, or so I believed. Then she answered the door in a party dress. She wanted to celebrate publicly with me, which of course, we could not do. I had gone to some trouble to obscure our affiliation—paying her in gallets, visiting her seldom, and always discreetly…

We argued. She wished to show the Nix Engine in a gallery. She wished to stage a return to the art world. When I told her no, she threatened to re-create the panes of the Nix on her own. She had copies of the schematics I had shared with her. She revealed she had already re-created one of the panels.

It was clear I had no choice but to kill her. I tried to overpower her, to hurl her down the stairs. But I underestimated her will to live, and her strength. Margit fought back. Vigorously. She tore my collar, pulled my hair, clawed my chest. It could just as easily have been me to tumble down those stairs.

Luckily, I was able to retrieve my cane. I struck her as hard as I could. I will never forget that sound. Whenever I picked up a cane thereafter, I heard that same sickening crack—like an egg dropped upon the floor. For my own sanity, I had to learn to get along without a stick. I blamed my doctor, but really it was the echo of Margit’s skull breaking open that cured me of that prop.

When she was dead, I smashed the panel she had re-created and threw the pieces away. Then I ransacked the studio in search of my plans, other panels, or any notes that might connect me to her. It was only after I turned her studio upside down—finding nothing—that I perceived what a mess I had made. In terror, I fled.

I knew what I had to do. I went in search of someone as desperate as me. I found Mr. Metic loitering outside the betting house. Margit had done a good job of roughing me up. I told Metic I’d gotten away from some men I owed money to, a story that struck him as familiar. I said if he’d see me safely home, I’d pay him a hundred gallets. I had prepared a whole story for why I couldn’t go to the police and why I thought he, a relatively unassuming individual, would be sufficient protection from the menace I was fleeing. But Mr. Metic required no further enticement than the promise of a sum.

Following my first trip into the snarl, I had commissioned the production of a vulcanized suit, which I was assured would provide reasonable protection against electrocution and caustic atmospheres. It makes quite a ghastly impression, I know. The helmet has a mirrored visor that helps to cut down on the glare, but also completes the impression of a maniac. Ah, but it can’t be helped! Innovation and fashion rarely progress at an equal pace. Since Mr. Slaight had inaugurated it, I had made a few additions to the guest seat you find yourself in now, Mr. Wilby, most notably the cage. Mr. Metic had the pleasure of breaking it in after a nice calming cup of tea.

I charged the Nix Engine once more, and as Mr. Metic withered away I entered the snarl with clarifying purpose, and a goal that was nearer at hand. While my own distant past was still inaccessible to me, the events of that evening seemed in reach. I was able to find the right tendril in the snarl, and follow it back to earlier that afternoon.

It was then that I discovered something surprising, something essential. I thought that I would visit the past as a thief or a specter, but rather than enter history as a separate entity, I occupied it as myself, with all of my memories of the future—the one I was trying to revise—still intact. It is a profound discovery because it suggests that when I eventually locate the moment of my near drowning and return to it, I will inhabit my thirteen-year-old body with all the knowledge I have accrued in this life. I will be able to rebuild the Nix Engine over the course of my new life, and then at the end of it, take all that I have learned back to my adolescence and begin again. With enough iterations, enough lifetimes, enough exploration of the snarl, who knows what I might eventually become? Perhaps a god is just a man perfected by practice.

It’s true, such an undertaking is beyond me at the moment, but I am with each outing getting better at negotiating the sinews of the snarl, better at tracking and manipulating the bonds of space and time. It is not a question of if but when I will be ready to rewrite history on a grander scale.

I took Ms. Rault’s murder as an opportunity to practice. The effort required just a small amount of preparation. I knew of her history of drug abuse. Nep is popular with the young ladies of a certain station; there always seems to be some of it left around my house after a gathering. When I returned to Margit’s studio, I came anticipating her proposal, and rather than be angry, I offered to make her tea, over which I would attentively hearken to all of her dreams, her anticipation of the excitement that would accompany her return to form. She really was quite happy—until the coughing set in. But that only lasted a moment. She nodded off soon enough. When it was over, I had time to conduct a thorough search of her studio. Though I still didn’t find her diary. No, that would require another trip into the snarl, another body, another lesson.

Amid my searching, I did come upon your wife’s calling card on the floor by the front door. I admit, it gave me pause. I know how she is when she gets a whiff of mystery, but then she’d never tried to track a quarry like me before, one who was capable of peeling up the tracks he laid down, someone who could eradicate every clue and, if need be, expunge the hunter herself.

I left Rault’s studio as I’d come—through a tear in the tapestry of time.

Sir Elliot Haden slid the final pane of glass back into place and hung his feather duster upon a hook in a post.

From a neighboring peg, he took up a curious helmet made of rubber and leather with a mirror-bright mask curving across the front. He put on the dreadful thing and continued at a muffled volume: “I honestly thought that would be the end of it, and I would be able to turn my full attention to the exploration of the snarl, the delving of my past, and my plans for the future. But unfortunately for all of us, my activities had piqued the curiosity of your wife.” Sir Haden moved to the far end of the apparatus where a throw switch, still gleamingly new, waited upon the wall. Setting his hand to the bulbous handle, he leveled a great sigh. “I had hoped—genuinely hoped—that she would lose interest, especially after I removed so much evidence. But she is relentless, isn’t she? I’ve never met a more obstinate soul.”

He threw the switch, exciting a great clack and a low hum that suffused the room. “I have no choice but to undo an old kindness. I’m going to return to my grandfather’s cabin and that evening that you pounded on my door. But this time, I’m afraid, I shan’t be letting you in.”

The lord’s rubber boots creaked as he approached the far end of the Nix Engine and an element of the apparatus Warren could not quite see. “I know what you’re thinking: If I never let you in, then Isolde would never have had a chance to introduce me to the Hex of Quelling, and I would never have learned the secrets of the Nix Engine. But that’s the fabulous thing about time. It appears to be perfectly capable of healing contradictions and paradoxes. To be sure, there are undesirable side effects to these amendments—temporal scars, if you will. It might surprise you to know that the moon was not always split in half and modern songbirds did not always have teeth. But perhaps the world is more beautiful and interesting for my tilling. I plow the wilds of time, and marvel at the strange crops that spring up at my heels!”

Warren, who had spent the duration of Sir Haden’s speechifying testing the bars for some give, now perceiving the lord was finally running short of things to say, affected a good-natured smile. “Fascinating stuff, Elliot! Really, fascinating. I had no idea you were so full of tragedy or talent. It truly is inspiring. Why, it reminds me of when—”

Haden cut him off with a dry laugh. “I’m sorry, Warren, but I’m afraid we don’t have time for any more stories. I’m sure your wife is dismantling that poor, dumb detective even as we speak. I was not subtle with the evidence that I planted to incriminate her because, frankly, I didn’t need to be. I just needed you to come alone so I could dose your tea. I’m sorry I couldn’t leave you dreaming for all of this, but I’ve found that unconscious subjects offer up slightly less life force, and I suspect I’ll need every last bit of yours.”

“What are you fiddling with? What is that?”

“This is a 1,000-watt spotlight, which I had Mr. Slaight install. Its beam will connect the cross sections of the hex, activating the Nix. I’m sorry you won’t get to see it. It really is quite awe-inspiring. This will only hurt for a moment. Goodbye, Warren.”

“Now, wait a minute, Elliot. Let’s be reasonable. Let’s—”

All his life, Warren had experienced light as a giving thing. Sunlight lent warmth to the chilled, lamplight supplied stories to the sleepless, candlelight offered compliments to the blemished.

But the light that poured into his cage was a perfectly merciless thief. His hands, which had been wrapped about the bars of his prison, lost both their strength and their plasticity. He could neither hang on nor let go as he watched his arms darken with age, his muscles shrivel from plump tendons to parched threads. The grand bas-relief of his knuckles turned to barren bone. The light of the Nix Engine took his breath, seized his throat, and made off with the beats of his heart. Warren’s vision reddened with the rupturing of vessels and dwindled to black even as the beam of the infernal engine blistered his face. The pain was at first unbearable, then incomprehensible, then beyond the capacity of his exhausted senses. He felt nothing, perceived nothing, and as his thoughts turned to ashes fluttering up from an unforgiving furnace, he pictured Isolde smiling down at him in the bath, her bare shoulders shining like the horizon before a sunrise.

Then the ravenous light took her from him, too.
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Isolde didn’t have time to convince the leveler heads among the higher-ups that Broxburn had once again made a terrible blunder in arresting her. She would have liked to leave with some reinforcements, but there simply wasn’t time. It might already be too late. She’d have to go by herself, and quickly.

The only person to stop her on her way out of the station house was one of the plainclothes detectives Broxburn had accosted on the steps. He hooked her by the arm to share a joke at Broxburn’s expense, who he said had a knack for turning happy hours into wakes. But then the detective saw the flash of something urgent and angry in Isolde’s expression, and he let her go with an apology.

When Isolde climbed into the back of a cab, she first shouted Lord Haden’s address, then brandished the wad of gallet bills she drew from a brown paper sack, saying, “It’s all yours if you don’t stop for the lights.”

What should’ve been a ten-minute drive was done in five. Their passage was marked by the chirp of tires and the blat of horns and a stone-faced Isolde sliding back and forth on the rear bench seat.

Her hand was on the door handle before the jaunt had rocked to a stop. The driver shouted a word of caution, peering up through the slanted glass of his windscreen at the vox wires overhead. “Look out, miss. There’s a flock of razor bills sitting right up there.”

“Do you have anything heavy I could borrow? A bat or a pipe or something?”

“I have a lug wrench.” He fished under his bench seat and held up the hefty bent-necked tool.

“Perfect.” Isolde snatched the blunt instrument from him and sprang from the jaunt.

She strode through the gap in the brittle hedge, down the walk that bisected the wretched lawn, stepping over the broken pot and wilted flower that punctuated the path.

The razor bills shrieked from the wire above. She did not turn to look, but only thought, I’d like to see them try. She could feel the presence of the birds, could feel them consider her. They were probably trying to decide whether she was as easy a target as she appeared. Not waiting for them to finish their deliberations, and while the jaunt driver still watched her with interest from the road, Isolde approached the large window beside the front door and bashed one of the bottom panes through with her borrowed wrench. She cleared shards from the edges of the frame with the bar. The rumble of a revved engine sounded at her back. Even as her taxi sped away, Isolde climbed through the gauzy curtains.

The lord’s manse was perfectly quiet but for the sound of her heels grinding broken glass into the polished stone. The sound of a shattering window had not brought anyone running, and so she could only assume Haden’s staff were enjoying a holiday.

She marched into the airy gallery that was flush with art and devoid of furniture except for the kissing chair. Still gripping her borrowed wrench, she shouted, “Haden!”

She listened for his answer. When none came, she drew a Hex of Declaration, which began to shimmer as soon as she closed its final loop. Holding the hex on the palm of her hand, she pushed it this way and that in search of a stronger reaction, but the presence of magic was so pervasive, she could not tell which way to go. Even as she pondered the hazards of searching the manor room by room, her wrist relaxed slightly, and the hex turned downward. Now pointed at the floor, the hex flared like sap in a burning log.

“The basement,” she murmured.

The particulars of the lord’s back rooms were relatively unfamiliar. So it was with confusion and growing desperation that Isolde unsealed cupboards, coat closets, and unfurnished alcoves in search of the basement stairs. She was beginning to feel as if the lord’s home was composed chiefly of dead ends when she at last discovered the steps that carried her down to a scene far stranger than the mazes above.

Lord Haden’s cellar was possessed by a throbbing cocoon of light, a spindle of woolly fire that whipped the air and dust into a biting squall. There was little doubt in her mind what gyred in the air before her. She had experienced its power before, in slivers and whispers, in sigils and wards. More than that, she had the curious feeling she had previously witnessed this same storming eye—in a dream, perhaps. Or a former life.

If she squinted, which the ferocious light all but required she do, Iz could just make out the panes of glass that conjured the phenomenon. Much as the stars above are carried nearer by the lenses of a telescope, so it seemed those panes of glass brought into relief the majesty of a three-dimensional hex.

Despite her fury, Isolde was momentarily petrified by her awe.

Then she saw the cage at the far end of the barrel of light. In the presence of the cyclonic fire, it seemed a strangely fragile thing. The figure inside it was dark and whittled as a burnt wick. She had never seen him look so small. His hands, still clinging to the bars, were black as tar—which made his wedding band only stand out all the more. His beautiful eyes had fallen into the pit of his hollowed skull; his wonderful lips had shriveled into a gasket, encircling bare, gritted teeth.

The horror and sorrow Isolde felt was blunted by another emotion that was for the moment far stronger: denial. This was not how her life with Warren ended. This was not how he died, alone and kneeling in a cage. This was a mistake, an error of cosmic proportions. Even as she knew in her heart that the moon was not broken and the birds in the sky were not fanged monsters but emblems of majesty and song, she knew that Warren, despite the terrible evidence before her, was not dead. This was all wrong, and she meant to put it right.

She looked about for Sir Haden. Seeing no sign of him, she turned her attention to the only exit he would’ve taken. The churning barrel of plasmatic fire before her contained near its center a wavering vertical shadow. Though receded and fading, the shape was still recognizable as the silhouette of a man.

Suspecting the trail would not last long, Isolde did not deliberate. She crossed her heart with a Hex of Aegis, and even as the shimmer of the magical armor coursed down her limbs and swept across her flinty countenance, she stepped into the shadow of the man she had to kill.

The snarl opened before her, an infinite nova of writhing vines that pulsed and swelled with the passage of time. The metaphysical tangle clotted and broke around her, concealing and revealing the depths of the limitless sphere, which pealed with the harmonies of gravity and magic and life. She felt at once alienated from her thoughts and fully attuned to her essence. She felt compressed and exploded, as if the transience within her was attempting to embrace the eternity without. She was desolate and joyous, frightened and fearsome. It was a violently intoxicating calm.

And she had been here before.

The memory, incomplete and tenuous, was connected to the smell of the River Zimme, the taste of something sour, and the pleasant sound of music. She could not recall how she had arrived here, nor how she had survived the experience. But at the moment, the question of how she had come was not nearly so pressing as the certainty of who she had followed there.

Then she saw him.

The distant figure, clad in black with a star on his shoulders, seemed a vision that had been imprinted upon her very soul. Isolde remembered stepping into air to chase him, and remembered, too, the umbilical of ink that connected her to him.

Looking down, she found the wavering cord that pierced her, that connected her to the ingress that had brought her to the snarl. She knew, if she wished, she could follow it back to the gash in time the lord had opened in his basement. But it was not retreat she had in mind.

Steeling herself for the shock of pain she knew would come, Isolde grasped the temporal tether that linked them together, and pulled with all her might.

Isolde broke from the dazzling light to find that she stood among a chattering crowd upon a patch of brittle grass.

The day was warm, the sun high, the air spiced with smoke.

The company she found herself among clattered like pots in a sink. She glanced about at the young ladies dressed in their garden armor. Pauldrons in pastel colors capped breastplates embossed with floral wreaths. Their helms were molded to evoke the buns and braids of a variety of hairstyles, none particularly convincing yet all fashionable enough. Isolde looked down at the green vambraces buckled to her own forearms. She knew at once why they were all dressed in plate armor. Awkwardly, she tilted her head back, scanning the purple sky for any sign of dragons, which though a constant threat to the capital city, were not currently circling above.

Isolde knew all of this as if the present and its past were really hers, yet she had not forgotten her own time, nor the vision of Warren’s emaciated husk, kneeling in a cage before the head of a ravenous hex.

The crack of a croquet mallet brought Isolde’s attention around in time to see a red ball clack across the sidewalk that led up to Sir Elliot Haden’s urban manor.

A knight in beaming armor trudged toward her with his visor lowered and sword in hand, which he swung at her without a word of warning as soon as he was in range.

Isolde lurched back out of the path of the blade, which passed uncomfortably close to a portion of her throat that her armor did not cover. Staggering to regain her balance, Isolde bumped into a trio of armored ingenues, who received her with confused protests, before realizing she was under attack. Their complaints turned to shrieks as the knight swiped his sword at her again.

Isolde ducked forward, and as the blade scythed the air over her back, she grasped a square-headed mallet one of the terrorized guests had dropped. She swung the hammer at her attacker’s legs. Though she only clipped his knee guard, the glancing jolt was sufficient to knock the clumsy knight off-kilter. His weapon slipped from his grip and flew into the refreshments table, exploding a punch bowl and startling a chain-mailed attendant.

The knight slapped up his visor. Sir Elliot Haden’s handsome face appeared sunburned by anger. “You’re pulling me off course, Wilby!”

Isolde shouted back, “What have you done?”

Little pearls of spit embellished his furious reply: “The Nix Engine was not built to accommodate two travelers. You’re ruining everything!”

“You killed Warren!”

“He killed who?” The warm, familiar voice resonated just over Isolde’s shoulder, exciting a shiver of delight and relief.

She twisted to find Warren standing behind her. This version of the man she loved had a full beard that jutted wildly from the edges of his open visor, but the same hazel eyes she had stared into ten thousand times before. She had not thought he would be in attendance, but then she recalled in this timeline, he had not been drained by the queen of the pixosites because the Salt Cellar had been flooded and the entrance sealed years ago.

Before Isolde could answer her husband, Sir Haden snatched a spear from another guest and charged at her.

Despite having recently concluded a breezy conversation with Lord Haden about the citywide chocolate shortage, Warren did not require an explanation to goad him into action. Much as he would not waste time calling a rabid dog’s name, he felt no need to palaver with a madman who was assaulting his wife.

Warren swatted the spearhead aside with one bear-paw of a gauntlet, then gripped the shaft and yanked the weapon free. He turned the spear upon his host, who had engaged an off-balance and staggering retreat as his frightened guests scrambled to get away from him.

Haden shouted, “I don’t have time for this.” The lord turned to the side and drew upon the air a Hex of Quelling. The blazing spindle reappeared, shedding brilliant arcs of static as it spun. He trudged toward the gyring inferno and was enveloped in a flash, though his shadow lingered on the surface of the Nix.

“What’s going on, Iz? Why are—” Warren began, but already his spouse was hurrying past him, moving as quickly as her armor would allow.

She spoke in a rush, “There’s no time to explain, dear. Our old friend is tearing the world apart.”

“Well then, tallyho!” Warren jogged after her as well as his armor would allow.

She clattered to a halt and came around to face him. “I’m afraid it’ll get impossibly complicated if you come, too. I don’t want to, but I have to do this alone.”

“Nonsense! Come on, Iz. Our vows weren’t ‘to have and to hold, to love and to cherish, until complications arise.’” Warren chuckled, though his eyes shone with concern.

She kissed him on the mouth and addressed him with whispering but wide-eyed intimacy. “You are always with me. Always. But please let me go. I promise I’m not running away from you. I’m running toward you.” She kissed him again, then pulled away, taking another step toward the bizarre chrysalis of light that churned above the dead grass.

Warren called after her, “But you are coming back? You’ll be home in time for bed?”

Over her shoulder, and without breaking stride, she answered, “I’ll make sure we both are.”

She rushed forward to grasp the shadowy thread Sir Haden had left rippling inside of the fiery Nix.

The bark of machine-gun fire made Isolde duck, even as the seat beneath her rose, nearly causing her to crack her head on the dashboard of the speeding jaunt. Behind her, Warren operated the twin-barreled turret that occupied the small bed of the armored vehicle. His hail of bullets focused upon the leader of the pack of scotopic brays that trailed them. That sinewy wolf with a reptilian snout staggered under the assault and fell back, though it seemed a tactical withdrawal rather than an admission of defeat. The brays would not be so easily cut down.

Despite the pitch-black sky above, Isolde knew at once it was nearly noon. The world had entered its third year of endless winter, caused by a massive volcanic caldera that had erupted in the southern hemisphere. It was an open question whether the extinction event that was underway would be total, or if some small, furtive creatures would survive—an exclusive list that would hopefully include humans.

The Wilbies were rushing to catch a military train after having spent the night in Elliot Haden’s mountain home. And so naturally, Sir Haden was the one behind the wheel of his armored car. The dirt road before them was narrow and rutted and constrained by a mountainous landscape full of jutting boulders and ragged pines.

The lord took one hand from the wheel to bash Isolde on the side of her head, which was no longer protected by a steel visor. Even with the defense of the Hex of Aegis, the force of the unexpected blow was enough to throw her against the door of the jaunt. The branches of a passing tree scoured her arm, and she recoiled back toward the center of the vehicle only to be struck again.

From the turret behind, Warren shouted, “Have you lost your mind, man?”

Haden pulled a pistol from a holster at his hip, twisted about in his seat, and fired at Warren at point-blank range. The shot would’ve taken off Warren’s head, had not a sudden dip in the road spoiled the lord’s aim.

Isolde screamed the same moment the pistol cracked and the bullet clipped Warren’s shoulder, sending him tumbling over the back of the jaunt with an unfinished shout. The pursuing brays howled in delight.

Isolde could not allow herself to think about Warren’s grim and unfair fate. The way to save him and all the other Warrens in the universe lay not behind her but ahead. And she would not be diverted.

Haden turned the gun on her, only to be caught by her kicking foot. The pistol flew through the air out into the murk of the passing wilderness.

While the lord shook out his stinging hand, Isolde braced her back against the door and began to carve a hex upon the space between them.

“Oh, no you don’t,” Haden said through gritted teeth. He wrenched the wheel.

The armored jaunt broke from the uneven lane onto rougher terrain, a change that threw Isolde from her seat into the footwell, where she rattled as Haden piloted them heedlessly over rubble and sedge. Something collided with the windscreen and she heard the sound of breaking glass, which even as it fell about her was thrown back into the air as the vehicle bounced over an earthen ridge, and everything became weightless.

It was a miracle that Isolde landed back on her seat. She might have just as easily been thrown from the car. But she took advantage of her good fortune to grip the handle of the door and brace one foot on the dashboard. Through the shattered remnants of the windscreen, she saw the light of the remaining headlamp illuminate the steep slope they presently coursed down, which appeared to come to an abrupt end a few hundred yards farther on.

She looked at Haden. A wound on his forehead bled profusely, streaming into his eyes. Though he kept both hands on the wheel, it was apparent to her he was not in control. He’d have just as much luck steering an avalanche down a mountainside.

Haden shouted hoarsely over the clamor of the vehicle, which seemed to be coming apart around them. As a fender peeled off and tumbled away with a crash, he called, “It would seem that we are bound together. I can only go to moments in time that we shared. Which is just as well. We both know where this ends!”

Isolde could not tear her gaze away from the rapidly approaching abyss when she answered, “Don’t you see what your meddling has done to the world? The universe won’t survive this! Whatever life you are trying to create for yourself, it will be lived among ashes in the company of beasts.”

“So be it!”

With a blood-laced hand, Haden drew on the whipping wind a Hex of Quelling. The fiery Nix flashed in the air ahead of them at the same moment that the ground fell away. The jaunt broke from the mountainside, and all its shuddering and clattering was replaced by the disconcerting tranquility of flight.

Isolde felt her rump lift from the seat as the vehicle reached the limit of its horizontal momentum and began to plummet.

She would’ve fallen along with it into that unfathomed dark had the glow of the Nix not enveloped her first.
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A KINDNESS UNDONE
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Isolde experienced a muddle of movement. A jumble of thought. A vague sense of security. And darkness—strange and absolute.

She wondered if she hadn’t missed the portal after all. Perhaps, even then, she was plunging to her death. In the face of such a grim reality, it was possible that her mind was fabricating a more tolerable fantasy. She was not falling from the sky. No, she was being rocked in the arms of a cloud.

The feeling of weightlessness persisted, though it was a jarring sort of flight. Her feet kicked the air limply, rhythmically. She felt something pressing uncomfortably in her pocket. It seemed important, but she could not quite focus upon it, nor indeed upon anything else. She wasn’t even sure if her eyes were open.

After a moment’s reflection, she decided they were not.

With great effort, she opened one eye and found herself looking up at her husband’s resolute face.

They were running. Or rather he was bounding along at full speed while she rode helplessly in his arms.

The uncanny cackle of the pursuing gloaming dogs reminded her where she was and when. This was that fateful night they had leapt from a train into bray-infested woods. Warren had picked her up after she had expended all of her energy attempting to fend off the monstrous pack, which continued to track them even then.

Above, she saw the impenetrable bank of smoke that had claimed the world. The rumpled underbelly of those desolate clouds glowed orange with the reflected light of volcanic flows that leaked from the peaks of the once-dormant mountain range. Rolling her head away from her husband’s heaving chest, Isolde saw Haden’s country home bobbing nearer, saw the light of the front porch, gleaming like a beacon.

Even as her husband sprinted, she knew it was not deliverance but ambush they thundered toward. Through the haze of her exhaustion, she perceived what she would have to do. She could only hope she had the strength.

Isolde closed her eyes—just for an instant—a blink that seemed insufficient to hold the surreal and volatile dream that ensued. She saw a gold-skinned automaton write upon the air, and a whale swim over the rooftops of a town, and she saw Warren picnicking with a strange woman in a park as she watched from a rooftop and wept…

Isolde was jolted awake by Warren charging onto the porch of the stoutly built cottage. War spoke without looking at her, his attention flitting from window to door and back. “I have to put you down for a moment, dear. It looks like someone might be at home.” Gently, he set her down upon the stone pad, where she lay in a little heap.

Approaching the well-lit entryway, Warren raised his fist to knock when his wife’s faint voice stopped him.

“Get away from the door,” she said. Warren turned with a look of surprise, though he smiled to see she was holding her head up.

Then he looked past her, out at the field. What he saw there stole the blush from his cheeks. “The brays are right behind us. We haven’t much time.”

“I know. Trust me. Step aside.”

He opened his mouth to argue, reconsidered, and then with teeth clenched, returned to the edge of the stoop, clearing her way to the door.

Isolde sat up. Colorful sprites swam at the edge of her vision. She knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that if she let herself lapse into unconsciousness again, the last thing she would ever see would be Sir Elliot Haden’s closed door. She found the thought helpfully enraging.

She willed her arm up from the bluestone and began to draw with a crooked finger a keyhole hex upon the air. As she did, she extended her other arm toward the oncoming beasts, palm cupped as if she were inviting an unfamiliar hound to sniff her hand. She could feel the presence of each animal. There were eight of them in all. They were hungry, starving. She could feel the enormous black bellows of their lungs draw breath and their leathered hearts throb. She felt the venom fill their fangs and their stomachs grumble in anticipation. Their life was palpable, plentiful, available.

She took it all—sapping their vitality, which flowed into her in a great warm surge. It felt as if she’d been given a transfusion, not of blood but of power. She rose from the ground, even as the gloaming dogs collapsed, their sprint turning into a skid as their snouts plowed into the grass. Their stiffened legs tangled and snapped as the lamps of their eyes went out.

She heard Warren murmur an unfinished expression of astonishment, then she pushed all the life she had stolen into her Hex of Resuscitation, closing that embellished keyhole with a final tick of her finger.

The thick door of the cottage exploded inward amid a spray of splinters and hinge pins and a great shriek of wood. The lights in the house were doused in the same instant as every pane of glass was blown out. Curtains flagged from a dozen empty windows, then slowly settled as the explosive echo washed over the mountainside, and an eerie quiet took hold.

With an expression of absolute wonderment, Warren stepped past his wife to peer through the gaping hole where a door had recently stood. “My god, Iz, how did you—oh, hello.”

The crack of the field gun threw Warren into Isolde, knocking her down the stairs, into the overgrown grass. Warren landed half on top of her with a gory crater where his heart had been and an expression of surprise hardening on his lifeless face.

Partly pinned, Isolde squirmed to get out from under that terrible, precious, holy weight, tears of frustration and fury flooding the corners of her eyes. She screamed at the unlit doorway, “Stop killing my husband!”

Sir Haden slouched from the shadows with a double-barreled shotgun broken open over his forearm. He wore a silk housecoat belted loosely about his waist and slippers on his feet. He pinched the spent shells out by their casing, grimacing at the residual heat. “I’m not the one doing this, Isolde. You are. And poor Warren wasn’t the first. There was also Miss Shirley Nutton. I imagine you were recently introduced, at least to her husk, which I of course planted for the police to find. It turns out, Miss Nutton didn’t have a chance to get bored of me. In fact, in the end she was quite keen. I’ve never heard such begging! But I had no choice. I had to get to Rault’s diary before you did, and I needed Shirley to power the Nix. And—again because of you—I also had to pay Mr. Kaluza a visit.” Haden fished a pair of shotgun shells from the pocket of his robe.

“I don’t know who that is.”

“No, I made sure of that.” Haden descended the trio of steps one at a time, slotting the shells into the barrels of his field gun as he went. He appeared to be in no great rush. And why should he hurry? One of Isolde’s legs was still stuck under Warren’s body and the lord knew that as quick as she was at drawing a hex, she was a good deal slower than gunpowder.

Isolde made another attempt to drag her leg free, but only managed to enliven a novel source of discomfort as an object in her pocket again bit into her thigh.

Sir Haden shuffled up to the exposed soles of Warren’s boots and paused to close his shotgun. “Mr. Kaluza played piano and talked too much and couldn’t be left alive. Because of you. All you had to do to save them was mind your own business. Not everyone needs your help, Isolde. Not every hardship or injustice or unfortunate turn is a mystery. People have suffered because you can’t leave well enough alone.”

Recalling what was in her pocket, Isolde used Warren to shield her attempt to extract it without Haden’s notice. As she did, she said, “You told me you weren’t ready to write your memoir because you were still living your rough draft. I didn’t realize how literally you meant that. But I see the appeal. I’d like another crack at this evening. Why, if I could go back—”

Haden raised the field gun. “Shut up, Isolde.”

“All right,” she said, and with her thumb, strummed the tines of the Headspring Comb.

A wall of turquoise water sprang up from the ground beneath Sir Haden’s feet, catching the barrel of his weapon and jarring it upward. The shotgun discharged over Isolde’s head shortly before it was swept from his grip and carried away with the rising foam of the oceanic wall.

Without looking again at the heartbreaking expression on her beloved’s face, Isolde shifted Warren with her free heel, finally extracting her caught foot. She approached the luminous, coursing barrier of water whose rapid currents kept Haden from breaking its surface. With cheeks round and eyes wide, he kicked his feet and reached again and again for help, rescue, mercy.

Isolde regarded him coolly. She rolled her wedding band in its callused rut as Sir Haden fought to pierce the unbreaking wave.

Though perhaps it was her indifference to his distress that finally calmed him, made him regroup. He ceased his flailing, and instead began to draw upon the flowing water the brightening spurs of an eight-pointed star.

Seeing that he meant to escape again into the Nix, Isolde began to fashion a hex of her own, one that she had not had recent success with. But rather than apprehension, those failures filled her with confidence. Unwittingly, she had been preparing for this moment for months, and she had no doubt that this time she would succeed.

With eyes locked and a wall of water between them, the two hex-casters raced to be the first to close their forms.

It was a finish line they seemed to reach at the same instant. Even as the Nix flashed into being at Isolde’s back, the water began to freeze as Isolde’s Hex of Gelidity took hold. Though she had failed in recent weeks to summon so much as a cool draft, now the chilling hex swiftly transformed the panel of seawater into the face of a glacier. The ice gripped the lord’s legs, mid-kick, then crawled up his twisting body, and over his reaching hands, petrifying as it progressed. Soon, he could only shake his head and bubble the last of his breath as the ice mounted his neck and explored his mouth and joined with the water of his last view of the world, which Isolde made sure was dominated by her close and staring face.

She turned her back on his frozen corpse to regard the spindle of light he’d left churning in the field.

At her feet, the body of her husband cooled.

The rumpled auburn heavens above were brightened by volcanic missiles and dimmed by the shadows of marauding dragons.

And before her waited her escape.

The Nix still bore the dark imprint of Haden’s passage. She reached for his lingering silhouette.

She hesitated.

What if she followed him back to a few minutes before? What if, in trying to return to her own history, her own life—one where Warren was still alive and the world was not on fire—what if she only succeeded in freeing Haden from the ice? What if he remembered how he had died? What if he didn’t dally with his shotgun?

She looked again at Warren’s contorted face.

Perhaps this was her life. If she wanted to save all the other Warrens of the other worlds, perhaps she had to remain at the side of this fallen one. She turned her eye again to the Nix, and saw that it was shrinking. Its two tapered ends were drawing inward. Soon they would converge upon the stain at the heart of the spinning hex, and the door in time would collapse.

Then something that Professor Konya said to her came to mind. It was an admonishment that had peeved her at the time. You’re so busy following other people’s trails you never think to blaze your own.

Perhaps if she didn’t want to risk reviving Haden, she needed to start a new thread in the Nix. It was time to stop chasing another man’s shadow, time to cast her own.

Isolde touched the fiery spindle where the light was untainted by the passage of another, and the bleak world around her melted away.

The interstitial plexus was a tangled loom of light, throbbing with shimmering energy that flowed and surged and burst all around her into the uncertain depths of infinity. Through the lingering protection of her Hex of Aegis, she could still feel the abrasions of that space.

Amid this multivarious confusion hung a sprawling malignancy. A cancer loomed behind her, its leaden thorns lancing the threads of light. That coal-black mass filled her with loathing. And yet, the profane structure was important. She could feel it, and could feel, too, the need to destroy it.

The rays of that black star seemed to grow with purpose and intention, attacking certain spars of light over others. It occurred to Isolde that perhaps the mass was not as thoughtless as a tumor. Perhaps it represented a conscious exploration, a meaningful search. Perhaps it was the trail of Lord Haden’s efforts to revise the universe. The fact that it was still growing suggested to Isolde that there were worlds where he survived and continued his catastrophic efforts to find the pivot of his youth—that fateful frozen lake—which he believed his life and all his misery stood balanced upon.

She knew when and where she had to go to stop him, but she couldn’t imagine how to find it. Surely, there wasn’t time to go groping about for the right thread, the exact moment when she could and must intervene? No, her only hope was for the right string in the snarl to come to her.

And so, much as she had with the pixosites, and the iron hitching post, and the horde of charging brays, Isolde closed her eyes and opened her hand, and reached out from deep within.

Warren gripped the back of a kitchen chair and panted like a steam engine departing the station. Still red-faced from having carried his unconscious wife across a mile or more of uneven mountainous terrain, he was laboring to recover his breath and strength.

Though white as a sheet, Isolde seemed considerably more composed. She sat at the cottage’s modest kitchen table in the orange light of an oil lamp with the solemnity of an owl. Across from her sat their unassuming redeemer in his bathrobe and slippers, coughing, more or less constantly, into his lightly balled fist.

Outside, the scotopic brays howled. Their cries merged with the noise of the spring wind that coursed over the slate roof and across the whistling baleen of the home’s wooden shutters.

Observing the respiratory distress of their host, Isolde said, “Your cough—has it been bothering you long?”

Lord Haden chugged out a wry laugh. “Only for most of my life.”

“Well, perhaps I have something that could help with that,” Isolde said, producing a stump of chalk from the pocket of her slacks.

The moment the tip of her blunted instrument touched the battered wood of the table, she suffered the flash of a vision that was as sudden as it was vivid. She saw the sickened lord glowing with power, a glittering energy that turned his eyes to cyclones of light, as his feet floated over the ground and the world beneath him shattered. The towers of Berbiton fractured and crumbled into fissures that opened in the unmoored ground as the white clouds turned to banks of molten iron, shedding lightning that scalded the earth in anticipation of a ruinous hail.

Isolde lifted the chalk from the tabletop and the dire vision ended as suddenly as it had begun.

She looked again at the coughing lord, who regarded her with weary anticipation. Pocketing the nubbin, she stood and said, “I’ll make you an old family cure.” Throwing open the cabinet doors, one after the other in search of ingredients, she said, “I just need peppermint, lemon, ginger, and honey.”

Sir Haden smiled at her with patient disappointment, and said, “Ah, tea. It hasn’t worked so far, but perhaps I just need one more cup to bring this whole thing to an end…”
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NEW PRINTS ON AN OLD PATH
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Oh, I always wanted dimples as a lad!” Warren swatted his thigh with the rolled-up program, and smiled up at the closed curtain that luffed with the activity of stagehands. “Why, there was a boy at school, Nathaniel Demeray, who had the most mesmerizing dimples. How the girls swooned! I used to bite the inside of my cheek trying to make a dent. It didn’t work, of—oh. I haven’t seen you make that face in a while.”

Isolde realized she had only been half listening, but she made a conscious effort to brighten her expression as she focused upon her husband. “What face is that, darling?”

“Your déjà vu scowl. I hadn’t seen it in months.”

Isolde could identify the moment when her occasional bouts of queasy remembrance first began. She and Warren had been in the Torht Mountains assisting a rail worker who had been bitten by a scotopic bray. They were at risk of being mauled by the cursed dogs themselves when a sickly young lord had opened the door of his remote sanctuary, saving their lives. Something about the young man, who introduced himself as Elliot Haden, had triggered in Isolde an intense foreboding, an unsettled feeling that was accompanied by a sort of prescience. Neither of these visceral reactions seemed justified. There was nothing remarkable about the lord, who was simply attempting to convalesce in the mountain air. And yet, she had been absolutely certain that she should not attempt to help him nor linger long in the company of their savior.

For weeks after that encounter, she had felt as if she were reliving the days. If she concentrated, she could even seem to recollect the future, an absurdity that she had shared with Warren, who took her fretting seriously. Rather than brush her discomfort aside, he suggested that they pursue a medical opinion. Isolde had feared the discovery of a brain tumor or the onset of some neurological ailment, but several weeks of testing only produced encouraging results. She appeared to be perfectly healthy.

Then, like a vivid dream, this sense of repetition, of reliving life, gradually faded. She had half forgotten the curious affliction when, six months after their return from the Torht Mountains, she read of Lord Elliot Haden’s passing in the Berbiton Times. To her own bemusement, the emotion that came over her was relief.

Still, the unsettled, seasick feeling intruded upon her daily life, often after the most mundane provocations. She’d be sitting in the downstairs powder room, contemplating the same yellowed painting of a skewered dragon she’d been blinking at since she was a girl, and feel suddenly quite certain that its value far exceeded its placement or, indeed, her wildest imagination. Or she’d be dining at the table, and War would serve her minty peas and parsnips and she’d catch a whiff of candle soot that would touch off a nostalgic frisson of happiness and loss and anger.

At times she felt that if she were only able to return to the event, the catalyst, the instrument of her temporal confusion, she might be able to reorient herself, to understand what had happened. A year after learning of Haden’s death, she had finally revisited his mountain cottage in search of answers. She found only high weeds, papered windows, and locked doors that gave way to barren floors. Her hexes of discovery and divination all fizzled out like wet matches. Whatever the cause of her bedevilment, it seemed to have been fixed to a historical moment, and as such was inaccessible to one who could not swim back through the tides of time.

Then, inexplicably, gradually, happily, two years passed without a single occurrence of déjà vu. Isolde believed she had been cured or purged of whatever curse had been gnawing at her. And then one fateful afternoon in a dilapidated military hospital, in a moment of desperation, she had climbed into the portalmanteau, and there made the acquaintance of a serpentine coppery dragon who seemed to know her.

Even as she menaced the beast with a clay pot that contained a volcanic plume, the dragon had flitted about like a hound welcoming its master, and Isolde had felt again that almost forgotten sense of reliving a moment in time.

The dragon said, “I’ve been looking forward to this day for a very long time, Isolde! I did think about cheating once or twice. I considered getting ahead of myself. Oh, how I have missed Warren’s cooking! Oh, how I hate goat! But then, I know how fragile your species’ sense of time and self is! If I’d come too early, announced myself too soon, I might have skewed your precious history. I might’ve unwittingly wrecked the beautiful life we would one day share. A younger you might’ve tried to banish me to the zoo! But this is the moment of our original meeting, the beginning of a wonderful partnership. As I recall, it starts with my eating a bad man on your behalf. Ah, there’s his flailing arm even now! Would you please excuse me?”

Isolde would come to learn the dragon’s name was Felivox. He had intimate knowledge of her and Warren’s home, their habits, their lives, though Felivox refused to expound upon how he knew these things. At times, he seemed capable of predicting the future, but when she pumped him for either insight into coming events or an explanation of how he knew so much, Felivox only answered, “Our universes run on different clocks, Isolde. Mine ran ahead, but yours will catch up soon enough.” Isolde found the answer entirely unsatisfying, and Felivox was happy to sympathize with her frustration, but utterly unwilling to ameliorate it with answers.

For his part, Warren was perfectly charmed to make the acquaintance of a gracious dragon who arrived with an inexplicable knowledge of his pantry and a deep appreciation for his favorite recipes.

Isolde would go on to spend the ensuing months forgetting the whole disquieting ordeal, with only occasional, brief bouts of rather ordinary déjà vu to remind her that once upon a time she had been able to remember the future.

In the dusky light of the gilt and velvet theater, Warren laid his hand on hers where it gripped the rest between their seats. His touch made her fingers relax. “Do you know what triggered it?” he asked.

“No, I don’t.”

“We can go if you’re not feeling up to this.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m fine. It’s already passed. You’ve been looking forward to this show for weeks, and I could do with the distraction.”

“All right, just say the word,” Warren said, even as the orchestra began to play a boisterous overture.

And yet, the nagging feeling that she was inhabiting a memory persisted throughout the performance. The play, entitled The Crooked Croaker, was a madcap story of long-standing deception. The unqualified surgeon who had falsified his credentials, lied to his superiors, and duped his friends had done so for the most facile of reasons: selfishness, entitlement, and an indifference to the suffering of others, which he happily justified as inevitable. If people were going to suffer and die eventually, why not make their misery meaningful, if only to someone else?

The plot was gratingly familiar to Isolde, but it seemed to harmonize with something in her life that she could not quite identify. While those around her laughed and gasped at the antics onstage, Isolde frowned in thought, a glaring introspection that was so intense it caused one of the actors to stumble over his line when his gaze briefly lighted upon her brooding face. But even this, Isolde was perfectly unaware of. As the players went on to expose the lies of the duplicitous, high-stepping quack, Isolde interrogated the suspects in her own private mystery.

Warren was not blithe to her ruminations, but he also knew that fussing over her mood would do nothing to improve it. He tried to enjoy the play as best he could and, when it was over, proposed that they forgo their late dinner plans and call it a night. Isolde had seemed to appreciate the suggestion that they cut their evening short, but then when their hired car pulled up to their house amid a torrential downpour, she had surprised him by asking that he make the dash to their front stoop on his own.

“I want to pay my mother a visit. There’s something I’d like to ask her,” Isolde explained. When Warren offered to come along, she gently refused, saying, “I won’t be long. Besides, you owe Felivox a dinner and a recitation of the play. I’m sure he’s still cross at me for leaving him at home. I can’t even produce an excuse for why I was so worried about bringing him.”

“More of the déjà vu?” Warren suggested.

“Perhaps,” she said, and kissed him before releasing him to the rain.

Luella appeared surprised to find her daughter, drenched in a tasseled dress, in the corridor of her apartment building. It wasn’t just the late hour or the abysmal weather that inspired her astonishment. Isolde rarely visited, and never unannounced. If Luella had known her daughter would call, she might’ve warned her that the front door buzzer was on the fritz, useful information that might’ve spared Isolde a five-minute soaking as she waited on the stoop for another tenant to exit the building.

Even so, Luella was quick to invite her daughter in and to offer her a towel and a housecoat, along with the privacy to use them. Isolde undressed and hung her sodden evening wear on the shower rod. While her clothes dripped into her mother’s tub, which still held the warmth of a recent bath, Isolde allowed herself a ten-count to sit on the lid of the commode, wriggle her water-logged toes, and gather her scattered courage.

The librarian’s small apartment bore little resemblance in its decor to the ancestral townhouse she had given over to her daughter’s care. Castle Wilby was a museum masquerading as a home, with relics and urns crowding every open surface and picture frames shingling the walls. In contrast, Luella’s residence was like the display window of a department store: sparse, well-lit, and composed with the intention of flattering a carefully curated selection of objects. The living room featured a silvery camelback sofa that faced a large, solitary painting of an abstract subject rendered in a muted palette. A moth orchid in a white pot had the room’s only window all to itself. The bedroom, which one had to pass through to access the lavatory, was as austere as a new sheet of stationery. A single book sat on the nightstand. Isolde was familiar with her mother’s habit of borrowing one library book at a time, a testament to both her determination to finish what she started and her aversion to unnecessarily taxing the library’s holdings. In Luella’s opinion, checking out multiple books was tantamount to hoarding.

Seated on either end of the couch in dark silk robes with matching turbans, the women’s kinship was evident. Isolde had gotten her wild hair from her father’s side of the family, but her prominent nose and sharp chin were entirely her mother’s. Their long necks and jutting clavicles appeared to have been chiseled from the same block.

Luella opened a bottle of cream sherry to warm them. Isolde stared into the crystal glass, enjoying its kaleidoscopic facets if only to evade her mother’s gaze. Outside, the edge of the storm swept past, unveiling a placid night sky. The moon, round and bright as a pearl, bathed the sodden city in opaline tones.

After a considerable silence, Isolde cleared her throat and said, “Warren took me to the theater this evening. It was a new production, not a bad one. I don’t know if I’ll remember it in a week, but it was pleasant enough.” Isolde sipped her sherry and hazarded a glance at her mother, whose lidded eyes communicated little more than perfect attention. “The plot of the play followed the exploits of an accomplished liar, someone who made a habit of quite literally tap-dancing around the truth. Something about this character’s confident duplicity annoyed me. It took me a while to figure out why. I used to be quicker. Perhaps I’ve lost a step. But then again, I—” Isolde broke off with a flash of annoyance. “You know, this would be easier if you’d interrupt now and then. This is starting to feel like a confession.”

Luella smiled with curt formality. “I’m sorry, dear. Consider yourself interrupted. Now, spit it out.”

Isolde set her sherry down on the glass-topped sofa table and clasped her hands in a manner that seemed partly pleading and partly the loading of a hammering blow. “I think you are probably the most reasoned and principled person I have ever met. You are conscientious in your devotion to the mission of the library; you are a champion of transparency, preservation, and unfettered access to the written record. You are pragmatic and consistent and rational.”

“If you want me to interrupt more, you should say meaner things.” Her mother sipped her sherry.

“Which makes it all the more perplexing that you continue to insist that Dad is not dead. I don’t think you’re just being optimistic. I think you know something I don’t. I think you’re keeping something from me. And I don’t like it. I don’t think it’s fair.”

Luella sighed and set her sherry aside and smoothed her housecoat over her lap. “It’s funny. You’ve always been so inquisitive about everything else, but rarely this.”

“I wish I could say it was only because I didn’t want to dash your hopes. But I don’t think that’s really the case. Nearly all my life, I’ve been twisting in the wind, wondering whether Dad was dead or if he had only wandered off to get away from me. I’ve never been sure which reality would be worse. I’ve been afraid to ask what really happened, because I’m afraid that knowing the truth might be harder than carrying around this maddening uncertainty.”

Luella gripped the back of the couch in lieu of her daughter’s hand. “Your father didn’t want to get away from you. He adored you. You were the apple of his eye. He loved you more than—”

Isolde cut in, “No, no. I don’t want that. I don’t want platitudes and reassurances.” She rubbed her nose, which had begun to tingle. At that moment, she would sooner have had blood leak from her eyes as shed a single tear. “I want to know the truth.”

“I honestly don’t know what happened to your father.”

“All right.” Isolde cleared her throat as she straightened on the couch. “Then I want to talk about Mr. Snag. He is the key to this mystery. He seemed to know more about what Dad was up to than we ever did. At the very least, Mr. Snag must’ve known where Dad was heading when he vanished. So, the only reasonable course is to find Mr. Snag, unmask him, and ask him what he was playing at and why he made Dad his chosen errand boy. Maybe we’ll learn what really happened to him, or maybe we’ll only discover enough of the truth to allow us to move on with our lives.”

Seeing that her mother was not going to supply another interruption, Isolde bowled on. “So, what do we know about Mr. Snag? We know he is well-educated and well-read. He is the sort of person who finds adventure not out in the world, but in its exegesis, preferring to let more eager, perhaps abler legs chase down the fruits of his research. He is hungry for knowledge but indifferent to fame, either because it is inconvenient or loathsome to him. He—”

Luella interjected in a clear, level voice: “He was not so perfectly serious all of the time. He enjoyed riddles and word games and all the sneaking around. Your father liked to read his communications aloud—especially those that were published among the personal ads of the Times. Your father found those the most thrilling. He felt like a spy embroiled in some grand scheme. And Mr. Snag was flirtatious, occasionally bawdy, and he was madly in love with your father.”

Isolde had been nodding along to her mother’s reasonable suppositions, right until the final sentence. “Why do you say that?”

Luella’s mouth tightened into a wistful smile. “Because I’m Mr. Snag. Or rather, I was.”

“What?”

“I imagine it’s hard when you have a marriage like yours—one that is so supportive and open—to imagine that there are other sorts of unions and loves in the world, not all of them so perfect or mature.”

Isolde huffed an indignant laugh. “You lied to me about being Mr. Snag because I’m happily married?”

“No, I’m trying to explain. It began from a place of genuine desperation. I saw that I was making your father miserable and that he was willing to be miserable because he loved me. But there was no doubt: He was unhappy. He wasn’t cut out for academia. He wasn’t politic or interested in keeping office hours. The most common piece of advice he gave his students was to quit. He told them to go lose themselves on the open road, to chase the wind through foreign lands. Your father withered under the light of routine, shrank in the presence of familiar things. I don’t think he ever met a stranger, but he also never really had a friend. He didn’t seem to want them. All the other boys I had dated before him had favorite sports teams, favorite bars, favorite card games. Silas had a favorite walking stick, a favorite atlas, a favorite train station. Just like you need mystery, and I need order, your father needed novelty, movement, excitement. I could not ramble the world with him. I couldn’t live out of a dusty trunk and eat my dinner off a stick. But forcing him to stay at home, to be a pet, to pace the floors… well, it didn’t seem loving. We hadn’t been married a year when I first thought about divorcing him, partly to make him happy and partly because no one wants to live as the cause of their love’s misery.

“Then, quite by accident, I happened upon that charmed plumb bob in a bazaar while we were on holiday. Finding that little ingot that swung in the direction of magical things gave me an idea. I spent a long stretch of my graduate career studying the lore of lost relics, tracking their appearances in the historical record, postulating where they might’ve ended up in the world. I imagined how happy it would’ve made Silas to chase down those leads. But, I also knew that if I had just told your father to go retrieve the Demiurge’s Brush or the Moon Glass, he would’ve been horribly hurt. He would’ve felt like a failure, like he was being banished by his wife. So, I fabricated a shadowy figure and an urgent mission to gather up the dangerous artifacts that littered the world and imperiled its peoples. I made it a game, and he was happy to play it. At first, I would send him letters, only signing them with my glyph of a dead tree, but once he suggested the moniker of Mr. Snag, I started to communicate with your father via personal ads. They were so much simpler! I had been riding all around town to alter the postmarks that marked my letters just to obscure their origin, but the ad office of the Berbiton Times operated under a charter of perfect anonymity.” Luella finished with a note of admiration.

But Isolde was not impressed. “So, you were lying to Dad, too?”

Luella smirked. “Oh, he knew! Or rather, he figured it out. Eventually.”

“Is that why he left? He was angry. He felt betrayed.”

“No. No, quite the opposite. He was elated. It became just another facet of the game. I only discovered that he knew when I saw a message in the Berbiton Times from Mr. Snag, a message I had not submitted. I was baffled at first. But then I saw it in his expression. He was the author. He had puzzled out that I was Mr. Snag, had discovered that I had shared him with the world because I loved him. And what mission had Mr. Snag sent him on this time? A cruise to the equatorial atolls! He asked if I would go with him. I said yes, of course. It was like a second honeymoon. When we came home, I was pregnant, and your father was happy to take over the role of Mr. Snag himself, to plot his own adventures while I focused on growing a new life.”

Isolde pinched the bridge of her nose. “Wait. So, Dad was sending himself on quests, then blaming a higher power for it, and it was all just kindling to warm up your bedroom? Do I have that right?”

“You have to understand, dear, we were well into the game when you were born. It never crossed our minds to stop. Because he was getting what he wanted, which was the chaos of an unending voyage and an occasional home. And I had what I wanted: an occasional husband and perfect daily order. Of course, we were going to tell you all of this when you were old enough to understand, but then—”

“He disappeared.”

“I always knew that was a possibility. He had been wandering farther and farther afield, and staying away longer and longer. I thought he might be pulling away. Even so, I didn’t think holding him down would’ve brought us any closer.”

“But whether or not it began as a game, whether or not he seemed to be drifting away, he did actually vanish. So, why won’t you entertain the possibility that one of his ill-advised, risky adventures finally did him in?”

Now it was her mother’s turn to duck her eyes. “Because once a year, Mr. Snag still wishes me a happy birthday.”

“Through the personal ads?” Isolde asked, and Luella nodded in answer. “And you’re sure Dad didn’t just purchase those ads years ago, schedule their publication in anticipation of his absence?”

“I’m quite sure. The messages always feel fresh. Genuine. Full of life.”

Isolde shook her head in self-reproach. “And all of this was going on right under my nose. How did I miss it? I read the Times. The name ‘Mr. Snag’ should’ve jumped out at me.”

“He didn’t use our nickname. He used the glyph, the one I created,” Luella said.

“The dead tree? But how? Surely, the typesetter wouldn’t have one of those in their drawer.”

Rising from the couch, Luella went to the decorative table under her orchid. She opened a slim drawer and extracted a leatherbound album. “Before switching modes to the personal ads, I signed my final letter with the typewriter’s keys rather than a pen. You wouldn’t have seen that letter because I watched Silas cast it in the fire after he read it.”

“How theatrical.”

“Indeed. As an ardent reader of footnotes, I’m acquainted with some of the more obscure typographical characters, including the obelisk—also known as the dagger, which looks a bit like a barren tree, especially with an underscore on either side of it to suggest the ground.” Seated again beside her daughter, Luella opened the album. It was full of newspaper clippings, each exactly cut and carefully pasted. “I saved them, of course. I wanted a record of our correspondence.” Luella pointed to the bottom of one that read: Happy Birthday, L _†_

Isolde had an intense desire to rebuke her mother for keeping this from her, to scold her for not being more open, more forthright, to chastise her for not being a different person altogether. Which of course was impossible. Isolde saw in her mother’s expression an uncommon openness. The irony was plain. Isolde had begun the conversation by saying she had not avoided the mystery of her father’s disappearance only to protect her mother’s hopefulness, and now she was biting her tongue for that very reason.

A hollow feeling opened up inside her. Her mother was not the perfectly rational, unsentimental being she had always seemed. No, Luella was a romantic, was credulous and alone. Isolde felt suddenly protective of her mother, who seemed for the first time in her life vulnerable.

Isolde set her hand on top of her mother’s, prizing her fingers free of the sofa back so she could squeeze them. “You know what I think? I think you get to enjoy your birthday wishes and hope that Dad’s doing well, and I get to be mad at him and have my miserable thoughts, and we can both agree that just because we share a burden doesn’t mean we must carry it the same.”

Luella gently pulled at Isolde’s hand, saying, “Come give your mother a hug.”

Isolde scooted across the couch and, wrapping her arms around her mother, pressed her cheek to her chest. As she listened to Luella’s breath and enjoyed the gentle stroke of her hand on her arm, Isolde stared at the pale painting on the wall. It seemed to suggest a foggy urban landscape, one marked by the gauzy silhouettes of towers that floated upon the mist. She said, “I like your painting. What’s it called?”

“Clarity,” Luella answered as her breath caught, her ribs shivered, and a sob welled up from a deep and unfamiliar place.

Warren sat on a bowing bench tearing hunks from a stale baguette and throwing the morsels into the canal. In the water below, a chorus of ducks paddled in circles, catching his crumbs and chasing one another about. He said, “You know, I think I’d like to have a painting of a duck. They seem such winsome, gentle creatures.”

Seated beside him, Isolde turned the page of her newspaper as she murmured her answer, “I recall reading that they’re habitual sexual predators.”

Warren gave a theatrical gasp. “Swan propaganda! Ducks are just angels that quack. Did you find it, yet?”

“No, not y— Ah! Here it is.” Isolde swatted the newsprint with the backs of her fingers.

“Could you read it to me, please?”

“Of course. ‘To Mr. Snag. You left me holding the bag. I wish to discuss its return. Please direct answer to I. A. A. W.’”

“Your mother was right! It is a little thrilling to post clandestine messages right out in the open. We’re just a couple of spies feeding the ducks and hiding behind the paper. Nothing to see here! But who do you expect will answer your ad? Your father? Someone else?”

Isolde shrugged. “You don’t always have to know what you’re fishing for just to throw out a line.” Isolde did not add that she thought the most likely answer would be none at all. The prospect did not particularly bother her, being as she was so well acquainted with the correspondent of silence.

Warren showed the clamoring ducks his empty hands, saying, “That’s it, friends. No more today.” The cluster of ducks quieted as they broke apart.

“Ms. Wilby! Ms. Wilby!”

The Wilbies craned around to find Detective Smud sliding gracelessly down the grassy embankment from the lane above, where his police jaunt idled with the driver’s door still open. Standing, Warren stuck out a hand to greet the man, but was compelled to catch him about the waist to keep him from stumbling into the canal. Warren said, “Are you all right, Al? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

“Not exactly. Dove Town is sinking. And sprouting tentacles. We’ve put up a perimeter, but the tentacles are starting to eat their way through.”

“Eat?” Warren frowned.

Isolde stuffed the poorly folded newspaper under her arm. “All right. We’ll have to swing by our house. I have a feeling I’ll need my bag.”

THE ADVENTURE CONTINUES!
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Book Three of The Hexologists









GLOSSARY

Aerie, the — The penthouse inhabited by Sir and Lady Meliota.

Aiguille Cantina, the — An unimpressive eatery situated atop the central tower of the Chaplet Bridge, which boasts live music and a shrouded air raid siren.

Aperture — The floating magical frame by which the Wilbies access the trove of relics contained within the portalmanteau.

Belloc Islands, the — A collection of desirable islands in the Garrean Sea over which the Meridian War was fought. The islands produce timber, mace, nutmeg, guano, and gold.

Berbiton — The capital and commercial hub of Luthland.

Berbiton Times, the — Luthland’s primary newspaper of record and Lorcan Magnussen’s employer.

Café Via Nulla — A humble eatery situated across the street from Margit Rault’s gallery and studio.

Cardinal Library, the — The nation’s largest library that purports to conserve all printed materials; also the employer of Dr. Luella Timmons-Wilby.

Caul Lane Park — An urban park that affords a pleasant view of the river and very little else.

Chaplet Bridge — The tallest, longest, and newest of the three bridges that span the River Zimme.

Chimney Wraiths — Social, vampiric creatures that survive on the drained life of their victims.

“Clarity” — A series of artworks by Margit Rault, which offer the same foggy view of Berbiton’s skyline.

Crooked Croaker, The — A popular musical play that follows the macabre exploits of a deceptive surgeon.

Demiurge’s Brush, the — A charmed relic from the portalmanteau that is capable of painting flawless forgeries.

Dimmet — Preferred term for the interstitial plexus among the pixosites; see also “the snarl.”

Donjon — A particularly felonious set of connected city blocks within the neighborhood of Dove Town, which have been fortified with rubbish.

Donnelly Room, the — A private study room in the Cardinal Library.

Dove Town — An old, poor neighborhood near the waterfront district in Berbiton known for its violence and high crime.

Eclogue, the — An esteemed art gallery in Berbiton.

Entobarrus, the — A fiery realm adjacent to our own from which thalanium is extracted by industrial alchemists.

Gallets — The national currency of Luthland. A tenth of a gallet is called a spar.

Garrean Sea, the — The major body of water between the nations of Luthland and Intarsia.

Garrote Amor, the — A charmed necklace that constricts with the lunar cycles and the apparent cause of the Earl of Purfling’s bathtime beheading.

Goblet of Dalila — This vessel’s unending supply of wine is magically siphoned from wine vats from around the world.

Gray Plains of the Unmade, the — A transitional plane between the living and the dead.

Headspring Comb, the — An ensorcelled artifact, fashioned from the rib of an extinct whale, the Headspring Comb is presently housed in the portalmanteau. Once used by the king of the Nereid to direct ocean currents, the comb can conjure barriers of salt water on dry land.

Hexod Florilegium, The — A compendium of all known hexes that includes careful notations on their utility and construction.

High Street — The main thoroughfare of commerce in Berbiton.

Hyaline — A wireless receiver of audio broadcasts.

Illahun — The isolated mountain village is home to the Shrine of Uzid, goddess of fertility.

Infinite Goat, the — This resident of the portalmanteau, who can be eaten down to his horns from which he will then regenerate, serves as Felivox’s companion and emergency rations.

Intarsia — A nation that has antagonized Luthland in the past.

Kithara Medical School — A venerable institution that trains tomorrow’s physicians with the bodies of today’s degenerates.

Lucente, Art House and Auction — A high-end saleroom for fine art.

Luthland — A venerable nation and home to the Wilbies.

Meridian War, the — Waged from 4012 to 4033 between Luthland and Intarsia over control of the Belloc Islands and associated shipping routes, the Meridian War ended in an armistice that sharply curtailed the use of magic on the battlefield.

Mirror Wraith — These polar sprites, native to the Entobarrus, are described as resembling feathery monkeys. Though they prefer to spawn in the reflective ice of glaciers, in a pinch, they can also thrive in a household looking glass.

Moon Glass, the — A mysterious relic that temporarily turns animate matter to stone once touched by the reflected light of the moon.

Morto Bog Watcher — Formally titled The Slaying of Mortoangus, this oil painting, done in the classical style, hangs on the wall of the Wilbies’ powder room. By Linus Bartholet, circa 4017.

Muir Be’wyn — An ancient stone spirit, also known as the Goddess of Grotesques and the Mother of Spies, who recruits human souls to inhabit her legion of gargoyles who observe the world of the living with undivided attention.

Nep — A hallucinatory narcotic distilled from the rough pearls of an alien bivalve that can only be found on the tidal flats of the Planet Bilge. Also known as “wooz” and “dizz,” nep inspires vertigo in chronic abusers. Nep can be ingested, inhaled, or taken via a dropper to the eye.

Nethercroft — A spectral realm in which the dead can create memorial scenes of important events from their life.

Office of Ensorcelled Investigations, the (OEI) — Berbiton’s short-lived law enforcement agency that responded to supernatural incidents under the leadership of Isolde Wilby.

Ormolu Circle, the — A secret society of wealthy art collectors who enjoy flaunting and comparing their portfolio.

Pearroc Broom Company — A failed manufacturer whose crumbling warehouse is now home to mosquitoes, turtles, and a formidable squatter.

Pixosites — A member of the fairy family, pixosites are minuscule fairies with wasplike lowers and humanoid tops. Their diet is composed entirely of blood, which results in an amber-like excretion that serves as the species’ only building material for their metropolitan hives.

Planet Bilge — An alien planet accessible only through a portal in a shuttered subway inside Dove Town from which the narcotic nep is harvested.

Polyglottal Lorgnette — Magical spectacles that allow the viewer to read any text in nearly any language.

Portalmanteau, the — This patched and tattered carpetbag was once used by Isolde’s grandfather during his tenure as a piano tuner. The piece of luggage secrets a portal, which connects it to a trove of magical relics.

Racket, the — The central alley of the Donjon that supplies a secure arena for criminal enterprise.

Rattling Pot, the — A restaurant in Berbiton famous for its salmon terrine.

Rault’s Fine Arts — The gallery and studio of Margit Rault.

Salt Cellar, the — A military installation inside a retrofitted salt mine that warehouses a varied collection of displaced magical creatures and cursed beasts.

Scotopic Bray — A sizable, noisome undead beast whose bite is fatal and sadly reproductive. Also known as the gloaming dog.

Swine Goblin — A magical creature whose name provides a reasonable impression of its appearance and nature.

Thalanium — A charcoal-like material harvested from the Entobarrus that, once refined, serves as the basis for the motor fuel electrahol.

Torht Mountains, the — Luthland’s preeminent mountain range that lies to the west of Berbiton.

Triad of Splendor, The — A large tapestry that features three nymphs in a pool, which the Ormolu Circle uses as a backdrop for their theatrical competitions.

Uzid — A goddess of fertility whose shrine is located in Illahun and whose golden idol is briefly possessed by a fire jinn.

Voxbox (Veebee) — An increasingly common device used for telecommunication.

Wynn University of the Thaumatic Arts (WUTA) — The academy that Isolde and Obelos attended in pursuit of an education in magic’s history and practice.

Yoked God, the — A legendary divine being whose appearance in the world heralded the genesis of magic.

Zimme, the River — The broad river upon which Berbiton is built.
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Nota Bene: The range, efficacy, and longevity of a hex depend upon a number of factors that include, but are not limited to, the focus and craft of the wielder, the receptiveness of the intended object, the ambient atmosphere and environment, and the materials used in the creation of a hex. Much like the application of an herbal medicament, the effect of a hex is sometimes tangential, counterintuitive, or even surprising. As much as some would like to present the drawing of hexes as a science, it is still inarguably an art.


Aegis

A common defensive ward that supplies broad (if limited) protection to those who employ it.

Anamnesis

An advanced sigil that reinvigorates the memory, reminding the caster of recently forgotten things. The hex manifests a sensorial record that resembles a many-layered cake in both its proportions and its increasingly precarious construction.

Declaration

An elementary hex that reveals the presence of hexes in the immediate vicinity. Still, the hex is an imperfect candle, incapable of illuminating the work of the most advanced practitioners.

Dilation

In addition to its manifest utility among midwives seeking to hasten the dawdling arrival of a child, the hex can be used to increase the impression of a vision, sound, or odor.

Disgorging

Most often abused as a prank by new students of the form, the hex’s practical purpose is as an expectorate of phlegm or to clear the contents of a stomach as necessitated by poisoning.

Disseverment

A passive ward that can disrupt lesser hexes. While posing no impediment to more robust spells, the Ward of Disseverment still affords practitioners a measure of (possibly placebic) protection.

Emanation

Once used by physicians to relieve patients of pent-up wind and by exterminators of vermin to assist in the fumigation of barns, this hex facilitates the shifting of air.

Evacuation

A once common hex used by nurses to unclog bowels and by plumbers to unclog bowls.

Fecundity

Elementary in nature, this relatively minor hex is often deployed to revitalize and fertilize house plants and small plots and to encourage the ripening of green fruit.

Gelidity

A surprisingly persnickety hex capable of cooling the air or freezing water. The Hex of Gelidity is useful for the preservation of perishable foods and the production of short-lived skating ice that doubles as a dunking booth.

Palimpsests

An advanced hex, this form is useful to uncover erased, overwritten, and expunged texts, glyphs, and images. The Hex of Palimpsests allows the wielder to peer into the past, though the result is occasionally similar to divining the secret message of a bowl of alphabet soup.

Quelling

An ancient, rudimentary hex that assists in the moderation of coughs. A suppressant rather than a cure, the Hex of Quelling has also been employed (with varying degrees of success) as a diet aid and a treatment for prurience.

Radiance

The most basic of illuminating hexes, this sigil is simple enough to be constructed in the air with a finger. The resulting light, while often insignificant, can be considerably magnified with sufficient preparation and expertise.

Resuscitation

A percussive hex. Originally used to palpitate the chests of victims of cardiac arrest, the sigil is popular among puckish students who take amusement from slammed doors and swatted bottoms.

Somnolence

Most often employed as a rudimentary anesthesia for dental procedures, this hex hastens the onset of a deep, if brief, slumber. The efficacy of the hex is improved by the participation of the subject, though it can elicit some drowsiness even in the unwilling.

Vigor

Originally used by breeders and farmers to assist in animal husbandry, this form has enjoyed a renaissance in service of middle-aged souls bedeviled by youthful urges.
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communication skills, economic security, ambition, and happiness.

Studies show that kids reading for enjoyment in the US is in rapid decline:
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and change
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- Donate books to families and communities in need.
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Books build bright futures, and Raising Readers is our shared responsibility.

For more information, visit JoinRaisingReaders.com
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