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Emulating a breathing statue, I kept my eyes at
half-mast, my body still. I’d learned over the time in this dank, bat-infested
cave that stillness was best. She didn’t question stillness. She sometimes
forgot her victims were even there.


Well, victim, now. That other poor man had died this
morning, leaving me as the lone survivor. She’d captured six of us in the
beginning, all from different worlds, as we’d barely been able to communicate
with each other, even with the potions and language spells she heaped upon us.
We’d lost the first man within a week, his body too different, his spirit too
easily crushed. 


The witch even now poured over her notes—flitting about
the huge and scarred work table, picking up different vials, sketches of
magical designs—only to put them down again with foul oaths. Her thin lips
twisted as she snarled the words, making her narrow face even more pinched. The
death of the last man enraged her, as she didn’t understand why—why the others
had died. Why I lived.


I was the only woman she’d brought through. Was it
because of my gender that I survived where the others hadn’t? Was it because my
body chemistry was similar enough with this planet’s that her spells didn’t
damage me when she tried her sick and twisted alterations? 


At this point, I really didn’t care about the reason.
I’d been trapped in this filthy place for too long. Weeks, months, maybe a
year? I didn’t know anymore. The witch didn’t seem to require more than a few
hours of sleep, and she never let us outside, so without either the sun or any
kind of routine from her, I had no way of marking time. All I knew was the
sensory deprivation, the pathetic food I’d subsisted on, and being chained to a
cave wall had driven me to a point of desperation. 


I’d kill her. Just as soon as I could get my hands on
her. 


“WRONG!” she screeched, wringing her hands through her
knotted hair. She threw the book in her hands against the far wall, hitting a
bookshelf, where it clipped a bottle of some disgusting thing in green liquid,
sending it all crashing to the ground in a shower of glass shards and icky
stuff. “Why, why, why, why, why?!”


Seriously, how many times was she going to do that
routine before she got tired of it? She’d literally repeated those words and
that action four times in the past hour. At least, it felt like an hour. It
could’ve been ten minutes. My patience was pretty thin. 


The witch turned on me, face half-hidden in the dim
lighting, body flexing up and down as she rocked back-and-forth on her feet. I
suspected she might have some mental issues going on, aside from the general
insanity. She kept doing repetitive motions of different sorts. She darted
forward, quick as a cat, then stopped dead again, only two feet away from me,
staring hard like a vulture at dying prey. 


She had me chained against the back wall, and I leaned
against it even though the wall wasn’t smooth and had a distinct chill to it.
It was hard, so hard, to keep my breathing calm and even as I faced her down.
If I hadn’t been a trained federal agent with a few years of service under my
belt, I might have cracked. Well, I would have likely cracked well before now.
The witch’s experiments on us had been nothing but torture. 


The latest round she’d subjected us to had enhanced my
physical structure. Or at least, I believe it had. I felt stronger than I had
in a long time, as if she had inserted some Hulk serum into my blood. I dearly
wanted to test it, as I felt like if I wanted, I could break these chains on my
wrists and finally put an end to this. But there was a chance I was wrong.
There was a chance that she just shot me up with some kind of adrenaline, and
if that was the case, I couldn’t botch my chance. 


Breath trying to catch and hope rising like a flood, I
waited as she slowly became careless with me—coming in closer and closer, not
keeping any kind of safe distance. A little closer, that was all I needed. 


“Why do you live?” she hissed at me, as she had the
past five zillion times. “WHY?!”


She’d come closer this time. My heartbeat ramped up
several notches and it became that much harder to keep my breathing even. She’d
never come this close before. She was within arm’s reach of me now. Had her
insanity made her careless or was it anger? 


Coming in a few more inches, she spat into my face
again, “WHY?!”


I knew the answer that would enrage her. “I don’t
know.” 


She screeched like a stepped-on cat, whirling, her back
to me as she searched for something to throw. 


This time, she wasn’t going to.


Training kicked in and I threw myself forward in one
single lunge, hands going up to her head. The chains screeched like banshees as
I pulled to their limits and then past them, locking onto her head before she
could escape. One of them might have given way but I didn’t focus on that, I
just focused on the greasy head in my hands. One hand under her chin, the other
at the top of her head, I wrenched harder than I ever have. In one smooth move,
the bones of her neck snapped. Gut churning as I felt her life flow out of her,
I stepped back, releasing my hands, allowing her to drop to the cave floor. 


For a moment, I stared down at her lifeless corpse and
just breathed, ragged pulls of breath that felt like sobs. Was she dead? Truly
dead? I kept thinking that she would have these revival powers, like those
villains in a manga, or some crazy regenerative powers like you’d find in a
superhero comic. But she didn’t move, didn’t breathe, just stared upwards with
blind, glassy eyes. 


I looked down at my wrists and felt another tidal wave
of emotion hit me, although I couldn’t sort it all out. The chains had snapped
off the cuffs. I had pulled right out of them. So, not adrenaline then. I am
She-Hulk, hear me roar? 


A slightly hysterical laugh tumbled free of my mouth.
Funny—weeks, possibly months of torture, and I managed, but freedom breaks me.
I took in a deep breath, forced myself to calm down. I could freak out and cry
later. 


Almost fumbling, I knelt down and grabbed one of her
hands, putting them on the cuffs shackling my wrists. I’d discovered with the
previous men that the cuffs were attuned to her somehow. All she had to do was
touch to release them. They fell immediately off, revealing bruised skin
underneath. Tears seeped out of my eyes—out of relief, or joy, or misery, I
didn’t know. 


Some questions you just don’t ask yourself. 


I gave myself a soft slap on the cheek as I couldn’t
fall apart yet. During the interminable amount of time in this cave, I’d spent
a lot of it analyzing the contents of this room, making a mental list of what
to grab, in what order. I went for the empty pack sitting nearby first, my
movements rock steady. After months of being incarcerated here, I should be
anything but healthy. The Hulk serum had hurt like the dickens, but I couldn’t
argue it seemed worth the payoff. Assuming it didn’t kill me in 48 hours or
something else equally dreadful. Snapping the pack open, I stuffed it full of
the bread, seasoned ham, and water jug she kept stocked nearby. Food accounted
for, I grabbed my gun next, as she’d kept all of the possessions we’d come
through with on individual shelves. I’d been eyeballing that gun for a long
time, longing for it, and it felt like a homecoming to have it again in my
hand. 


I checked it over, quick and professional, but I knew
that it was fine even as I went through the motions. She hadn’t paid a lot of
attention to it, barely gave it more than a glance before throwing it onto the
shelf. It had merely sat there gathering dust the entire time I was chained to
the wall. Seeing it lying there, just out of reach, had been maddening beyond
belief. I felt like shooting her, just because, but restrained myself. I only
had one extra clip for it and half a clip loaded, I shouldn’t waste ammunition.
Hopefully, this would be enough to get me to help. 


For that matter, I hoped a Glock was enough in this
world period. I still had no idea where I was. I just knew I wasn’t in Kansas
anymore without any ruby red slippers to teleport me home.


Okay, my threshold of a mental breakdown quickly
approached if I was making Wizard of Oz references, even in my head. 


Armed, mostly stocked, I headed out the only door in
the room, treading carefully. The witch is—was—insane enough to booby trap the
place. The word paranoid was invented for her sake. So I kept my gun up,
slipping sideways down the tunnel-like hallway, trying not to graze the walls,
as they were frankly slimy and disgusting. After not having a bath for who knew
how many months, aside from the general hose down she’d sprayed on us from time
to time, I stunk enough. 


I would’ve given my left eye for a change of clothes
and a bath. 


Other store rooms, or perhaps utility rooms, opened up
on either side of the tunnel but nothing leapt out at me. It felt like a small
eternity, but I counted three hundred and eighty-two steps before I reached a
door. Still very cautious, I nudged it open, ready to spring back at any time. 


Then I saw the sunlight streaming out over a plain of
grass and ancient trees and couldn’t remember my caution anymore. Tears brimmed
over my eyes, making them sting, and I had to blink them rapidly away as I
stepped outside for the first time in eons. I went out fifteen shaky steps until
my knees gave way, and I landed in the crunchy, spiky grass. 


For a moment, I just hunched over, crying, and trying
not to. Free. Finally free. No more noxious potions poured down my throat, or
spells that make me feel like my body was trying to turn itself inside out, or
being chained to the wall like a mad animal.


“Ding dong, the witch is dead,” I half sang, half
garbled, then laughed hysterically. “More Wizard of Oz. Oh man, I’m
really losing it, here.” 


Flopping onto my back, I basked in the sunlight, letting
the heat dry the tears on my cheeks. It felt so nice and warm, but not
sweltering. Were we in late spring? Early fall? The question fell away
unanswered, as I couldn’t force my eyes open just yet to make any observations.



Breathe, Jamie, just breathe. You survived. Those other
poor saps didn’t make it, but you survived. Because you’re an Edwards, and a
federal agent, and you don’t know how to quit. 


Huh, there was a moon hovering behind the sun. Pretty
big one, at that. “I feel like I should be looking for the yellow brick road,
or the man behind the curtain. Ugh, I’ve got to quit that. I swear, if this
planet really is called Oz, I will shoot myself.” 


Why did I keep referencing the movie that traumatized
me as a kid? 


Okay, got to move. I levered myself back up, putting
the pack on a shoulder, and looked around. I didn’t see any signs of
civilization, but that didn’t alarm or surprise me. The witch wouldn’t want
anyone near her secret lair, after all. All I saw was this clearing, lots of
trees, and I could hear a river or brook or something nearby. When in doubt,
follow the river? 


Besides, I’d love to wash some of the grime off. 


Following my ears and the scent of moving water, I went
around the cave entrance and down a little crooked path. It seemed she used
this way too, which reassured me that I could reach the water from this angle.
Going down was easy enough, only a slight grade that even in my work heels I
could have managed. I almost missed those heels. They’d given up the ghost
several weeks ago; I’d been going barefoot ever since. Barefoot and in a black
suit that was little better than rags. Let me tell you, being trapped in a suit
for several eternities was the definition of torture. 


Ah-ha, there’s my water. It looked clean and sparkling
but I knew better than to trust appearances and drink it. Bathing, however, was
no problem. Stripping everything off, I dove in and washed as best I could
without soap. It felt glorious, the water just on this side of cool, making a
fine shiver dance over my skin. As I washed, I took a better look at my
surroundings. I saw a few leaves turning red or gold, so it looked like early
fall. Oh man, good thing I’d broken out when I had. Trudging for help in
winter, barefoot, would not have been fun. 


It felt beyond repugnant to put my filthy clothes back
on, but I didn’t have a lot of other options—streaking on an alien planet was a
definite no-go. Putting the clothes in the river would not have gotten them
clean, just wet. In fact, the strongest soap in the world wouldn’t save these
clothes. I’d burn them at the first opportunity. 


Feeling more alive, I sat down long enough to eat some
ham and bread. It was the first decent food I could remember since coming here.
Ready to tackle what happened next, I resumed following the river. Towns always
cropped up near rivers. It was a universal guarantee no matter where you went,
as everyone needs a constant source of water. 


I kept my eyes and ears open as I moved, as I honestly
had no idea what kind of predators were in this world. Hopefully whatever they were,
my Glock could stop them. I stopped for a moment, ripped off the bottom part of
my slacks, and wrapped my feet. There were enough sticks and pebbles on the
forest floor to give me issues, even through my calloused skin. I’d slice my
foot open without some sort of protection. 


As I walked, I tried desperately not to think. Family,
friends, the world I knew—all of that was lost to me. I knew it with a
heartbreaking certainty. The witch had likely broken several rules to portal us
through to this world. Everything she’d done, her whole setup, had screamed
‘evil mastermind at work’ to me. And I didn’t need to know this world’s written
language to understand that her notes, what notes she took, were a complete
mess. Even she couldn’t follow them. Anyone trying to unravel what she had done
and send me home would be facing a herculean task. 


I was going to be on this planet for a very long time.
Likely until the grave. 


I looked around, trying to resign myself to the fact.
At least I’d landed in a beautiful world. It was lush and thick, including hues
of blues and purples and reds I didn’t think that plants could manage. If you
have to be stranded in an alien world, it has to be a pretty one. Them’s the
rules. 


I’d expected to die in the attempt of escaping the
witch, honestly, so I hadn’t planned much beyond that. What could I possibly do
here? I had very little information to go off of. There was magic in this
world—which was cool when not in the hands of an insane woman with the bathing
habits of a sloth—and there was breathable air. There were things I recognized,
like trees, plants, birdsong, water, which was all good. I could survive here.


Could I make a living here? 


Could I really live here?


My breath started quickening, a jittery feeling of
panic creeping over me, and I forced myself to stop. “No panic attacks,” I
ordered myself firmly. “For one thing, you don’t have the time for them. You
have to find help and shelter before night falls, which is like, eight hours
away. Assuming this world operates on a 24-hour day. Which, hey, alien planet,
it might not. Man, I suck at pep talks.” 


Keep walking.


I trudged and trudged, my gait evening out to a steady
walk. I kept waiting to feel tired, but it didn’t really happen, which made me
question again: Just what kind of potion had she shot me up with this time? As
I contemplated the question, gradually the scenery changed. Less trees, more
open areas. Okay, that was promising. Ooh, was that a barn I saw? Distance over
open areas like this were so deceiving. I wasn’t sure if that was close or not.



Leaving the river bank for a moment, I climbed to a
slightly higher vantage point to get a better look and discovered that at some
point, a road had started. I liked roads, they tended to lead somewhere. With a
smile and a sense of anticipation, I got on the road and walked down it. It
also told me something about the technological level of this world, as it was
paved with something that looked suspiciously like pavement. So, not Medieval Age,
but perhaps Victorian era? Or thereabouts? Could I even use my world’s timeline
as a base to make any judgment calls for this world? 


The witch had used spells for everything. Either way,
this was my first hint of the technological level of the civilization I’d been
pulled into. 


Following the road for about an hour—according to the
changing position of the sun, which might or might not be accurate—led me
straight into a small town. I did mean small, there might’ve been a hundred
buildings in it altogether. Was village the more appropriate word? Shrugging it
off, I struck into the town proper, looking for anyone that might be in a
uniform. 


As I got closer, several things came into focus, so
that I could finally get an up close and personal look at them. Were those…?
What the heck, those were gaslights! Like, ye old 1900s gas lights. I stared at
the lamppost on the sidewalk for a flat minute, flabbergasted. I guess some
part of me had assumed that because the witch was, well, a witch, that I’d be
stuck in medieval circumstances. Last I checked, gas lights did not fit that
bill. 


Tearing my eyes away, I panned the street in both
directions. Carriages, horses, pull carts, things I expected to see. Then there
was that car over there that looked like the early version of a Model T. In
speeding ticket red. 


Not being one for history, I struggled to remember when
Earth had a mix like this, of old and new. Was it 1900? When they were still
transitioning from gas to electric, from buggy to cars? Before or during the
Roaring Twenties? 


Could I safely assume that these people would have the
same sort of inventions as that time? Because I really, really didn’t want to
live in a world with no central A/C. 


Or hot showers. 


Or refrigerators. 


Okay, me, worry about this later. I still needed to
find help. I went back to walking up the street, forcing myself to not get
sidetracked by every little thing I saw. 


The people I passed gave me alarmed looks, which amused
me. I wanted to tell them: “You try being a captive of an insane woman that
doesn’t believe in bathing regularly and see how you look at the end of
it.” But likely that wouldn’t go over well. 


Someone, at least, grew alarmed enough by how I looked
to report me. You could always trust the busybodies in these situations. From a
very official looking building, a very short man with a prominent beard and a
solid black uniform appeared. He took a look around, spotted me, and did a
visible double take. Knowing what I must look like, I slowed my pace even
further as he jogged toward me. I frowned down at him. Wait, a dwarf? Not a
short person, but an actual dwarf? I saw pointy ears. Like, really
pointy ears. 


Holy crap on a stick, this world had dwarves?! I’d
always thought that was a Tolkien thing.


“Woman,” he said in a gruff voice that had a gentle
undertone to it, “you look like you need some help.”


“I need a lot of it,” I admitted, putting the gun
carefully into my holster and splaying a hand out, proving that I had intention
to start shooting. He relaxed visibly when I did so although he kept a weather
eye on the gun. Smart cop, this one. At least, I assumed a cop. “My name’s
Jamie Edwards. Can you tell me where I am?”


His frown deepened a smidge. “You’re in Hewitt, Miss.”


That didn’t help me whatsoever. “On, ah, what world?”


Whatever he’d expected me to ask, it wasn’t that. He rocked
back on his heels for a moment, studying me with a terribly blank expression
before stating slowly: “Draiocht.”


Right. Okay. Not Earth. I was on a totally different planet
that somehow had similarities to Earth. Lucky me? My brain wanted to hiccup
there, maybe shut down completely. I took in a slow, deep breath, and promised
myself a nice meltdown later. “Draiocht.
Right. Never heard of it, but what I do know is that I’ve been the captive of an
insane witch not far from here. I killed her and escaped about, oh, six hours
ago.” 


Everyone in the vicinity just froze. You’d think I
announced I just killed the Pope. Or maybe Voldemort.


“Describe the witch,” he requested hoarsely, eyes
bulging. 


“About this tall,” I put a hand around where my chin
was, “dark, scraggly hair, thin face, crazy as a bed bug.”


“Belladonna,” someone whispered nearby. “She’s killed
Belladonna.”


Was that her name? She’d never introduced herself. I
found this reaction interesting. The locals apparently knew who she was. Knew
her and feared her. 


The dwarf cop had to clear his throat, twice, to find
his voice again. “Miss Edwards, I’m Officer Forrest. Come with me, please.”


I followed, gaze continuing to flicker over the town as
I moved. It looked vaguely European, like one of those German tourist towns.
Well-kept place, actually; it had a nice vibe to it. Which was funny
considering who had set up shop in their backyard. I hadn’t expected her to be
this close to civilization, honestly. 


He went right through a brightly painted door, calling
out as he went, “MAYOR!”


The poor mayor. I was about to drop quite the
bombshell. 


I barely had a chance to get my bearing inside the
building. The front foyer was large enough to be a receiving room, with an
unoccupied counter to the left and a sitting area off to the right meant for
guests, as it had a couch, two chairs, and a showy fireplace. Those chairs
looked terribly inviting. I took in the change of lighting with a blink of
surprise. He had electrical lights, a recent addition, as the lines were tacked
on the outside of the wall. I stared at them hard but they didn’t look anything
like a modern light bulb. More squared off, and the light wasn’t as strong. 


Quick footsteps on the stairwell brought my head back
around. A thin man that looked more like a doctor than a mayor bustled down the
stairs, moving quick despite his advanced years, thinning eyebrows shooting up
into a nonexistent hairline when he spied me. “Forrest, who’s this?”


“This is Miss Edwards,” Forrest reported, bushy black
beard still quivering in shock. “She tells me that she was a captive of
Belladonna’s. She killed the witch and escaped this morning.”


The way he said that, you’d think he announced the sky
had fallen, and no one noticed.


Mayor stared at me hard, eyes penetrating even as he
swept from head to toe and then back again. I withstood the scrutiny calmly,
letting him get on with it, as he wouldn’t do anything that I needed him to do
until he believed me. 


Proving to be a man of action, he ordered Forrest,
“Lock down the town until I get this sorted. Tell Magus Kjell to ready a
message to Kingston.”


“Sir!” Forrest snapped out what might have been a
salute before spinning on a heel and sprinting back outside. 


“Miss Edwards, why don’t you sit?” he suggested,
ushering me into one of those inviting chairs. “I’ll need to report all of this
to the appropriate authorities. How did you kill the witch?”


“I’m a regular Shinigami,” I joked, because humor was
the only way I’d get through all of the interrogations to follow. Ahhh,
blissful chair. Long live chairs. 


“I’m sorry?” Mayor looked at me blankly, worried. 


So that word didn’t translate, eh? I’d noticed the
translation spell didn’t always work properly. I wasn’t sure if it had
something to do with me using a word that I didn’t have an inherent
understanding of, or if it was because Belladonna didn’t always do her
spellwork properly. “I killed her by breaking her neck.” 


He flinched, jaw dropping hard enough to leave a dent in
the floor. “Just like that?”


“Oh, believe me,” I assured him grimly, “there was
nothing simple about it. Mayor, I’ll happily answer all of your questions, but
first—can you get me a change of clothes? Anything will do, I’m just heartily
sick of being in these.”


Nose wrinkling, he offered me a timid smile. “I can see
why. I’ll have someone fetch them.”


“And you’re going to need some significant help if you
want to clear out Belladonna’s cave,” I tacked on, thinking that he might as
well get that in motion. “It’s full of icky and dangerous stuff. I wouldn’t let
anyone but a full trained magician with a Hazmat suit in there, honestly.”


“I’ll send messages to the appropriate people,” he
promised, reaching for a bell that I assumed would summon some minion. “While
we wait, tell me the story.” 
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Crime scenes like this weren’t elaborate, but I did enjoy
proving the idiotic assumptions wrong. Fire scenes weren’t really my specialty,
and being in the market district as I was, I had more than a fair share of onlookers
standing on the sidewalk. I suppose some people would be nervous with others
looking over their shoulder. I steadfastly ignored them, my attention turned to
the work at hand. 


I sat carefully balanced on my haunches, a wand in one hand,
a pencil in the other as I noted magical registers. I did have one, very faint,
register here above my head.  It barely registered at 2.3, hardly enough of a
presence to get more than a nod in. Another, much stronger register to my left,
looked about an 8.6, something that would make an actual impact. Which it had. 


The beat cop hovering behind me, who’d initially reported
this in, cleared his throat. “Man that owns the building claims that it’s
arson. Says he has enemies that want to torch the place.”


I shook my head before he could trot the full sentence out.
“I’m afraid that in this case it’s due to his own carelessness.”


“Not a fire hex, then?”


Was that what the building’s owner claimed? “No.” Seeing
that he had picked up the camera and taken a few pictures, I motioned for him
to come in closer. Standing, I pointed at the ceiling. “Switch lenses, you’ll
need a strong magnifier to get this on film.” 


“Something up there, sir?”


Obviously, otherwise I wouldn’t have given that direction. I
gave him a slightly scathing look, to which he looked abashed and obediently
switched to a stronger lens. 


I didn’t know this face, which made me think that he’d
barely joined the force. New cops always seemed to have little common sense.
Thankfully they also tended to accrue it after some time on the job. “There,
you see that faint outline of a hex?”


His expression said no, he really didn’t.


“It’s very faint,” I allowed. I barely recognized it for
what it was, and magic was my livelihood. “It’s an octagon shape, four inches
long, faintly silver in the soot.” 


He had to squint and move a foot in both directions before
he went, “Ah! Yes, sir. Wow, that’s faint. How did you see it?”


Lifting the wand in my hand, I gave it a small, illustrative
wave. 


“Oh, right,” he said, abashed. “Sorry, sir, first time I’ve
worked with a Magical Examiner.” 


We were rather a different subset of examiners. Every police
station had at least a pathologist, but Magical Examiners weren’t nearly as
common. It took a balance of expertise in the magical field and a willingness
to work for a questionable salary. I likely would have chosen a different
vocation except police work provided me a challenge on a regular basis. 


No one should ever underestimate the stupidity and
creativity of the human mind. 


Refocusing the young officer, I dredged up the patience to
walk him through the sequence of events. “I imagine that the building owner
thought that because he had a fire suppressant hex that it had to take a
strong, magical attack to get a fire going in here? Hence why he’s convinced
this is arson?”


The beat cop blinked at me, staring like I’d become suddenly
clairvoyant. “That’s it exactly, Doctor.” 


“I’m afraid he had far too much faith in this thing. He
likely bought it in one of those bargain bin shops.” I hated those shops.
Shoddy work, all of it, and people kept buying them because they were cheap.
“This particular hex could suppress a candle’s flame but little else. I’m not
convinced it could even stop a candle. What actually stopped the fire was the
suppressant hex from next door.” I pointed to the neighboring wall. “When it
reached that area, it activated, and fortunately his neighbor had better sense
and bought something of good quality. It kept this whole block from going up in
flames.” 


Snapping pictures as I pointed, he asked the first sensible
question I’d heard in the hour I’d been here. “So what started the fire, sir?
You seem to think it wasn’t magical.”


“Quite correct.” There was hope for this one yet. “Come,
I’ll teach you something. You’ve seen arson before?”


“Only in classroom studies, sir,” he admitted a little
shyly. 


“This might not have been covered. Electricity is only now
becoming a common household element.” I led him to the front wall, where I saw
the strongest point of contact, although I avoided kneeling. I had no desire to
ruin my trousers with the soot and debris littering this area. I had a feeling
that before it went up in flames, the shop had been crammed to the rafters.
“See this wavy pattern along the wall? Almost like it was following a straight
line.” 


The officer took a picture in a quick snap, the flash
thankfully pointed away from me, before he nodded. “Yes, sir. You say that’s
electricity?”


“I’ve seen this several times now.” In fact, I was in the
process of writing a paper on it to publish in the Kingston Police Gazette.
“When people add electricity into the buildings, they do it by anchoring the
lines on the outside of the wall, along the baseboard. I’m sure you’ve seen
this? Good, good. When something cuts into it, or water sprays against the
line, it often shorts. That causes a spark, which in turn will start a fire if
there’s anything flammable nearby. That’s what happened in this case.” 


He pulled a pad from a breast pocket and took down notes as
I spoke. I liked this. Perhaps if I invested in him quickly enough, I could
save him from being corrupted by my idiot colleague, Sanderson.


“So no water, flammables, and a good suppressant hex would
have prevented all of this?” He bumped up the cap on his head with a pencil and
gave a low whistle as he looked about. “Pity, that. No question it’s
electrical, sir?”


“None. This pattern doesn’t appear with magical fire
attacks. They tend to be concentrated in one area and are quite splashy. This
wave pattern only appears with electrical fires.” 


“Roger that, Doctor.” He snapped the pad closed and slipped
it into his pocket. 


From outside came a male voice raised in question, one I
recognized. Gerring, wasn’t it? Curious, I turned, wondering if another scene
needed my expertise. I only did field work one time out of ten, but
occasionally two scenes needed me in the same day. It was a fine time for it,
as we were nearing the end of shift, and I had promised myself this morning a
lovely steak if I managed to get through today without snapping. 


“Doctor Davenforth?” Gerring, as a Svartalfár, did not get
out of breath sprinting around. Any of the elven races could run all day if
they were inclined to do so. His race were hardy to the extreme in that sense.
Still, he looked a little flushed, ears quivering back and forth in agitation,
which did not bode good things. He hovered in the doorway, shifting back and
forth on his feet, wanting to be in motion once again. “Sir, the Evidence
Locker has been broken into.” 


For a moment his words made no sense whatsoever. Then they
did, and I quickly lunged for my bag, throwing everything back in there with
more haste than care. “How? When?”


“Fifteen minutes ago, sir, and we don’t know. It’s a right
mess, sir. Wards are in tatters.” 


As an elf, he might not be able to work human magic in the
same manner, but he could certainly sense it. “Grab that black box and put it
in the wagon.”


Both officers helped me pack up and within minutes I was
back in the driver’s seat, racing back for Fourth Precinct. Fortunately, at
this time of the night, the streets weren’t too crowded and I was able to break
the speed limit without concern. I crossed the five blocks back to my work
building and pulled around back, where the station’s pool was, next to the
Evidence Locker. The horses blew out a relieved breath when I stopped, and I
felt remotely guilty of asking them to run while pulling such a heavy load. 


Then I caught sight of the Evidence Building and every other
thought immediately went out of my head. 


‘Tatters’ didn’t do the wards justice. 


“Davenforth!”


I ignored the speaker for a moment, taking in the situation
even as I stepped fully off the carriage. The Evidence Holding Area sign leaned
sideways, hanging by a single nail and a prayer, which more or less illustrated
the situation about the building in general. Everything lay in shambles, the
shields and barriers in magical shreds, the chaos so intense it was impossible
to tell at first glance what had happened. Whatever had destroyed the shields
had done such a thorough job that it impacted the building as well, breaking
open the front doors, part of the wall, and what appeared to be several of the
shelves inside. At least, I assumed the half-decimated crates, boxes, and
scattered remains of evidence on the ground were the result of the attack. The
Department had spewed forth officers onto the scene for all the good it did
them. I saw more people running into each other and wandering around aimlessly
than anyone actually doing concrete work. 


My first task would be sending at least half of them back to
work. This trampling about did nothing more than disturb evidence, blast it.
They supposedly were professionals—who was running this circus? 


“Davenforth!” the caller said again, more insistently and
far closer. 


Sighing, I turned, speaking as I did, “Pinkerton, I just
arrived on scene, do allow me some time before you prevail—” I cut myself off
as I caught sight of the woman following him. Even though I basically lived in
my lab, I knew who she had to be. 


The Shinigami Detective. 


Strange, she didn’t look formidable, not in the overbearing
way the rumors painted her in, at least. She didn’t look womanly either, not
with that thick black hair, drawn simply and severely back from her face. She
stood tall for a woman, eye-level with me, not that it meant much as I was
rather short for a man. Her build spoke of speed and strength, and the gun on
her hip rode comfortably. I took a moment to really look at her face. She
seemed pretty, in her own way, bone structure more sharp angles than the
popular round heart-shaped face. I liked most the professionalism in her brown
eyes as they took in every facet of the disaster before finally settling on me.



“This is Detective Jamie Edwards,” Pinkerton introduced to
me. “Edwards, this is Henri Davenforth, our Magical Examiner.” 


I held out a hand and she accepted it without a blink of an
eye, her grip sure and firm. “Pleasure, Detective.”


“Nice to meet you, sir.” A nice voice, slightly husky, not
one of those shrill sopranos. 


“Davenforth,” Pinkerton continued, nearly shifting his feet
with the desire to be on the move, “Captain requests that you and Edwards work
together on this one. She’s, well, an expert on magical criminals, and this has
all the earmarks of a rogue witch breaking inside.”


‘Expert on magical criminals.’ Was that how we were phrasing
it now? Thirteen months ago, when this woman first appeared, she did so in a
flash of blood and fame by killing the most famous rogue witch in the country.
Daresay on the entire continent. I didn’t have all the details, but part of the
reason why the Department had fought so hard to bring her into the fold was
because of her history with Belladona. I wasn’t sure killing one insane witch was
enough to give her blanket confidence in situations like this, but I was
willing to withhold judgment until I saw her in action. 


“Certainly. Pinkerton, get the area clear. I can’t work with
people tramping madly about.” 


“They’re taking inventory of what’s missing—” he began to
protest, round face scrunching up into defensive lines. 


“They’re making a mess of any trace evidence the criminals
left behind,” I cut in firmly, not giving him any wiggle room. “Get them out of
here. They can take inventory after I’m done.” 


The man wanted to protest, obvious by the way he pulled his
black jacket sharply down over his paunch, but he didn’t. Spinning on a heel,
he barked out orders to stop and clear the area. 


Edwards didn’t say anything, but the set of her mouth and
the way she looked at me suggested she approved. “Pinkerton,” she called after
him. 


The man spun, the set of his mouth rebelliously close to a
snarl.


“Can you have a few uniforms canvas the area?” Edwards
requested with a sweet smile. “See if there are any witnesses. Someone might
have spotted our thieves running madly away from the area.”


Semi-appeased to be more involved, Pinkerton gave her a nod
and a tip of the hat. “I’ll get men right on it.”


“Thank you.” She watched him go for a moment, then turned
her back to him. From her pocket, she pulled out a pair of white gloves and
tugged them on. I watched in bemusement. “You wear gloves on scene?”


“Always. Less chance of me smudging fingerprints and
corrupting trace evidence.” 


I blinked at her. “Fingerprints?”


From the patient tone of her words, she’d explained this
before, at least a hundred times over. “No two individuals have identical
fingerprints. Not even identical twins. If you can find fingerprints at the
scene, you can match them up with the criminal later, and prove in a court of
law that he had been there.”


Fascinating. I’d never heard of the like and had to wonder
at the veracity of her words. “Which journal did you acquire this information
from?”


She gave me a smile that somehow seemed amused and sad all
at once. “I’ll explain it all later, if you don’t mind. Let’s process the scene
first.” 


That did seem the best option as night fell quickly at this
time of year. We had the climbing temperatures of approaching spring, but
winter’s influence lingered in short daylight hours and cold nights. Electric
lights hadn’t quite made it to this part of the yard yet, leaving only
gaslights, and those flickered badly enough to make the eyes play tricks. I
wanted to see everything I could before natural light failed me entirely.
“Detective, do you have any magical lenses on you?”


“Yes, one. I’ll use it and stay out of your hair, don’t
worry.” 


At least she was competent enough for that amount of common
sense. Daring to hope she wouldn’t blunder into my way later, I waved her on, pulling
out my own tools and equipment. Not that I needed much for my initial scan. A
journal for recording the findings in, which would become the queen’s evidence
later, two tracking crystals to record the scene in its entirety, and several
magical evidence boxes that I could store things into and preserve for later
examination. I grabbed a charcoal pencil, as well, to mark things with, tucking
it behind an ear, then swore when my curly hair pushed it out again. Catching
it, I stuck it in again, more firmly. Better. 


As I turned from the wagon, I saw the last of the officers
leave the area and huffed out a satisfied breath. Two patrolmen remained,
setting a perimeter, which I thought sensible. They chose to set it outside of
the scene’s area, and I gave them a nod of approval. They wouldn’t hinder me there.


Gathering it all up, I started recording first, as I always
did, trying to preserve the scene in as much purity as possible before I
touched anything. My black box gave a magical hum as it worked. I do so admire
recording boxes as they do an excellent job in taking a ghostly image of the
scene, something we could project later for precise examination. I’d had to
tweak these models as the projection lens and power supply were subpar, in my
opinion, but after modification, they were up to snuff now.


 I kept an eye on Edwards as I recorded, but she seemed to
realize that I couldn’t have anything disturbed at this point. Indeed, she
walked the perimeter of the brick building instead, pacing a little out, then
coming back in, studying things at every level, even getting down on her knees
at one point. 


I now understood why she wore a man’s trousers and coat, if
her scrambling about on crime scenes was the norm for her. Certainly the proper
female clothing of long skirts and billowy sleeves would hamper her in
situations like these. Even if her clothing choice bordered on immodesty, I
gave her points for the professionalism. 


Coming back to me, she stopped a foot to my left and behind.
“Can I talk to you while you work?”


“In this stage, yes.”     


“I don’t see any signs of forced entry. No smashed windows,
broken locks, or any sign of tampering.” 


I turned my head enough to frown at her. “Are you certain?”


“Not through the usual means, at least,” she clarified. In
illustration, she held up the half-moon spectacles and waved them a little. “My
magic specs are registering a strange energy absolutely everywhere so they’re
less than helpful at the moment. I know the front doors are blasted open, but
I’m not sure if that’s because they were trying to get in through the wards, or
out with their loot. How were the wards set?”


Frowning, I paused for a moment. “The wards are set to keep
evidence logged inside, not to bar entrance.” 


“So, they could feasibly have gotten in, then had to break
out in order to take the loot with them?”


“Yes, that’s correct.” 


“Then help me figure out other possible points of entry.” 


True, the run-of-the-mill magic specs issued to the
department wouldn’t be of much help here. “Give me a moment. After I’ve
finished the recording, I’ll take a comprehensive look at the doors and windows
for you.” 


“I appreciate it, thank you.” 


Silence descended, and normally I’m quite good with silence
and would leave it alone. This seemed a rather unique opportunity, however, to
get a few clarifications about this strange woman that had joined our department
four months ago. She was one of only two female detectives, the other being a
fresh faced young girl who routinely handled the female domestic troubles. Our
good queen demanded more equality in the workforce, but it hadn’t come out in
waves, only spurts, and our department had some of the few female officers in
the whole city. 


Prying was not really in my nature, but asking a few
harmless questions to satisfy my curiosity didn’t seem crass. “Where’s your
normal partner?”


“Nursing a broken nose and explaining to his wife why he
thought it a good idea to proposition his female partner,” she responded tartly,
retrieving a notebook from her front pocket.


I winced. Alright, maybe that hadn’t been such a harmless
question. 


“I can tell by that question,” she continued, eyes
thoughtful on my face, “that you really don’t know much about me. Do you.” 


When in doubt, try the truth. “I don’t really listen to much
gossip. And people are hardly banging down my door to come share the latest
juicy tidbit. My lab…distresses people.” 


“Is that right? Well. Most people, you know, lead off by
asking me why I’m called Shinigami.”


A line of tension ran through her spine, a certain air of
resignation about her features, and I had a terrible feeling that people opened
old wounds with unnecessary prying. I hoped she wouldn’t think me capable of
the same crassness, but I knew nothing of her, nor she of me. I didn’t want to
work with such obvious tension between us, so I offered candidly, “I’m of
course curious, but you don’t need to explain.”


Her eyes, those richly metallic, gold brown eyes, lingered
over my expression for a long moment. “It’s the first thing I said to the
Kingsmen when they realized I’d killed Belladonna. ‘I’m a regular Shinigami.’
For some reason the word didn’t translate automatically through my linguistic
spell.” 


“If you don’t inherently understand the word, only know it
through repetition, it wouldn’t translate,” I offered. I didn’t question why
she had a translating spell, not with her obviously foreign features. 


“Ah, is that why? Anyway, when I said it, I was being
facetious. But they took it and ran with it. Now everyone’s calling me by a
death god’s name.” Rolling her eyes, she grumbled something under her breath. 


“Is that what it means?” The inquiry fell out of my mouth
before I could check it. 


“That’s what it means. It’s a death god from another
culture. Tongue in cheek for me to be called that, as I’ve only ever killed in
the line of duty.”


Interesting. It didn’t seem to bother her much, but then
again Belladonna had been more like a mad dog that needed to be put down. “I
see. I’m not sure if you’re aware but Kingston citizens have a tendency to
attach to anything new.” 


Edwards snorted. “Tell me something I don’t know.” 


For a moment I thought she was serious, but her tone relayed
that it was a response, not an invitation to actually say something. Still, I
thought it wise to add something in this moment of candor. “You’ll be the first
female officer I’ve worked with, so if I do say something offensive, give me
warning? I’m quite attached to the set of my nose.” 


The tension eased and she grinned at me. “I don’t think I’ll
have much trouble with you. You’re already more polite than half the force
here. Or at least you’re not as offensive.”


I didn’t follow. “Offensive in what sense?”


“Most officers here feel I’ll either eat their face off or
be fine with casual deviant sex.” 


This time my whole body flinched. “Good gads, Detective,
don’t tell me you’ve been subjected to that kind of indecency from our fellow
officers!”


To my surprise, she laughed, a light and feminine sound.
“You know, I think I might like you. To be fair, only one of them had the
asinine opinions about sex. The eating face thing came from the young cadets
who got trolled.” 


I didn’t know the phrase ‘got trolled’ but I gathered the
gist of it well enough. “I do hope you reported this all to the captain.”


“No, I broke their noses and let them report why to
the captain,” she answered mock-sweetly. 


That was evil. Not that I blamed her. In her shoes, I might
have done the same. Glancing down, I saw that my recording had only a second
more before being finished. “Almost done here. If you’ll hand me that black box
with the—yes, thank you. I’ll take another recording of the exterior of the
building on all sides, then a third of the interior before we really set to
work. I can do a cursory examination of the points of entry as I record.” 


“Good. Lead the way.” 


I did so, slowly, as the recording device will take in every
jittery step if you don’t keep it steady. One of these days I’d find a better
way to do this, or invent it, but for tonight I was stuck with the normal
method. Edwards showed no impatience, shadowing my footsteps and taking
another, closer look at the exterior as we progressed. 


“These fingerprints you mentioned, how can you detect them?”
I prompted. 


“Fine charcoal dust will reveal them easily, if applied with
a soft hand and a brush,” she answered. “Fingerprints are left behind because
of the oils of the skin. It’s barely a trace and often they’re smudged or only
partial prints. Occasionally you get a full print, though, which is helpful. We
say ‘fingerprints’ but toes and feet also leave behind recognizable prints.” 


“The oils of the skin,” I repeated thoughtfully, my mind
turning over what I knew of anatomy and determining that what she suggested was
very possible. “How do you determine the difference between prints?”


“Every fingerprint has different patterns to it. There’s
arches, loops, whorls, and line movement. If you can match print with finger,
you have a win.” She shrugged, as if there was nothing magical about this
process. “It’s not rocket science.”


“I’m sorry, rocket science?”


Sighing, her shoulders slumped for a moment. “There’s far
too many idioms in the English language.” 


I received no further explanation than that. After several
seconds of silence from her end, I took it to mean she didn’t want to explain.
Clearing my throat, I restarted the conversation. “And how do you preserve
these fingerprints? I would imagine that keeping the object they’re attached to
might prove cumbersome if it’s a wall or door. Can a photograph preserve it?”


“With enough lighting, yes.” She turned to look at me,
thoughtfully. “I usually get arguments about how this isn’t a valid
investigative technique. Or how absurd it is.” 


“I have a rudimentary knowledge of anatomy,” I responded
with a quick glance up. “Your supposition is entirely possible. I’m curious
enough to put it to the test on this case.” 


“In that case,” she challenged, tone somewhere between
amusement and relief, “put on gloves.” 


Snorting, I realized that by carelessly touching anything, I
would obscure the fingerprints. “I will after I’m done recording here.” 


“Okay.” Satisfied, she went back to examining things. 


‘Okay?’ Another word I didn’t recognize. It sounded like
agreement. I made a careful mental note of it before turning my mind back to
the investigation. Nothing remained out here except some windswept garbage,
weeds poking through the cracked pavement, and a few cigarette butts. I took
those in with a frown. “They’re not supposed to smoke out here.” 


“I’ll bet you even money that some smoker came out, lit a
joint, and went back in without remembering to lock the door behind him. Our
intruders might have had some elaborate plan for breaking in, but I bet they
didn’t need it. Human stupidity got them in smoothly enough.” 


“I don’t take sure bets.” I frowned at them. “Will
fingerprints show up on paper?”


“Yes.” She took a half-step and caught herself. “Can I
gather those up?”


“In three, two, one, yes now you can.” I appreciated that
she had checked with me before moving. It would have disturbed the image
otherwise. I continued to walk as she gathered them up into a small envelope
and clearly labeled it with a pen before catching up with me. 


“I checked the door and it is locked,” she observed, turning
to walk backwards for a moment. “Either our theory is false or the idiot
realized an unlocked door would reflect badly on him and found a moment to
relock it.” 


“A theory we’ll test,” I promised her. 


“Finished here?”


“Yes. At least with the recording.” Closing the boxes back
into my bag, I hefted the strap onto my shoulder and headed back around to the
front. I put everything down again and reached for a different set of tools,
recording journal and wand. Using both, I gave a quick and dirty analysis of
the area and frowned at the readings. 


“What are you seeing?” she prompted.


“Madness.” I didn’t know quite how else to explain it. “The
wards are in tatters, as Gerring reported to me, but it’s more than that.
They’re masticated, as if a giant hand shredded right through the center of
them. You said that you saw a strange energy with the magical glasses?”


“Yes, a sort of bright green glow splashing around.” 


“I see it as well, in numbers, but it’s not from an energy
source that I recognize.” My cerebral fascination did a sharp uplift even as my
curiosity rose. Even though I wasn’t happy that someone had broken into my
workplace, I did love challenging cases like this.


Edwards stared straight at the building, tone ruminative.
“This isn’t a rogue witch breaking in.”


“Not in the usual meaning of the word, no,” I agreed
readily. “This is something else entirely.” The last of the numbers scrawled
out over the page, and they were strangely high. Higher than necessary to break
through a single building’s ward. Something about it set alarms off in the back
of my mind but I had no answers at this point. I carefully put it all away,
gesturing for my impromptu partner that it was safe to enter the building.


We entered the building cautiously. The way things
precariously balanced on top of each other, often barring any sort of entrance,
made our attempt at forward locomotion challenging to say the least. 


Edwards plucked at my sleeve, her head inclining toward the
right. “This way. I see a clear path in. No doubt the one they used for a quick
exit.” 


Following her lead, I found her to be correct—the clutter
didn’t prevail so thickly here. They had indeed left themselves a clear path. 


“Now we take fingerprints.” From her jacket pocket, she took
out a slim wooden case and drew out a glass jar with a screw top. She flicked
it off with a practiced rotation of the wrist, then drew out something that
bore a remarkable resemblance to a woman’s powder brush. Dipping the brush into
the charcoal grey powder, she went around the door handle carefully.


I knelt at her side and watched with some surprise as
fingerprints appeared under the brush, taking on the dark grey color of the
charcoal powder. Some of them were smudged looking, others pristine but looked
like only half a finger. I breathed, “Remarkable.”


Edwards shot me a smile before bending back to the task. She
even brushed over the inside of the door handle, making a grunt of satisfaction
when she picked up a print there. “I count two prints, three partials.” 


As I didn’t see a camera anywhere about her person, I
inquired, “Should I fetch a camera for us? My recording devices aren’t good at
focused details such as these.” 


“No need,” she assured me. From inside her case, she brought
out a flat roll of what looked to be tape but it was oddly clear. With expert
precision, she tore off a piece and carefully levered it over the print. 


“Where in the world did you acquire clear tape?” I asked. 


“Had it made for me. I have friends in high places,” the
last part she said jokingly. “You’re not the first to find fingerprints
interesting.”


“I’d wager not.” Anticipating what she would do next, I took
out a spare notebook and offered it to her. 


She half turned, mouth open to speak, which she closed as
she took in the proffered book. “Well. You are quick on the uptake, aren’t you?
Thanks.” 


It pleased me that I had surmised her next steps correctly.
She carefully took the tape back off, applying it to the blank page, and made a
notation for where it was taken from. She repeated the process for each
fingerprint that she found, even the partial ones.


My mind went ahead, taking what she had told me, and
offering possible scenarios. “You think that if we amass enough fingerprints at
enough crimes, we can not only prove the criminal was at the scene for this
occasion, but others?” 


“That’s precisely what will happen. Assuming I can train and
convince enough people to do this at every crime scene.” Edwards closed up her
kit enough to stand.  “Let’s continue.” 


I wondered at her confidence but it seemed to me that she
spoke out of experience. Her tone and manner indicated that, at least. 


Where was this woman from? I felt certain she did not hail
from Kingston. She didn’t have the right looks, to start with, nor did her
carriage conform with this culture. Her accent, manner, phrasing, and attire
all shouted of a foreign culture. One with which I had no familiarity. And this
technique, so useful for police work, which I had never even heard a whisper of
before, where had that come from? 


Also strange to me were the multitude of magical spells
twined about her. I counted a language translating spell, a stasis spell, a
general health spell, an emergency code, and others so jumbled up together I
couldn’t begin to untwine them with my eyes alone. Detectives could not afford
this sort of spellwork, not the intricate type encasing her, at least. 


Jamie Edwards, who are you really? 


Not a mystery I could solve immediately. I’d need to bide my
time and observe a little longer. Setting it aside for now, I focused again on
the task at hand. Each crate that we passed, with its half-spilled contents,
drew our attention. It never ceased to amaze me what could be collected as
evidence in a case. Weapons, of course, but also clothes, watches, jewelry. I
even saw a doll protruding out of one box. Several times, Edwards bent down to
dust something she thought a human hand would touch. Sometimes it produced
results, sometimes not. As she did this, a thought occurred. “How do you know
that these fingerprints are the criminals and not the officers on duty?”


“I don’t,” she responded calmly, not ruffled by the
question. “I’ll need to take the fingerprints of everyone that worked here and
compare them to rule them out. It’ll be a process of elimination. I can do it
when I interview them later.” 


It made sense, and I’d expected the answer, but I’d hoped
that she would detail how fingerprints could be told apart. Apparently, I would
have to hover when she worked on them and make my own observations.


The front desk remained unmanned at this point, although as
soon as we gave them clearance, the duty officers would be back inside. The
stretch of wooden counter looked strangely vulnerable without any people behind
it. We moved past it, toward the rows of shelving taking up the rest of the
building. I took note as we walked inside, eyes darting to either side of the
aisles, seeing all sorts of evidence. Some of it common detritus—clothing and
weapons used in crimes—but other sorts had considerable value. I saw finely
printed hexes, some jewelry, and even one box that held a denomination of cash
inside that pulled a silent whistle from me. “They didn’t come here for
monetary gain.”


Pausing, Edwards glanced at me thoughtfully over her
shoulder. “You see that too, do you?”


I gestured toward the box of unopened cash. “It’s
intuitively obvious by what they left behind.”


“Yes, elementary, one might say.” She grinned at her inside
joke, and I could tell from her expression, she was silently laughing on some
level. “I agree they were after something in particular. We’ll have to wait for
the inventory to know what. But it might give us a clue on their motivations,
which I could sorely use right now. If they weren’t here for money, then what
were they after?” 
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I normally didn’t take statements, converse with sketch
artists, or anything else along the investigative line. My proficiency resided
in Magical Examination, as denoted on my lab door, and my expertise lay in
deciphering the remains of magic in crime scenes. Or at least, in theory, that
was all I dealt with. Unfortunately, life was never quite that clear cut and I
often found my services overlapping with the coroner’s or what have you. But
our work lay in the minutiae, generally, not in flatfoot investigative
techniques. 


So I might have been slightly out of my depth when Edwards
made a beeline inside for the main building, heading straight for the
breakroom. Upon her entrance, several other officers quickly vacated, slipping
sideways to get around her and through the door. I found their behavior odd.
Edwards didn’t look upset, she certainly wasn’t exhibiting any signs of lashing
out, so why did they so quickly avoid her? 


Edwards ignored this and seemed to know exactly who to look
for as she entered the slightly dingy room without pause. “Gerring!”


The dark-haired young Svartalfár popped out of his seat in
sheer reflex, coffee sloshing out of his mug as he moved, jerking an oath from
his lips as it sloshed over his wrist. He looked more than a little rattled by
who was calling for him. “Yes si—er, ma’am?”


“Gerring, you were on duty tonight?” Edwards briskly grabbed
a towel from the sink nearby and tossed it to him. 


He cast her a thankful smile as he caught it and dabbed up
the mess. “Yes, ma’am. Well, that is to say, I came on about three hours ago.
Before that was Dreyfus.” 


From a breast pocket, she pulled out a slim notebook and
pencil, which she scribbled a note into. “Did anyone suspicious come in today?
Someone you haven’t seen before?”


“Couldn’t tell you, ma’am,” Gerring answered solemnly. “I
never made it to the building before we heard what had happened. As soon as I
came on, they sent me to fetch Doctor Davenforth.” 


Edwards paused in her notetaking and gave him quite the look
for that. “Duty switch is when?”


“Six o’clock, ma’am,” he answered, unusually light eyes
nearly disappearing into his dark skin as he gave a slight grimace, as if
realizing from her tone how unhappy she was to hear that he’d not been at his
station on time. His pointed ears went flat against his head, a sure sign he
felt uneasy. “Can I take this from the top, ma’am?”


“Please do, Gerring. I have the feeling it would go better
for you that way.” 


“I came in ten ’til, as usual,” Gerring phrased carefully,
as if navigating through a minefield, “and Dreyfus met me at the door. He had
something going on tonight, so he’d locked the building and passed on the daily
report to me, asked if I would run it by the captain. I said sure, he handed me
the building’s key, then he went home. Think it was his anniversary, ma’am.” 


“He flogged the glass?” I frowned at this but truly, it
wasn’t a complete breach of protocol as long as the building had been left
securely. And technically, Dreyfus had made sure that Gerring was on premises
and alerted before leaving. He’d done everything by the book. 


Edwards apparently realized this as well as she didn’t argue,
although the frown furrowing her brows deepened. “I don’t know that term.”


“It means to leave your watch ahead of schedule,” I
explained. It was a common enough phrase and I found it strange she hadn’t
heard it before now.


“Ah, I see. Thanks.” Her expression cleared somewhat and she
encouraged the young officer, “Go on, Gerring.” 


“We had some unusual things in Evidence, including two we
thought might need some magical expertise,” he inclined his head in my
direction meaningfully, “so I spent longer over the report with Captain than
usual. Maybe fifteen minutes? I was still in his office when the alarm went
up.” 


“What time exactly did the alarm sound?” Edwards prompted. 


“6:05, ma’am. It was Sanderson that raised it, as he went to
log something in and found the building in tatters.” 


Fifteen minutes. The thieves had hit within fifteen minutes,
into a magically protected building that would put most banks to shame, and out
again with no one the wiser. I did not like the sound of this at all. 


The fact Sanderson had discovered the theft added more bile
on top of my unease.


Edwards paused, tapped the end of the pencil thoughtfully
against her mouth, and asked the question that I already knew the answer to.
“Why didn’t Doctor Sanderson process the scene if he was already on premises?
Why send for Doctor Davenforth?”


“It was end of shift for Doctor Sanderson, ma’am,” Gerring
managed to say in a completely neutral tone. 


Her eyes went flat, the very definition of Not Amused. “I
see.”


“Captain said to fetch Doctor Davenforth,” Gerring tacked on
helpfully. 


“Which he did.” I felt unsurprised in the least that
Sanderson had shifted the duty over to me. Just as well, too—he would have
botched it. 


“And you can’t think of anyone unusual that visited, in say,
the past two or three weeks?” Edwards pressed. 


“No one visits after six o’clock while I’m on duty but other
officers,” Gerring answered with a shrug. “But I think Dreyfus mentioned some
hoopla or other two weeks back. Something about reporters? I didn’t follow it,
as I had a bad head cold at the time.” 


I cast Edwards a glance and we silently agreed that while it
might be nothing, we’d follow up with it. 


“Thank you, Gerring,” Edwards said kindly. “I might have
follow up questions for you later, but for now, can you go through your
inventory and see what was taken?”


“Yes ma’am, of course; am I clear to go in now?”


“Not just yet.” She pointed an authoritative finger towards
the small round table. “Sit. I need your fingerprints.”


He obediently sat even as he trotted out a puzzled, “My
fingerprints?”


Edwards kindly explained her actions as she opened the
notebook I had given her and, with a pad of ink from her box, painstakingly
took each of Gerring’s fingerprints. I noted the technique, of how she rolled
each finger on the page in order to get the side of the prints as well. Then
she labeled which finger and which hand each print came from. It was so
thoroughly scientific that it inherently delighted my organizational soul. 


Gerring, bemused as much by the experience as the
explanation, didn’t fight it and gingerly went to wash his hands after she
finished. Considering his dark skin, I couldn’t tell if this effort to remove
the ink met with any success. 


Gingerly, he repeated his earlier question, “Can I return to
work now?”


“You can, yes, we’ve done everything we can there for now.” 


Happy to be out of the tense interview, the young officer
abandoned his half-empty mug in the sink and nearly skipped out the door. 


“They’re very good, our thieves,” she mentioned, an apropos
to nothing in particular. 


Something about the confidence of her tone made me glance
around at her in askance. “I agree, but why do you say so?”


“Fifteen minutes isn’t much time in which to break through
all of this magical shielding,” she waved a hand to indicate the building and
its protections in general, “find what they want, grab it, and escape far
enough that a quick search doesn’t give us any clues on where they fled.
Regular Pink Panthers, these guys.” 


The reference went straight over my head and I chose not to
follow through on it. I saw her point and frowned for a moment. “So either
these are professional thieves, well trained in their vocation or—”


“Or we have military trained thieves,” she finished wryly.
“Not a comforting thought either way.” 


No, indeed not. “If that’s the case we’ll likely not find
any evidence to link to them.”


“I wouldn’t give it good odds, no.” She looked at the wall
clock, noting the time. “If it is the man’s anniversary, he likely won’t be at
home. We’d do better to just wait for him to come on duty tomorrow before
interviewing him. Doctor Davenforth, I believe you technically got off shift an
hour ago?”


“You are correct.” I felt ill at ease leaving her to do any
investigative work without me. I fully believed her capable of defending
herself if the need arose but at the same time, detectives worked in pairs for
a reason. As her partner, it would behoove me to stay with her as much as
feasibly possible. “Is there some other lead you wish to follow tonight?”


“I’m afraid I can’t think of anything else to do at the
moment. Gerring is the only one on night shift, so that’s covered. We need day
shift’s fingerprints, but it’ll have to wait for morning. Other than that, we’re
waiting on other people to supply us with answers. We might as well rest while
we can.” 
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 I confess I love food. Perhaps too much. Well, no, to be
perfectly frank I knew I loved it too much because the extra padding around my
stomach was a mute testament to that. I sat in my kitchen, trying to come up
with something to cook for myself, but the smell coming in through my open
window distracted me utterly from this pursuit. How could I think of other food
when I couldn’t identify that rich, spicy scent? 


Inhaling another deep breath, I followed my nose to the
window, navigating around my high-backed sofa and wing-backed chair as I did
so, focusing entirely on that delightful smell. Chicken was involved somehow.
And…apples? 


A knock sounded on the door. It came hesitantly, a pause
between each soft rendition, and I knew instantly who stood on the other side.
Only one person in my acquaintance knocked like that. Sighing, I put on a
patient face and headed for the door, greeting my landlady as I opened the
portal. “Mrs. Henderson, how are you?”


“I’m fine, dear, thank you, but there’s a little trouble out
front.” She hesitated, reaching up to pat her greying hair into place and gave
me a game smile. “I do hate to trouble you, it’s just…well, you know, getting a
repairman in takes days sometimes.” 


This was not the first time she’d requested my aid. Likely
wouldn’t be the last, either. With my knowledge of magic and my intense
interest in machines, I (un)fortunately knew how to fix a great deal. “What’s
the trouble?”


“It’s the front lights, dear. They won’t turn on.” The
wrinkles around her brown eyes deepened, mouth pulling down into lines of
distress. 


Frowning, I stepped out, absently shutting my door behind
me. That was troublesome. The front steps to the apartment had a certain
steepness to them and something about the angle of the building encouraged both
water and ice to accumulate. Descending them in dim lighting would surely lead
to an accident. I now understood her concerns. “Let me take a look.”


“Thank you, dear, I know it’s troublesome, and you with that
demanding job too.” 


“It’s no trouble,” I assured her, even though it was. Still,
I preferred to tackle the problem than to have an injury. Injuries led to
complaints, yelling, and tension. I abhorred tension. 


As I followed her down the stairs, I couldn’t help but ask,
“That spicy, rich aroma, do you know which room that’s coming from?”


“Likely from that foreign woman,” Mrs. Henderson responded
promptly. “She moved in a month ago, rather pretty, but…” here her voice
dropped to a scandalous whisper, “She does dress in an unconventional style.
Downright scandalous, I say. Still, she’s been kind to me, and so far has kept
to herself, which is more than I can say of others. Why do you ask, dear?”


“It smells quite enticing,” I responded. We had a female
lodger? Here in this building? I thought Mrs. Henderson the only woman. Most of
the rooms, sixteen in all, had bachelors like myself in them. “I’ve never
smelled the like and wondered what it was.” 


“I’m sure I don’t know, dear.” Turning the corner, she came
into the tiled front foyer and went to the knob switch near the front door,
turning it and demonstrating the complete lack of lighting on the other side of
the front door. “You see?”


“I do.” Frowning, I bent closer to the knob, wondering if
perhaps something had shorted out the line. Mrs. Henderson had had the new
lights installed barely six months ago; they were surely too new to develop
problems now. I didn’t see any signs of fire, nothing scorched. Frowning, I
went outside to the front and checked the lights over. The fixture itself
seemed fine, nothing about it untoward, but I noticed a certain darkness inside
the bulb.


Ah. An easy problem, then. “Mrs. Henderson, it appears the
bulbs have burned out. Don’t be alarmed, it will happen now and again, and it’s
easy to fix. I’ll run out and buy some replacements. It shouldn’t take five
minutes to fix.” 


“Oh, thank you, dear.” She put a relieved hand to her heart,
a smile lighting up her face, emphasizing the crow’s feet around her grey eyes.



With a wave to her, I went to the local mercantile store on
the corner, bought the bulbs, and returned without any adventure. I had the
cover off on the first one, unscrewing the bulb, when Mrs. Henderson opened the
door and popped her head out. “I just ran into our female tenant. She said it’s
something called cur-ry and wanted to know if you would like a plate?”


I blinked at this offer and froze mid-motion. “She’s
offering to share?”


“She said the least she could do for your help was cook you
dinner. She nearly slipped coming in from work, you see.”


Ah. Being an intelligent man, I informed her gravely, “Please
tell her I thank her for the offer and accept.” 


Winking, Mrs. Henderson retreated back inside. 


I didn’t rub my hands like a giddy schoolboy, but it was a
near thing. Not only did I not have to cook, I got to try something new as
well. My attitude was much improved as I returned to the task at hand. 


The bulbs burned even brighter than before when I flicked
the lights on. Satisfied, I cleaned up and threw the rubbish away before
heading upstairs. I didn’t know how dinner would come to me, nor which room my
hostess lived in, but found that I didn’t need such knowledge. In front of my
door sat a plate with a dome wicker cover, practically exuding that wonderful
aroma, making my mouth salivate. I lifted it carefully, removing the covering,
and found a plate mounded over with rice and a yellow-tan sauce with chunks of
potatoes, carrots, chicken and…yes, that did look like apple. I inhaled deeply
and smiled. 


I’d have to ask Mrs. Henderson later whom to return the
plate to, with heartfelt thanks, but for now I entered my apartment and went
straight for my table. I would not let the food get cold. Fetching a fork, I
dug in and took a tentative bite. 


Bliss. 


I’d never had something like this before. It possessed a
rich flavor, an underlying sweetness with a hint of spice that gave a kick in
the aftertaste. Delighted, I dug in with more gusto. This foreign tenant was a
truly marvelous cook. I might have to bribe her somehow into cooking other
things for me. No, disregard that, I WILL bribe her into cooking for me. 


In a depressingly short amount of time, I cleaned the plate,
then stared at it mournfully. Perhaps I should have tried savoring it? Although
I detested cold food. 


Despite the fact that I felt perfectly full, my mouth craved
more of it. Grumbling a little to myself, I dutifully got up and went to the
sink, washing the dishes and leaning them in the rack to air dry. Cur-ry, eh?
I’d never heard of it before. What nationality was this new tenant? 


I had two projects started in my spare bedroom, ready for my
time and attention, but I found I couldn’t turn my mind to them tonight.
Instead I grabbed three chocolates from the open box on my counter and went to
the wing-backed chair, settling into it, eyes blindly staring out of the
window. 


Jamie Edwards. 


Too many things about the woman didn’t make any sense to me.
I knew her to be foreign and yet couldn’t pin her nationality even after
spending several hours with her. And how had a foreign woman, after only thirteen
months in the country, gain the necessary citizenship rights and training to
become a police officer? Kingston’s rules dictated someone had to live in
country for at least a year before they qualified to even apply for
citizenship. 


‘I have friends in high places’ she’d said. High enough to
get her a special dispensation for citizenship? But then why, if so highly
connected, choose to work as a detective? I knew she had some proficiency at
it, she’d demonstrated as much. Police work was hardly a chosen vocation for
most women and yet she must have had prior training in order to be so competent
at the work now, barely four months working in our precinct. 


A study in complexity, our Detective Edwards. 


Popping the last chocolate into my mouth, I got up and
stoked up the stove, rising the temperature of the apartment enough that I
shouldn’t have to get up again during the night to stoke the fire. If those
blasted radiators weren’t so expensive to install, I would have already bought
one. I would dearly love to be shed of the smoke and labor of a stove. 


I went to bed that night with the idle thought that perhaps
on the morrow, I would be able to unravel a little more of both mysteries I had
been handed today.   
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“What was stolen from the Evidence Locker?” I
demanded—no—begged for the repetition. I didn’t hold much stock in auditory
hallucination, but in this moment I rather hoped for it. 


Dreyfus stared at me with a slightly poleaxed expression—doubtless
because I had never asked him to repeat anything in the ten years we’d worked
together—tugging at his dark goatee for a moment before uncertainly repeating,
“A kris, foreign make, something called Beautiful Shield?”


I slammed a hand down against my lab worktable as I swore,
loud, long, and creatively before belatedly realizing that my female partner sat
right next to me at the desk. Flaming red, I gave her a quick glance, but she
didn’t seem to really take offense at this. One of those dark, sculpted
eyebrows arched in surprise, but no condemnation could be found in her
expression. Nonetheless, I didn’t want my nose broken, so forced out, “My
apologies, Detective, for my language.” 


“Not at all,” she assured me, mouth quirked into something
that might be amusement. “I take it from your reaction that this is dangerous?
You know what this is?”


“I do, and it might or might not be dangerous; it depends
how conversant our thieves are in magic lore.” Growling at the back of the
clipboard in Dreyfus’s hands I jabbed a finger at it as I demanded, “It was
Sanderson, wasn’t it?”


Wincing, Dreyfus confirmed, “Sanderson submitted it to
evidence.”


“That da—” remembering at the last second, I changed the
oath into something milder. “Sodding imbecile. If he wasn’t sleeping
with the police commissioner’s daughter, he’d have been fired for incompetence
by now. This is by far the stupidest thing he’s ever done.” 


Edwards tilted her chair back a fraction, letting it rest on
the back legs. “I understand that he accidentally set fire to his own lab three
years ago by not properly containing a beaker. Nearly took out the whole east
wing of this building. You’re saying it’s worse than that?”


“Yes,” I ground out between clenched teeth. My fingers beat
a heavy staccato against the table, the action and sound soothing enough that I
didn’t do what impulse dictated. Which was to find the nearest blunt object and
introduce it to Sanderson’s frontal lobe. I also found it strange that this
woman, supposedly a magical expert, didn’t recognize what the kris was. It was
rather well-known in mythology. Then again, Dreyfus looked equally clueless, so
perhaps not as well-known as I assumed. Grudgingly, I bent enough to explain, “Kris
taming Sari is its proper name, sometimes translated as either Flower
Shield or Beautiful Shield. It’s a type of foreign knife, about the length of a
man’s forearm. According to legend, it’s a kris so skillfully crafted that any
wielder supposedly becomes unbeatable.” 


Edwards let out a low whistle, the chair coming forward to
rest properly on all four legs again. “How viable is this myth?”


“Well,” Dreyfus glanced down at his notes before offering
dryly, “It was used in a murder where a petite woman killed the thief who broke
into her house. Thief turned out to be a former Marine, outweighed her by five
stone.”


“And that answers that question,” Edwards stated to no one in
particular. “Right. So would the thieves steal it because of its fame? Or
because it makes them a regular Hulk?”


I had to infer what she meant and wished I held the answer
to that question. “There’s unfortunately a third possibility. With an artifact
of this age, with this sort of intricate spellwork, it would be invaluable as a
source. Siphon the magic off of it properly, it would be perfect to use as a
focusing tool for any spellwork you care to name.” 


Edwards sighed and pressed two fingers to the bridge of her
nose. “This just gets better and better. Alright, motivation is unclear for
now, but how did they know it was here? Even the man that submitted it to
evidence—”


“You mean the moron that submitted it to evidence,” I
corrected, unable to believe how imbecilic Sanderson had been in this case.
Well, no, sadly I could believe it. Therein lay the problem. 


“—didn’t know what it was,” Edwards continued with a glance
at me that proved strangely unreadable. “So we know he wasn’t carrying tales
out of school. How did they know it was there? They obviously did, they went
straight for it and took absolutely nothing else.” 


“I don’t think the location of the kris was bandied about by
the police at least,” Dreyfus answered forthrightly, straddling his chair comfortably.
“Everyone seemed genuinely confused on what I referred to. I had to explain to
a few of them what a kris was.” 


“I would think because of its part in The Tragedy of Hellana
and Her Daughter, people would at least know what a kris is,” I grumbled to no
one in particular, my fingers stilling on the worktable’s scarred surface. “But
I suppose it’s an unusual weapon in this part of the world after all. So you
have no idea how our thieves discovered the kris was here?”


“Oh, I didn’t say that,” Dreyfus corrected. “It turns out
the local paper ran an article on this event, which is no surprise, as the
woman who fended off the attacker is the alderman’s wife.” 


I nodded, showing that I followed. 


“The alderman’s a bit of a collector of unusual weapons and according
to the report the wife gave, she went for the first thing at hand to defend
herself with. Luckily for her, she went for the right thing. The story caught
enough attention that a few reporters started digging for more of a story, and
one enterprising young woman managed to sneak in to the Evidence Locker and got
a picture of it for the paper.” 


My eyes closed in fatalistic understanding even as a
headache threatened to beat a drum in my temples. “You let her photograph
the kris?”


Dreyfus faltered, for the first time looking uncertain in
his report. “She’s just a young reporter.”


Edwards batted her eyes in mock-innocent confusion, sarcasm
heavy in her tone. “But she was young, attractive, well dressed, charming, she
couldn’t possibly be a criminal.” 


Realizing his mistake, Dreyfus winced. 


“It’s those ha’ penny novels of bad adventure stories that
always paint criminals as ugly fiends; that’s why the public thinks beauty
equates goodness,” I growled, my frustration rising. 


“Wait until the technology catches up for you to have
movies,” she told me cryptically. “It only gets worse from there. Well,
apparently that’s how our thieves learned about the kris. First from the
newspaper article, which gave them a hint that something magical and valuable
had been used in a crime, and then they sent some sweet young thing in to get a
proper look and verify where it was. Classic approach, really, but it is
classic for a reason.”


“Because it works.” I was not going to beat my head against
the desk, no matter how tempting. I pinned Dreyfus with a look. “Do you
remember this girl?”


“Yes?” Realizing what I meant, he hastily promised, “I’ll
sit down with a sketch artist.”


“Do,” Edwards ordered primly. “Now would be good.” 


Taking the hint, Dreyfus quickly scooted out the door before
we could catch him at anything else. 


Edwards watched him go, then snapped her fingers. “Krikey, I
forgot to get his fingerprints.”


“Go,” I encouraged her, mind already turning to the other
problem: how the thieves got in. “I need to ascertain how they achieved
entrance past the wards.” 


“Sounds like a fair division of labor to me,” she agreed
equably. Uncrossing her legs, she gained her feet and headed for the door.
“I’ll come by later so we can compare notes.” 


Waving her away, I made a mental note to lodge a formal
complaint again against Sanderson. For all the good it would do. Still,
I wanted a long paper trail detailing the man’s stupidity so that when the love
affair finally died—I didn’t give it another three months, really—the captain would
have ample cause to fire the idiot. 


I left the ‘visitor friendly’ section of my lab behind,
crossing the painted line on the floor, because certain idiots (Sanderson)
needed that line to keep them from blundering into things. Two of the walls had
floor to ceiling shelves, holding numerous bottles of every possible element
and sample as well as the tinctures I needed in order to properly test things.
The other wall was taken up with my equipment. I have one of the largest work
spaces in the entire department, but I had still been forced to build a table
to dominate the middle of the space, each side made of bookshelves, so that I
had a place for all of my reference books. 


Really, they should just give in to the inevitable and knock
that other wall down, expand the area so that I could have Sanderson’s
workspace as well. I do his work anyway, there was no point for the idiot to
have an office. 


Grumbling to myself, I put the readings I’d made yesterday up
along one wall, near the projector, and aligned one of the destroyed charms on
the work table so that I could study both the image and the tattered shield. 


Every good shield—especially building wards like these—had
at least four points of contact with the object it protected. Because I had
made some of these protections, it had eight, almost the strongest one could go
without putting considerable arcane power behind it. It thereby had an octagon
shape to it, with an eight-pointed star that channeled power from the center,
pouring it out onto the edges. In its prime, it had very precise spellwork
inscribed along each line of the star, both sides of each line, with the power
levels and energy outflow dictated by the numbers written in the centermost
circle. If I hadn’t crafted it myself, I wouldn’t be able to recognize it now. I
poked at the shield, nothing more than scrap metal and paint now, mouth pulling
up into a moue of irritation. 


Sixteen shields covered the Evidence Locker, all either of
this strength or a comparable strength, and a group of thieves had shredded
through it like rice paper. It boggled the mind. 


Normally with this kind of destruction of a shield, the
building itself didn’t survive. I had seen something similar to this before,
but then, a tidal wave had crashed into the building. Even the strongest of
wards couldn’t withstand that type of natural fury. But the Evidence Locker
still stood, with damage to the front of it, certainly, but that was almost
more cosmetic than structural. 


I had a feeling I knew the answer, but I went through the
proper steps anyway. I examined the shield with wand, magic lens, and finally
with a minute examination by my eyes and a magnifying glass. It didn’t tell me
anything I didn’t already know. 


Magic hadn’t destroyed it. 


Sinking back on the stool, I stared blindly ahead. This made
no sense whatsoever. 


“Knock, knock.”


I turned, stool squeaking a little in protest at the abrupt
movement, and found Edwards standing with her toes right on the line. She gave
me a smile as she asked, “Safe for me to come in?”


“Please.” I waved her to the stool next to me and took a
moment to ascertain the time on the mantel clock. I’d only been working twenty
minutes. She’d already collected all of the appropriate fingerprints in such a
short amount of time? 


Something must have shown on my face as she grimaced. “I’ve
hit a road block of sorts. There’s strong resistance to me collecting
fingerprints.”


I didn’t need to ask any further questions. Her fierce,
alarming reputation alone was enough to strike nervous jitters in most men, and
demanding that they hold still for a procedure they’d never heard of likely was
the last straw. Short of wrestling them to the ground, she wouldn’t be able to
get their fingerprints, and such a move would be counterproductive on her part.
“Perhaps I should accompany you. I’ve wanted to learn more about the process.”


Edwards shot me a look of abject relief. “It will certainly
go faster that way. I have a list—there’s only four people we need to get
fingerprints from. The two day-duty officers, Doctor Sanderson, and the
coroner’s.”


I’d lay odds that Sanderson would squawk the loudest. He
might hit a whole new register, actually, as he tended to either yell or squeak
during confrontations. Standing, I shed my lab coat as I moved, hanging it on
the peg near the door. “Perhaps after we’re done, you’d show me how you match
them? You mentioned whorls, and lines, and loops earlier, but I’m not sure what
you meant by it.” 


Beaming at me, she promised, “I’d be pleased to. It’s a
shame we can’t use your projector. That would speed things right along.” 


“The projector?” I thought about it. “Ah, because we took
the prints with dust and paper. True, if I had collected them magically, we
might have been able to put them up.” 


“Right. We could have put each fingerprint over each other,
making it an instant yes/no answer for a match. I don’t suppose you have any
magical way to MacGyver that?”


I had to intuit what she meant as, of course, the term was
foreign to me. The idea intrigued me and sent my mind whirling. “Actually, I
might. But let’s focus on getting your prints first, before everyone disappears
to lunch.” 
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With me collecting the fingerprints, we were able to manage,
although, as predicted, Sanderson squeaked and flailed like a strangled rodent.
I believe he was a mouse in a previous life. It would explain much. 


Edwards, as promised, ran me through the basics of
fingerprint analysis. I also found a way to carry the fingerprints over via an
inscription spell, making them larger and easier to lay on the projector’s
surface. Edwards, delighted, hummed a ditty under her breath as she worked. 


Fascinating though it proved to be, I had other work
demanding my attention. We split duties, she focusing on the fingerprints, I on
the magical spectrum. I paid her half a mind, mostly to make sure the projector
operated smoothly. 


With a sigh, she sat back and announced, “I have all of the
fingerprints accounted for. We have six left over that don’t match our lot.”
Raising a hand to knead the back of her neck, she turned her head this way and
that, working the kinks out. “If I’d had a computer, this wouldn’t have taken
nearly as long.” 


I glanced at the clock on the far wall and blinked. Had we
truly been at this for nearly three hours? And what did she mean: com-what? 


Inclining her head toward the shield, she inquired, “How
goes your end?”


“I’ve yet to determine what they used to get through the
shields,” I answered, lifting and tilting it toward the light, “but this I can
say with certainty: it wasn’t magical.” 


“Really? I didn’t expect that.” She leaned forward a little,
staring at the shield harder. 


If she had any magical ability, I couldn’t detect it.
Edwards looked strange to me, as if she were in magical flux and yet under a
heavy stability spell at the same time. Most magical cores had a steadiness to
them, like a warm coal. Edwards’ looked more like a wildfire in a heavy
windstorm, on the verge of either erupting into an open conflagration or going
out completely. The only thing that kept her core from doing either was the
very intricate stability spell locking her in place. I couldn’t begin to guess
why it was like this and felt it would be offensive to ask. No one would be in
that state without it being very personal and likely traumatic. But that meant
I had no idea if she could sense or see something about the shield or not. 


“Nor I. I expected a very powerful shield-breaking hex of
some sort, as thieves have very little other recourse. The one thing that I’m
sure of is that they used their method, whatever it might be, to break in.”


That brought her head up sharply. “How can you tell?”


“It’s the angle the wards were attacked in. Now that I have
them off the building, it’s easy to see.” I grabbed a wand and lit up the
edges, specifically those around the center. “See here? How the frayed pieces
go in, as if someone had done a round of fisticuffs with it?”


“Oh. Oh, how perfectly obvious. Yes, I do see. So they used
it to break into the building and get through the wards.” Edwards made a face.
“Their technique, whatever it was, did so much damage to the front doors it
made it hard to tell if they had to physically break in.”


“Mangled is the only way to describe them,” I agreed sourly.
“The nature of their attack isn’t something I’ve encountered before. I’m
naturally puzzled, but I have a few other tests to run that might shed some
light on the matter. If not, a colleague of mine across the city can lend his
aid. He adores puzzles of this nature.” 


“I have the sketch for the young informant. She’s young,
pretty, and unfortunately looks like a great many young, pretty girls. The only
distinctive thing about her is a high brow. I’m not holding my breath in
spotting her.” She glanced at the mantel clock herself and observed, “It’s near
noon. I think I’ll break for lunch. Care to join me?”


I never refused food. The invitation was a casual one, from
one colleague to another, and I thought nothing of accepting it. “I’d be
pleased to, Detective. Where do you suggest we go?”


“I’m rather craving fish and chips, actually. Do you know
the Yorkshire House?”


A rueful smile on my lips, I admitted, “A little too well.”


Silent laughter tilted her eyes up in a charming way. “A
regular there, eh? I see. I just discovered it last week and now find myself
craving fish at odd hours.” 


“The craving does not fade,” I promised her darkly. “I’ve
gained at least fifteen pounds thanks to that place, I’ll swear to that.” 


Chuckling, she led the way out of the lab and kindly did not
comment on the slight paunch I carried around with me. I was not in the ‘fighting
fit’ shape police officers were supposed to maintain and was brutally honest
enough with myself to admit that the only reason why I hadn’t been put on a
strict diet by the captain was because I did little field work. If this case
hadn’t hit so close to home, I wouldn’t be as involved with the investigation.


As we walked out of the building, I noted several people
give us wide-eyed looks, as if they fully expected for things to explode in our
vicinity. I couldn’t determine how we’d earned this assumption. I didn’t have a
reputation for being particularly volatile. Edwards seemed to break noses when
upset, though, perhaps this was due to her presence?


I hadn’t yet decided if Edwards was short tempered or if
those prior incidences were because she had been provoked beyond reason. I
leaned toward the latter, as I had already sworn offensively in her presence
and gotten nothing more than a quirked eyebrow in reaction.  


Stretching my legs a bit, I managed to get ahead of her
enough to open the door, holding it so she could pass through. Edwards gave me
a quick smile of thanks as she exited the building, pausing a beat so that I
could join her, then we set off across the street, heading for Yorkshire House.


I say that as if crossing the street was a lark and not
taking chances with your own life. Kingston’s City Managers, in their infinite
wisdom, had decided the roads needed to be repaved. This project had been
ongoing for at least three years, and I saw no end in sight. It narrowed a
normally four lane road down to two, and the term ‘congested’ was far too
congenial to use in this context. 


More and more motorcars clogged the street. I was usually an
advocate for the advancement of technology, but not in this particular case.
Their emissions of gas odor were foul, the general attitude of the drivers
obnoxious. Horses, at least, do not crowd and know when to stop. I cannot
credit humanity with the same common sense. 


The traffic gods smiled on us that day as we managed to
cross the street without losing either life or limb. Once there, I breathed a
sigh of relief. Yorkshire House sat on this side of the street, only two blocks
down. We’d won half the battle just by crossing King’s Station. 


We sauntered down the sidewalk companionably, dodging in and
around other pedestrians, lamp posts, and street vendors as we went. The smell
of cooking food wafted tantalizing in the air, as well it should, as King’s
Station was practically restaurant row. At this time of the day, many of the
working class had left their workplace, also in search of lunch. We passed
dockmen, day laborers, matrons with overflowing baskets of goods, and more than
a few officials in the pristine suits marking their professions and class. 


To anyone I recognized, I gave a deferential tip of my hat,
otherwise ignoring the pedestrians in favor of the woman at my side. I still
felt as if I should be able to discern her country of origin, but if anything,
increased observation only served to confuse me. It was all quite vexing.  


A busy street was not the place to satisfy my curiosity.
Even if I wanted to ask a question, the noise and chaos prohibited me from
doing so. I waited until we’d reached Yorkshire House. The small bell above the
door gave a ring as we stepped through, and the smell of frying fish and hot
oil hit me in a pleasant wave. My stomach rumbled happily at the olfactory
suggestions. 


The young girl behind the massive cash register gave us a
knowing look, which I returned with a bland smile. “Good afternoon, Miss
Alice.” 


“Good afternoon, Doctor Davenforth,” she returned, already
efficiently ringing us up. “Two fish fries, two iced teas?”


“With a side of apple briquettes,” Edwards tacked on,
pulling out her wallet. 


I eyed her with complete incomprehension. Did she expect to
pay for her portion of the meal? Were those previous partners of her such
skinflints that they didn’t even extend that courtesy to her? Alice also looked
at her askance. 


Edwards caught our reactions and glanced between the two of
us. “I’m sensing an issue, but I’m not sure why.” 


“My dear, Detective,” I kept my voice low, not wanting to
embarrass the both of us, “I believe I should be paying.”


She blinked at me, quite astonished. “Why? I was the one
that invited you, shouldn’t I be paying?”


The question flummoxed me and I couldn’t begin to figure out
how to explain. A woman did not pay her way when in the company of a man—it
simply wasn’t done. With a shake of my head, I set this aside for a moment and
responded with something I thought she would accept. “Please. My treat.” 


With a slow blink, she took my expression in, then relaxed
into one of the most genuine smiles I’d seen from her yet. “Thank you.” 


Before this became any more awkward, I quickly paid Alice
and then escorted Edwards to my usual table near the front window. She settled
easily, long legs crossing comfortably at the knee, fingers casually laced
together on the table top. “I’ve never had a man offer to buy me lunch before.
At least, not without ulterior motives.”


“Then you have been in the company of rude men,” I informed
her derisively. “It isn’t right for a woman to pay for her own meal when in a
gentleman’s company.”


“Is that right.” Her expression twisted, becoming strangely
unreadable, although I caught a flash of frustration. Raising a hand to her
face, she rubbed at the bridge of her nose and muttered something that sounded
like, “I’ve stepped into a Jane Austen novel, I swear.”


The curiosity ate at me. I simply could not leave it be.
“Forgive me, Detective, but where are you from?”


“Well, Doctor Davenforth, I can tell you,” she responded,
dropping the hand, revealing sad eyes, “but you won’t recognize the name.” 


“Try me,” I challenged. I know my geography very well. 


“California.” 


Cali-what? My head pulled back in confusion. Was she jesting
with me, pranking me somehow? “Say it again.”


“California,” she repeated patiently. “Don’t be offended if
you don’t know the place. You shouldn’t.” 


She seemed perfectly sincere. I didn’t understand it. 


Something about my reaction made her unbend enough to
explain. “You’ve heard at least a general account of how I came to be in
Kingston? Yes, alright, good, I don’t have to explain everything, then. When
Belladonna took in test subjects, she didn’t take anything from her immediate
area. It would’ve been too much of a giveaway that she was there, bring trouble
on her head. Instead, she would open portals at random to different locations
and pull people through.”


I went very, very still as her words penetrated. “You’re
telling me that you were a test subject for Belladonna.” 


“Yes.” The word sounded flat, clipped, perfectly
expressionless. 


Bile rose in my throat and I had to swallow hard. The most
insane witch in our history had taken this nice-looking, intelligent woman as a
test subject and forced her to live through who knew how many horrors. I
couldn’t even stomach the idea of it. How had she survived? How had she managed
to pull through enough to kill Belladonna with her own hands? 


The revelation reeled through me. How strong was Jamie
Edwards? 


I couldn’t bring myself to ask another question. ‘Old wounds
can bleed as brightly as new ones’ the saying went. I couldn’t think of a time
when it could be more appropriately applied than here. She’d given me enough
information to figure out the rest of it, anyway. Magical portals opened at
random, a location I didn’t know, the insanity of a powerful witch who had no
scruples about doing the imbecilic: it all meant one thing. 


Jamie Edwards wasn’t from this world at all. 


The thought sent me spinning for a brief moment and curiosity
flared anew, hotter now, desperate to ask a million questions. From the look in
her eyes, she expected exactly that, to be drilled relentlessly until I found
myself intellectually glutted. I could not bring myself to do so. She had
answered my question, fully anticipating my reaction, but still did not do me
the discourtesy of either ignoring me or spinning me a falsehood. The least I
could do was return her regard. 


Shaking my head, I let the thought rest for now and focused
on the woman in front of me. “Thank you for satisfying my curiosity. It was
ill-mannered of me to press the point.” 


“Not at all, everyone’s curious.” She relaxed and emotion
seeped back into her expression so she no longer looked like a porcelain statue.
“You’re a strange contradiction to me, Doctor. You’ve been very much the
gentleman to me, and yet to some of our fellow officers, you show no mercy.” 


Snorting, I answered, “I have no patience with incompetence
or stupidity.” 


She absorbed that and then chuckled. “That’s the nicest
backhand compliment I’ve ever been given, I think. Thank you.”


I hadn’t quite meant it in that manner, but truthfully, she
could perceive it that way. I hadn’t found her to be anything but competent so
far.


“I can tell, you know, that you’re dying to ask me a million
questions.” Edwards glanced up at the waitress that plopped our food down in
front of us, sparing her a smile and a “thank you” before stirring a little
sugar into her tea. “I don’t mind. Fire away.”


For a moment, I evaluated her expression but found this
invitation to be genuine. “Tell me the greatest invention of your world.”


“The greatest, eh? There’s quite a few things that I feel
qualify. Air conditioning, hot showers, refrigerators…” she trailed off for a
moment, a light coming on in her eyes. “You realize that in my world, magic is
a thing of fiction? Everything we have is based on science.”


I blinked, my mind whirling in confusion. “No magic? None
whatsoever?”


“None. I felt like I’d fallen into Harry Potter world when I
first landed in Belladonna’s. Well, more like Voldemort world.” Grimacing, she
dismissed this with a wave and pressed on. “It’s a weird mix, here. I’m in
steampunk Harry Potter.” 


I shook my head, not following at all. “Explain, please.” 


“Here you barely have electric lights, and your cars are
more like a Model T, all in a Victorian kind of setting. It’s quite the
adjustment for me, as I’m from a much more fast-paced culture.” Edwards opened
her mouth, then closed it, brows furrowing as she struggled to explain. “You
have some of the basics of my culture but not at the same levels. For instance,
you’ve used a telephone?”


“I have, yes.” Actually had one scheduled to be installed in
my apartment next week. I was very excited about it. 


“Imagine having a phone the size of your palm, something
that you could carry about conveniently no matter where you went.” 


I thought about that, thought about the convenience of it,
and whistled. “Your world has such a thing?”


“Yes. That’s the sort of thing I’m talking about. We have
electricity and phones and cars, just like you do, but ours are so much more
advanced.”


“It must be incredibly frustrating for you,” I realized
aloud. “As if you’re required to box with someone, only with a hand tied behind
your back.” 


“You’ve no idea.” Groaning, she stabbed a fork into her fish
with more force than necessary. I know this because the fork bent and she
stared at it in consternation for a moment before bending it gingerly back into
shape. “Fortunately, I’ve made friends here that help me figure out how to create
the things I miss, the conveniences, but it’s been slow going. I’m just hoping
that someone develops aspirin and penicillin soon. I have a feeling I’ll need
them sooner or later.” 


I wanted to follow up on those last two, and especially at the
casual display of strength she’d just demonstrated, but instead started at the
top of my mental list. “So what’s a Harry Potter?”
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My first week here, I’d made friends with the only
other female officer in the building, Penny McSparrin. Penny had a nice,
down-to-earth personality and an eagerness to learn. It frankly worried me that
no one had thought to train this girl in even basic self-defense. So, after
shift each night, she and I met in the training yard in the back of the
precinct. 


She was still a little nervous around me, even after
all this time. But she’d finally relaxed enough that tonight, when she showed
up, I felt like I could ask the question that had been plaguing me. I sat in my
sweats and tennis shoes, hair pulled up in a ponytail, waiting on the bench for
her as she changed into loose pants and shirt. 


The training yard at this time of night was always
deserted. Sound echoed in the room and around the sparse equipment. It smelled
of sweat, leather, and something else I couldn’t put my finger on. It wasn’t
unpleasant. 


When Penny finally came out, her own blonde hair up in
a braid, I motioned her into the middle of the ring. We fell into stretching,
warming and limbering up. Sensing she might be in a more open mood than usual,
I decided to go for it. “Penny. Riddle me something.”


She paused with an arm overhead. “What?”


“I get that Belladonna was really evil—bat crazy, and
all—but really. Why did she have such a bad reputation? You guys act like she
was the boogeyman incarnated.” 


Penny grimaced, mouth screwing up as if chewing on a
rotten lemon. “No one’s told you?”


“All they want to tell me is that she’s the most evil
rogue witch in this century and she was insane. Which I knew. It answers the
question, but it doesn’t.”


Nodding, she agreed with this. “You said you came from
really far away. I guess you never heard of the country Parreira?” 


“No,” I confirmed slowly. 


“Well, it doesn’t exist anymore, so I’m not surprised.”
Penny’s expression turned bleak and angry, mouth tight at the corners. “Twenty
years ago, when Belladonna first went rogue, that was the first thing she did.
She destroyed the country. It burned in a single night.”


I let out a low whistle. Belladonna was the equivalent
of an atomic bomb?! I’m an atomic bomb killer? 


This now made more sense. 


“It wasn’t a terribly large country, only 500,000
people, and most of the refugees came to Kingston,” Penny tacked on. “But
that’s why we all hated and feared Belladonna. We lived in anxiety, wondering
when and where she would strike next.”


So she really had been the boogeyman to them. A very
real, destructive boogeyman. My joke of being a god of death had been taken
seriously because of that. Shaking my head, I tried to let this settle in my
brain a little, but had a feeling I’d need to sleep on it for a few days before
I could accept it. 


“Thanks, Penny. That answers that question. I suppose
some people are worried, thinking that if I can kill something as evil and
destructive as Belladonna, I might snap and do something worse?”


Penny didn’t say a word. She didn’t need to. Her
silence said it all. 


“Dude, not cool.” Shaking my head, I rose out of the
stretch and extended my head to either side, limbering up neck and shoulders.
“Well, how about I teach you the method I used to kill Belladonna?”


I thought her eyes would pop out of her head. “Are you
serious?!”


“Get over here, girl,” I encouraged, waggling my
fingers at her. “Let me show you how it’s done.” 
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I pondered what I’d discussed with Edwards as I got ready
for work the next morning. I’d spent most of last night drawing up a list of
various inventions she’d told me about, some of them apparently in the process
of being developed here, and spent an amusing few hours trying my hand at
designing the others. Some of my ideas had been more ludicrous than others. 


Knowing what I knew now, from the hints she’d given me at
lunch, I felt I could draw several reasonable conclusions. Edwards had been
brought through by Belladonna on a whim. I had been responsible for processing
some of the extremely dangerous artifacts collected in that dark cave and there
was no providence or labeling on them. Belladonna hadn’t believed in
organization at all. She wouldn’t have documented where Edwards came from, left
no path or clue for another to follow. Depending on how long Edwards had been
here, there probably wasn’t even a residual trace of the portal that brought
her through. 


Even if they could, somehow, learn where Edwards was from,
it was obvious to me that it wouldn’t be wise to do so. I had noted earlier
that she looked strange, magically speaking. As if part of her was in a state
of magical flux while another magical influence forced her into a stabilized
state. I thought it a matter of some illness or strange accident and had only
been half-correct. She’d survived Belladonna’s mad experiments—of course her
innate core took a severe battering from that. It likely took steady
applications of stabilizing potions and spellwork to keep her from metamorphosing
into something ghastly. 


She’d shown up in our police force four months ago,
immediately made a detective—an impossible feat to the uninitiated and
untrained, even with the fame of killing a famous witch under her belt. Edwards
had been trained to police work before, then, on her own world. It’d likely given
her the skills she needed to survive her horrendous ordeal and escape. 


In short, a police detective from another world had been
brought into ours, but because of her experiences here, she could not be sent
home. Even if we could figure out how, and where to send her, we likely
couldn’t because she was so magically unstable. So that poor woman, after
everything that she’d lived through, would never be able to go home. Likely
wouldn’t even be able to contact anyone, either, unless some miracle happened. 


Jamie Edwards was entirely alone here. 


I disliked this thought even as it occurred. I was something
of a loner by nature, not one to have numerous acquaintances and friendships,
but even I have family, bothersome that they are. I had friends and colleagues.
She didn’t even have a work partner she could trust, as they kept treating her
as a deviant. And from the few days we’d spent together, I recognized her to be
the friendly type. She liked company, she was charming and personable; she
would not handle isolation well. 


With her otherworldly habits and upbringing, her unique
fashion sense, and strong personality, she would not find it easy to blend into
Kingston’s society. 


Lifting a hand, I felt the frown on my face, and wondered at
it. Was I worried about this woman? I’d only meant to puzzle her out, to give
myself time to properly think things through to their logical conclusions, as I
hadn’t the time during the workday. Why did I frown like this? 


Did I actually like her? 


It was such a rare thing for me to meet another person and
find that I could do more than tolerate their company. Bemused at myself, I
pondered my own feelings for a moment, but it didn’t help clarify the matter.
Granted, emotions were not my forte. 


Well. I didn’t have the time to ponder it anymore. Shimmying
into my coat, I placed my wide-brimmed hat firmly over my bushy hair and
stepped out the door, mentally planning a stop at my favorite bakery for
breakfast. 


I loved food. I never said I loved to cook. 


As I exited the building, I spied Mrs. Henderson in her
front office and tipped my hat to her as I sailed past. She waved and offered a
cheery hello. The morning air held a slight chill, a promise that the winter
days would not last much longer, that summer would encroach upon us sooner
rather than later. The thought made me smile, as I liked summer the best. Winter
was far too cold in Kingston. 


Halfway to my destination, I spied a familiar tall figure
walking just ahead of me. Oh? Did she live in my neighborhood? It wouldn’t
surprise me; most of the accommodations for single people happened to be in
this area. I lengthened my stride in order to catch up with her, offering as I
did so, “Good morning, Detective.” 


She paused and turned sharply, alert the way only a
policeman or a soldier can be, then relaxed into a smile when she recognized my
face. “Good morning, Doctor. You live in this neighborhood?”


“I do, near the corner,” I gestured casually behind me.
“Have you had breakfast yet?”


“Ah, no, I thought to perhaps grab some bread and a hot cup
of tea from one of the stalls along the way.” Her expression morphed into one
of amusement. “I can tell from the look on your face that you highly disagree
with this idea. You have a better one?”


I offered my elbow. “My dear detective, do let me show you
the finest bakery on the east side of Kingston.” 


Eyes crinkling up, she took my elbow and fell into step with
me. “That sounds delightful. It occurs to me, that as much as you love food,
you likely know of all the good spots in Kingston.”


“Likely the case,” I admitted blandly. 


“Have you ever considered writing a guide for Kingston’s
newcomers? So they know of the good places to eat, the places to avoid, et cetera?”


A guide? The thought had never occurred to me. “I’m afraid I
cannot. It would be embarrassingly comprehensive.” 


She paused a beat to give me a knowing look. “You’ve
literally tried every place?”


“I’ve lived here most of my life,” I defended myself, more
amused than anything by this half-accusation. 


“I’m definitely coming to you the next time I don’t know
what to have for dinner,” she decided with a firm nod to herself, pleased with
her own decision. 


Since I didn’t mind, I shrugged and led the way inside the
bakery. 


Miss Amelia’s Bakery exudes a certain heavenly scent. It barely
took up more than eighty square feet, and sometimes the line wound outside the
door, but it was one of those places where you stepped inside, inhaled, and
gained five pounds just from the air. The scent of sugar, cinnamon, hot tea,
and brewing coffee lingered to delight and tantalize the senses. This morning
only five people stood in front of us, so we had enough room to enter, barely,
squeezing the door shut behind us. Miss Amelia herself, a pleasantly plump
woman with perpetually ruddy cheeks, efficiently rang people up and handed over
their orders. 


Edwards took in a deep breath, eyes nearly crossing. “I feel
like a five-year-old with a sugar rush just from the smell of the place alone.”



I didn’t find the scent that strong, but perhaps she was one
of those types particularly sensitive to odors. “I would like to tell you that
continued exposure helps you become more immune, but…”


“No dice, huh?” Grinning, she let her hand relax so that we
no longer linked arms. “I had a disturbing thought last night. Something you
said bothered me.  You said that the knife was famous, undefeatable in combat,
but it was magically powerful as well. That it could be used as a source.” 


“Yes, so I did,” I agreed, wondering what she was getting
at. 


“Unless you’re a rising dictator, or a professional fighter,
I can’t imagine that you want the kris for the intended purpose. They’d have
use of a knife but What good does it do for a thief to carry about an
undefeatable weapon?”


Pondering this for a moment, I admitted she had a good
point. “I confess I can’t think of a reason. Unless they choose to fence it.”


“I’ve already got ears out, just in case that was their aim.
But it hasn’t come up yet, and I would think something that hot would be
offloaded quickly. If it hasn’t surfaced in the black market yet, that means
the other possibility is more likely. They’ll use it as a source for some other
magic.”


Frowning, I stared blindly ahead as I thought the
ramifications through. “There are three ways to use it. First, to augment a potion
as it’s being brewed. That takes a fine hand—not many can manage it without
bungling the operation. Second, placing the kris in conjunction with another
magical artifact that has been drained of all power, and using it to recharge
the source, making it viable again. This is easily done, any amateur can manage
it. The third, and most dangerous option, is if they put the kris in with two
other magical sources and use it to create a Sink.” 


“I don’t like the sound of that. What’s a Sink?”


This wasn’t something wildly known outside of magicians’
circles, so it didn’t surprise me she didn’t know of it. “Think of it like
anti-magic,” I advised. “It creates a triangle of power that resonates against
itself, creating a sinkhole that swallows all magic within a certain vicinity.
Depending on what’s used to create it, the Sink can be powerful enough to empty
this shop of magic or the entirety of Kingston.” 


Edwards had a very disturbed look on her face, brows drawn
into a straight line. “So, what, it can destroy any magical object?”


“Or wards, hexes, enchantments, spells,” I tallied the
possibilities off in an unhappy tone. 


“Dude, I do not like the sound of this. What are the odds
that a group of thieves can create a Sink?”


“It requires more theoretical knowledge than magical
ability. If someone’s doing the calculations correctly, and they gather the
right elements together, a child could arrange it. But I can’t imagine that
thieves in general would have that sort of know-how.” 


“Even though they knew enough to locate the kris and break
through several police barriers?”


She had me there. 


“I have a terrible feeling that our thieves have either a
corrupt wizard in their employ, or they’ve got some half-trained wizard in
their group,” she continued, still frowning. “I’m not sure which I prefer.” 


Grimacing, I admitted sourly, “It does feel rather like
choosing between two evils.”


“Doesn’t it?” It became our turn and we stepped up to the
counter. Her attention turned to the display case with all its various goodies
laid out to tempt a mouth. “Doctor, what do you recommend?”


“To not order everything you see,” I responded promptly. 


She chuckled, which was so at odds with the tough-woman
persona she exuded that it took me aback. Eyes sparkling, she teased, “So you
can read my mind?”


For a moment I felt flummoxed, seeing a side to this woman
that I hadn’t thought existed. I looked at her and thought formidable
and nothing else. My mistake. Heavens, she looked ten years younger when she
grinned like that, innocent enough to be a teenager. 


“Ah, n-no,” I stammered back, my tongue feeling awkward in
my mouth. “It’s just the first thought I had when I discovered the place three
years ago.” 


“If memory serves,” Miss Amelia drawled, leaning her weight
against the top of the display case, “he only ordered half.” 


Deadpan, I shot back, “I have excellent self-control,
otherwise you would have not possessed a single ware to sell that day, Miss
Amelia.” 


Edwards chuckled again, hand hiding her mouth for a moment.
She didn’t look like a woman who had killed a famous witch. It reminded me
sharply that she was someone’s daughter, perhaps a sister, that she was human.
It felt strange, that knowledge. I wasn’t sure what to do with it. 


“I’ll be even more sensible,” Edwards stated, mirth fading to
a simmer. “Two cinnamon buns, please, and a hot coffee, two sugars, dash of
cream.”


“Cherry tart, cheese tart, coffee, black,” I tacked on,
already reaching for my wallet to pay for us both. 


Edwards quirked a brow at me. “Isn’t it my turn?”


Turn for what? It took a second before the reference
clicked. Oh, she meant her turn to pay. I gave her a bland smile. “No.” 


That eyebrow of hers stayed arched. “Doctor Davenforth, why
do I have the feeling that it will never be my turn?”


“Because you’re an astute woman?” I offered ingeniously. 


Miss Amelia caught on enough to get the gist of the
conversation and beamed at me. “Well, I always suspected it, but aren’t you a
gentleman, Doctor.” 


Deities, not her too. “This is common courtesy,” I
complained to the air in general. 


“Common courtesy is not so common,” Edwards informed me. “If
I ever get the chance to meet your parents, I’m going to thank them for raising
you so properly. You do make my life easier.” 


Thankfully, I was saved from responding by Miss Amelia handing
over our goods. I didn’t know what to think of Jamie Edwards meeting my parents
except that the idea vaguely terrified me. My mother would either be appalled
by her guest’s state of dress or be all for it. It was hard to tell with
Mother. 


We stepped outside, munching on our goodies and sipping our
coffee. Edwards didn’t try to fill the air with meaningless chatter, as so many
of my acquaintances would have. I found her company to be relaxing. When we
were first ordered to partner up, I hadn’t imagined the experience to go so
well. This was almost pleasant, really. 


I found myself hoping we didn’t solve this case too quickly.
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I threw the pencil down in disgust, uncaring when it bounced
off the table, ricocheted into a beaker, and flew to the floor to rattle about
unseen. Three hours. I’d spent three hours on these equations, only to be
proven wrong. Again. 


Growling, I stared at the readings I’d taken the first day. Three
days into the investigation, I was no closer to the truth of how the thieves
had gotten through the shields. Everything I came up with either took far too
long to set up, left obvious traces, or required substantial magical power. I
couldn’t detect that any magic had been used in this endeavor. All I had
were raw numbers of power, nothing remotely magical about it. 


Sometimes, very rarely, I found myself completely stumped.
This might be one of those times. If nothing else, I might have been staring at
the problem for too long. I had, of course, been taking care of other cases as they
came in, doing the necessary lab work to help the other ongoing investigations,
but none of those took a significant chunk of time. The majority of my focus
had been on this, for all the good it had done anyone. 


There was no help for it. I had best consult a colleague. 


Grumbling and muttering, I went to the door, snatching up a
hat and preparing a quick note on the chalk board sign outside my office door
stating that I would be indefinitely out for the rest of the day. I considered
adding a P.S along the lines of ‘for the love of all the deities, don’t give
anything to Sanderson, I’ll do it upon my return’ but the last time I had done
so, the Police Chief had stern words with me. Something about my sense of humor
not being appreciated in an office setting. (I hadn’t been joking but realized
that pointing that out would not help my case.) 


Three feet into the hallway, I belatedly realized that
unlike previous times, I had a partner. I paused, stymied. I’d never had one
before, but generally speaking, didn’t the protocol with partners call for said
partner to be invited along to consult other experts? I wasn’t sure if Edwards
would get anything out of our conversation, however, as we would be speaking in
very technical terms. Perhaps she wouldn’t care to go. 


Yes, I should just go. 


A random vision of Edwards finding out later that I had left
without her plonked into my mind. 


I winced. 


On second thought, it wouldn’t hurt to at least notify her
of where I went. Just in case she came looking for me later. 


The bullpen always had a certain chaotic order to it,
strange as that sounds. People came and went, going every possible direction,
often yelling across the room at each other. Others sat ponderously at the
desks crammed together, working diligently on reports. I found Edwards’ desk
strangely clear, without the clutter of reports and the typical tools of the
trade. A sign of a more organized individual? A few pages stacked off to the
side caught my eye and while I recognized a few words, most of it was in a
language I had never seen. It looked square and blocky, with only a few
round-looking characters. Was this her native language, then? 


“Doctor Davenforth.” 


I whirled about, finding her standing almost directly behind
me. “Detective. Excellent, I wanted to notify you that I need to go and confer
with a colleague.”


“The one you mentioned on that first day?”


“The very one.” Come to think of it, I had mentioned Newell,
hadn’t I? Not by name, but by association. “You’re welcome to come of course,
although I must warn you that we’ll be speaking in very technical terms for the
bulk of the conversation.”


“I’d be surprised if you weren’t,” she responded with a
slight smile, “but I’m inclined to tag along anyway. I’m afraid I’ve hit a dead
end of sorts myself and, if nothing else, a change of scenery might help.”


“Then come,” I invited. As she gathered up a leather
satchel, sticking in a notebook and pencils, I noted the reaction of the
bullpen. Everyone in the room seemed stunned by our civil exchange. Granted, I
was not known for my great desire of company, but only half their attention
rested on me. The others seemed to be just as fascinated to see Edwards in a
congenial mood. 


Had they so badly antagonized this woman that she remained
on the defensive with them? I couldn’t fathom any other reason, as she’d been
perfect company with me. I felt my brow twitch into a frown and deliberately
smoothed it out. Moving a step ahead, so I could open the door, I noted to her,
“We’ll need to hire a taxi. It’s a bit far to walk.”


Edwards blinked at me, confused. “We can take a car?”


Revolting notion. I hastily waylaid it. “Newell’s residence
has a distinct lack of parking on the street.”


“Ah, I see. That’s fine.” 


Taxis tended to linger near the police station, partially
because of the proximity to the docks, so catching one to hire was never any
challenge. I lifted a hand, hailing one, and ushered Edwards into the coach
while calling out the address to the driver. 


Settling inside on the opposite bench, I asked the question
plaguing my mind. “I noticed several pages on your desk in a language that I
didn’t recognize. Your native tongue, I take it?”


“Yes, English.” Edwards gave me a somewhat rueful smile as
she sat back in the seat, crossing her legs comfortably. “I’m still learning
your language. It’s faster to take notes in English.” 


Learning mine? But she spoke it fluently—as soon as the
thought formed, I stopped it dead and barely refrained from smacking myself.
Idiot. Of course, the language hexes only allowed verbal translation, it
didn’t carry over to the written word. “I imagine it’s more difficult to learn Velars
when you can’t hear the pronunciation of the word.” 


“Radically so. I learned other languages on Earth, so I know
how to learn another. It’s just that here, when people speak to me, it all
sounds like English.” She gave a glum groan. “It’s an ‘all Greek to me’
situation. I have to get people to speak the word a syllable at a time so that
I can recognize the spoken word with its written counterpart. I’m making progress,
but it’s slow.”


I went over our interactions for the past three days and
realized that she had never looked at a written report, never even glanced at a
menu, then felt like smacking myself again. Of course she couldn’t, it would be
useless to her and place her in a potentially embarrassing situation. All of
the facts were right there, why hadn’t I observed properly? 


It was pathetically easy to observe what people do. But a
truly observational person saw what they don’t do. I normally prided
myself on my skills but they had utterly failed me where this woman was
concerned. Had I been blinded by her reputation? Her obvious nonconformity to
society’s rules? 


“You have a very interesting expression on your face,
Doctor,” Edwards stated, leaning slightly forward, head canted in interest.
“Does my illiteracy bother you?”


“No,” I assured her, a tad too hastily, “that’s
understandable. I’m upset with myself for not seeing the situation properly. I
should have realized.”


“You should have realized,” she repeated neutrally, eyes
narrowing slightly as they studied my face. “Why should you have realized? I go
through considerable effort to not let on to that weakness.” 


Apparently I’d phrased myself poorly, as she appeared irritated
at this. “I pride myself on being observant, Detective. On seeing what is below
the surface. I have utterly failed to do that with you at least twice and my
pride is smarting.” 


The gathering storm on her face cleared, her normal good
humor appearing. “Is that what this is? Wounded pride? In your defense, you’ve
been rather distracted by this case.” 


I snorted and turned away, looking out the window, as I
didn’t care for excuses. 


“That did not appease you.” She sounded amused by this but
fortunately, let the subject drop. “Alright, let’s talk about something else,
then. I had a thought. You’re sure that a rogue magician would be necessary to
do all of this?”


“Quite certain of it, why?”


“Any way for us to track him down? Narrow down the suspects
to possible rogue magicians? We’re flying blind right now.”


“The city hardly has a handy list of rogue magicians,
Detective,” I denied and then thought better of the words immediately. More
slowly I added, “Although it might be possible to create one.”


Her interest sharpened, so that she braced her hands on her
knees and leaned a little toward me. “How so?”


“You are aware that every magician, no matter their level,
is required to have a license issued by the city? Very good. I propose we get a
list of the student body from the university and cross reference it with the
Magic Licensing Department.” 


Head canting to the side, she asked, “It can’t be that
simple, can it?”


“The idea has flaws,” I admitted frankly. “Not every student
that enters University graduates, so naturally they won’t have a license.
There’s likely a few in there that will have just neglected to renew their
license. But at least some could be rogues.”


“Even if they’re not our rogue, it’s still not a bad idea to
hunt these guys down. And it does give us a starting point, which we desperately
need.” She nodded firmly. “Let’s do it. After our visit, perhaps we can go
request a copy from both the Registrar’s Department and the Magic Licensing
Department.”


“We might as well do it today; likely it will take them time
to assemble a list for us.” In fact, it might take a few weeks before we were
given those lists. 


Grimacing, she agreed, “It’s not something we’ll get
immediately. But still, a very good thought. Now, this colleague of yours.
What’s his name?”


“Newell. John Newell.  He’s a leading expert in Parallel
Energies.” From the blank look on her face, I’d better explain that last part.
“There are two main sources of energy in this world, highly documented and in
constant use: magic and electricity. We’re still harnessing the full potential
for electricity, in my opinion, but still, it’s in common use. There are other
sources of energy, however, that are not as widely used but still in existence.
Paranormal energy, for instance. Newell specializes in these.”


“Meaning he’s an examiner like you are, specifically for
these energies?”


“That’s part of his job, yes. He also consults in their
proper use, assists with inventions, and so on. His main occupation is as a
professor. He teaches at the Kingston University.” Feeling like I should warn
her, I added, “Newell is a bit odd. Eccentric, abrupt, often absentminded, although
he occasionally surprises me with a display of good manners.”


Edwards had a knowing look about her, as if she understood
exactly what I had not said. “So, try not to take offense when he does
something socially awkward?”


“Yes, just so. His house is more a Chester’s Closet than
anything.”


Her expression went perfectly blank. “I’m sorry?”


Not a phrase she knew? Apparently not. “I mean to say that
his house is cluttered to the rafters. I fully expect to open the door one day
and be swamped with an avalanche of things.”


“Ah, like a hoarder’s house,” she responded, confusion
clearing. “Don’t worry, I’m braced.” 


Hopefully that would be enough warning. I’d been colleagues
with Newell for the better part of a decade, considered us friends of sorts,
and even I couldn’t stand to be around him for more than twelve hours at a
stretch. The man was brilliant but the sort that should never, ever get
married. He’d drive his wife to justifiable homicide within a week. 


We arrived at 232 Homer Lane without fanfare. I paid the
cabbie as we got out, then went to the door and pushed it open without
bothering to knock. Newell never locked his doors, and he never answered a
knock, so I’d learned to just waltz in. 


“Not the type to lock his doors?” Edwards asked as she
followed me inside, shutting the door behind her. “Ah.”


I cast an amused glance over my shoulder, a quick one, as
anything longer would put life and limb in danger. Newell was not known for his
organizational skills and he had hoarding tendencies that would put a dragon to
shame. Everything from an abandoned snack, half-eaten and growing mold to a
rather large treaty on power configurations lay in the hallway, leaving barely
enough room to maneuver through. I had to suck in my gut and slip sideways
several times. 


This was beyond ridiculous. Whoever burned the house down
would be doing the man a favor, I swear it. “Newell!”


What sounded like a clink of metal and pipes whistling came
from some back corner of the house. That sounded promising. I knew he’d be home
at this time of the day—he was notoriously predictable in his patterns—but I
didn’t relish searching every room until I found him. I might not make it out
alive. “NEWELL!”


“Back lab!” his voice floated out. He didn’t sound cranky.
That was promising. 


A whiff of something putrid assaulted us as we went past a
half-opened door, but fortunately most of the odor came from dust, which my
nose could ignore. I did not go looking for whatever caused that putrid waft. I
did not want to know.


Edwards gagged behind me, putting a hand over her nose. I’d
forgotten her nose was more sensitive than mine. I reached into a pocket,
pulled out a handkerchief, and whispered a quick spell on it before passing it
over.


She promptly put it to her nose and breathed easier.
“Citrus. Good choice. Thank you, Davenforth.”


“My pleasure.” I went for the back lab, relieved to find the
door wide open and all of the windows as well, helping to keep the slightly
sulfuric smell from gagging levels. Newell sat at his work bench, goggles
pushed up to rest on the top of his crown, leather gauntlets covering from
fingers to past his elbows, working in nothing but shirtsleeves, pants and a
leather apron. He had soot and something else darkening his red fur, so that he
looked more like a raccoon than a werefox. I took a glance at his setup, found
him to be in the process of welding something, although from this angle I could
hardly determine what. 


“Newell,” I greeted and wisely did not offer a hand. “I’ve
come to pick your brain.”


“Do so, it’s withering from lack of challenges,” he
encouraged. His nose twitched toward Edwards, catching and analyzing her scent,
no doubt. “But who’s this?”


“Detective Jamie Edwards, this is Doctor John Newell.
Newell, this is my colleague and the one assigned to this case with me.”


Newell got the feel of Edwards very quickly as he didn’t
greet her as a woman, but as a working detective. He doffed one gauntlet and
extended a paw, which Edwards took in a firm grip. “Detective, a pleasure, I’m
sure. Sit, sit.”


For once the bench had open seating, and I took prompt
advantage of it. 


“Well, now, this is a surprise, seeing you working with
someone.” Newell had a grin on his face that suggested at being lascivious. I didn’t
know what the man was thinking and I didn’t care to find out. 


I knew a sure-fire way of stopping this line of inquiry. “I
have brought you a puzzle. A group of thieves, unknown in number and expertise,
attacked our Evidence Locker three days ago. In doing so, they shredded through
the magical defenses with a powerful attack that had no trace of magic in it.” 


Newell’s ears went back for a moment, then twitched forward
again. “Do tell. You took readings?”


“Naturally.” I pulled them out of my satchel and handed them
over. “There were no traces of hexes, insignias, or any sort of device either.
I have a recording of the area if you wish to see the damage they left behind.”



“Perhaps,” Newell agreed absently, his eyes poring over the
numbers. Flicking a page over, his nose twitched thoughtfully. “These are just
raw numbers of power, you say? Absolutely no trace of magic?”


“As you see.” 


“Hmm.” Newell read through the next two pages before setting
it aside, blindly staring dead ahead of him, through the open windows. I knew
that look on his face well. Newell found it impossible to answer a question
directly, instead preferring to explain via story if it somehow connected with
a previous experience. I had a feeling this case did. “I’m reminded of a certain
instance in my youth, one of the first cases I took on as a consultant. It
happened at a church, actually, near an old graveyard that still saw some
burials from the local families in the area.


“The church itself contacted me as they had been regularly
attacked for nearly a week. The wards protecting it kept being shredded apart,
as if a giant hand had passed through a spider’s web. They could not discern
that any damage had been done to the building, the graves, or anything in the
area. No thefts were reported. If not for the magical wards being so brutally
ripped apart, no one would think anything amiss. Magical experts claimed
adamantly that there was no sign of any magic attack, hence why they grew
desperate enough to call me in. 


“I went and recorded my own information, went back and did
some experiments, and couldn’t think of a single power source that could
explain the phenomena. The church was reluctant to pay for yet another set of
wards to be set up—with good reason, they’re not precisely cheap. I wheedled
them into putting up a minor, small one and then stayed the night, all of my
tools set to record anything and everything I could think of. Somewhere around
two in the morning, the most extraordinary thing happened.” Newell finally
turned his head and grinned at us, putting a claw alongside his nose. “I had a
visitor.


“You see, the church’s graveyard was old enough to gather a
certain amount of power, in the supernatural side of things. They had, in fact,
a Black Dog in residence.”


I drew in a sharp breath, suddenly sure where this tale
headed. 


Newell gave me a nod. “I thought you’d understand when I
said that, but I can see your partner is still a bit lost. I’ll continue for
her sake. Do you know what a Black Dog is, Detective Edwards?”


“I’m afraid I don’t.” 


“It’s a specter from certain belief systems, a large black
dog about the size of a small pony. They’re known for guarding the dead,
specifically for being bound to one family or even one individual. Immensely
powerful in their own right, they’re not something most would choose to cross.
They’re highly territorial. For the most part, this one was content to stay in
the graveyard, but something recently had drawn him into the building. I went
searching for the cause and found that someone had removed a gravestone,
bringing it inside, copying the information over. The stone was so old it was
basically illegible. They were attempting to make a new stone to replace it
with, in between their other duties. The dog kept coming in nightly to check on
the stone, wanting it returned.


“Once I discovered it and reported my findings, all haste
was made to complete the project and put the new stone in place. The dog was
never seen in the church again, to my knowledge,” he finished triumphantly, as
well he should. 


Edwards tapped a fingertip against the table, her head ever
so slightly cocked. “You mean to tell me that spirit energy—is that the right
term?”


“Close enough. We normally call it spectral energy.” 


“Spectral energy, then, is more powerful than magic?”


“Not precisely. It’s more accurate to say that its
wavelength is—forgive me.” Newell groaned, rubbing at an ear. “Wavelength is
not a term you would know.” 


“Actually, I do,” Edwards corrected with a quirk of the
mouth. “Please continue.” 


Somewhat hesitantly, Newell nodded and gamely continued.
“Very well, then. The wavelength that spectral energy occupies is radically
different than magical frequencies. They create a sharp dissonance with each
other when they collide, and if one force is pressed hard enough against the
other, magical constructs break. Even wards, meant to hold against all sorts of
pressure, cannot withstand a focused, spectral energy.” 


“Like a Black Dog.” Edwards hummed some strange ditty,
clearly thinking hard. “You see a similar pattern here, with our case, and I
can tell from Doctor Davenforth’s expression that he agrees with you. But
gentlemen, I have to ask you this: how do you harness anything of the
supernatural realm and aim it at a specific building?”


“That is an excellent question,” Newell admitted. “I have no
answer for you. This case was unique, the only time I saw such an occurrence,
which is why it stuck in my memory.” 


While that did tease my mind, I had a different worry.
“Newell, is there really no means of guarding against such an attack?”


“Not if something of equal strength is used against it. Or
stronger, naturally. A single specter with the strength of a Black Dog, for
instance, can topple the wards to any single building. It would not work
against something larger, say the wards of a compound or particularly large
building, such as the King’s Clock. But an evidence locker?” Newell spread his paws
in a helpless shrug. “No matter how carefully crafted, the wards won’t hold
up.”


The way he said ‘compound’ sparked an idea in my head. “What
if the wards were linked to each other, each building acting as a cornerstone
to an overall ward?”


Newell blinked, paused, mouth opening and then slowly
closing again. He turned long enough to snatch up a pencil, turned my report
over, and started scribbling madly. I popped up from my seat to stand at his
shoulder, watching as he wrote out diagrams and equations, checking his work as
he wrote. 


I solved the last equation in my head before he even wrote
it down and said, “Yes!” in unison with him. We grinned at each other like
co-conspirators and I offered him a hand. “Excellent work as always, old
fellow.” 


Newell took it and grinned at me. “Thank you. I’ll continue
to work on the question of how this was managed. I’m quite intrigued by the
idea. Not to mention disturbed by it.” 


“Please do,” I requested. “We really can’t afford a repeat
of this. Send me your usual bill, I’ll see it paid.” 


Edwards stood, sensing we were done, but lingered with her
hand lightly grazing the tabletop. “Doctor Newell, one last question, if you
would.”


“Please, Detective, ask away.” 


“Is this situation repeatable? I mean, if they managed to
pull a specter once in order to use it as a weapon, then do you think they can
successfully do it again?”


Newell sobered and gave a grim shrug. “I’m sorry to say yes,
I think they can. However they managed it, it was obviously successful. At this
moment I cannot imagine anything that would stop them from using the same
tactic again. Why? Do you think they have another target in mind?”


Edwards gave him a grim twitch of the mouth, something that
might have been an attempted smile that fell very flat. “I think, sir, that
thieves always have another target in mind.” 


Ice went through my veins as I realized the implications of
what she meant by that. Sod it all, she was right. They likely did have another
target in mind. But how did we safeguard an entire city when we weren’t even
sure how they managed this spectacular attack in the first place? 
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Henri Davenforth was not really a people person. I’d
gotten that sense, at least, so when it came time to hit the streets, I didn’t
invite him to go along. 


Penny had told me flat out before that she wanted to
learn proper investigative techniques. This seemed like a good opportunity to
snag her. I swung by the front desk and propped myself on it. “Penny, you
free?”


She looked up, hazel eyes lighting at the corners,
visibly perking. “Are you going out?”


“Need to hit the streets, see if anyone’s spied our
girl that played reporter and snuck in,” I explained, watching as she pulled
her jacket on. “Davenforth’s got lab work to do, thought you’d like to go with
me.”


Pulling her cap firmly on, hiding that dirty blond
hair, she grinned at me. “Always. Where do we start?”


“Well, I highly doubt that she was actually a reporter
for a newspaper, and I have a suspicion that she’s worked with this thieves’
ring before. Or one like it. She was very smooth about getting in, and that
suggests experience. I’ve only got a vague description to go off of, though.
Who are the gossips? Who in this area notices everyone and everything?”


Penny led the way out the door, clearly thinking, and
she didn’t answer until we were outside and on the front sidewalk. “Mrs. Graves
reports to me at least once a week about a domestic matter. Her flower shop is
down this street, right there on the corner.” 


I followed her pointing finger and nodded. Good vantage
point, and she might not have seen our girl in question, but she’d be a good
starting point. “Okay, lead the way.” 


With any luck, even if I didn’t get a name, I’d at
least have a better description. 
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I went home that night troubled on several points but unable
to solve them all. Then I entered my apartment, saw the borrowed dish sitting
neatly on the edge of the counter, and realized that I had once again failed to
return it. Really, I’d gone outside the politely allotted time to return the
dish and render proficient thanks, and if I delayed even a day more, it would
be mortally embarrassing. 


Show me one person on this planet that liked to be
embarrassed. 


For a moment, I felt flat footed on what to give in return
until I remembered I had a small box of gourmet chocolates I hadn’t opened yet.
I’d planned that for an after-dinner snack, but small sacrifices could be made.
Especially if I could charm her into a repeat of that wonderful dish. 


Gathering up dish and chocolates, I headed to the third
floor. I had, at least, remembered to ask Mrs. Henderson what room her female
tenant resided in. So I did know where to go. 


When I reached the correct door, I heard singing in a
feminine tone, although I didn’t recognize the melody or the lyrics. She
possessed a rather nice voice. It had a catchy, infectious beat, and I found my
nerves relaxing a smidge because of it. Raising my hand, I knocked firmly on
the door. 


The singing stopped and within seconds the portal opened.
The occupant immediately spotted the dish in my hands and started laughing.
“Now, what should we call this,” Jamie Edwards inquired, eyes crinkling up,
“kismet? Fate?”


“Circumstantial evidence would suggest coincidence,” I
managed although it took me a moment to find my tongue. Truly, this situation
was absurd. “Of course, I should have guessed that a new female tenant,
foreign, who can cook a dish I’ve never heard of would be you.”


“You really should have,” she mock scolded, stepping back
and waving me inside. “Peer into your crystal ball more often, it might help.”


I paused two steps inside to give her a confused look.
“Crystal ball?”


Edwards groaned, heaving an exaggerated sigh. “How is it
that I’m in a magical world but none of the magical puns or idioms apply?”


Ah, something from her world, then. I focused for a moment
on the interior. Despite the fact that my apartment resided a floor below hers,
Edwards’ apartment looked substantially different. She possessed a single
couch, no chairs, although two ottomans rested on either side of the couch. Not
a book in sight, although I suspected she had her study materials in the second
bedroom. It took me a moment to realize what was missing—no portraits of
family, no photographs, none of the clutter that one accumulates through a
lifetime of living. She had basic furniture, a few portfolios stacked on the
coffee table with designs on the pages, and that was all. 


It made me inherently sad to see it. 


Not being the shy sort, Edwards opened up the box of
chocolates and bit off a chunk with a moan of pleasure. “Mmm, now where did you
get these?”


“The Kingston Chocolatory,” I answered, pulling my attention
back to her. “It’s several streets over. I’ll show you where, if you like.” 


“I’m counting on you. These are the best chocolates I’ve had
since my arrival.” Edwards indicated a bar stool near the kitchen island, which
I hesitantly took, as it occurred to me that my presence in a female’s domain
without a chaperone might be a breach of etiquette. Then again, I had no other
recourse without being rude, as obviously our cultural rules made no sense to
Edwards. 


Better to just behave and not do anything questionable. 


Edwards put the dish up in the open shelves and asked,
“Well, what did you think of the curry?”


Hearing the word from her own mouth made me realize the
pronunciation from Mrs. Henderson’s mouth was different, and I revised my
mental dictionary accordingly. “Divine. Are you amiable to sharing the recipe?”


“Or cooking it for you on occasion?” she asked knowingly,
brows arched slightly in amusement. “Yes, Davenforth, I can do that. I admit
it’s not quite what I’m used to, as I’ve had to work with the herbs and spices
you have on this planet, but it’s a similar version. I just wish you had
basmati rice. This short grain stuff you have isn’t really suitable for curry.”


“I’m amazed you could adapt anything. I imagine our foods
are very different.”


“Yes and no. You seem to have a few staples that are the
same—I’m not too surprised at that, your climate is very similar to my home
world’s—but there’s a few things that are missing. It’s jarring, because I can
almost convince myself I’m in some reenactment village or on a movie set, and
then I come across that missing element, and I’m reminded all over again I’m
not on Earth.” A flash of sadness crossed her face. 


If I were more of a gentleman, I would leave it alone, but I
couldn’t help but ask. “Like what? What’s missing?”


“Cats, for one.” Her hands rose in illustration, held
roughly a foot apart. “Small furry creatures about this long, that high, very
flexible with a long tail and ears that stand up. They’re adorably cute and
very good hunters.”


I found this description of the animal strange and yet
somehow familiar. “If they’re that small, what do they hunt?”


“Mice, birds, bugs. Sometimes they get ambitious and tackle
moles and gophers as well. Basically anything they feel like they can take
down.” 


Her description rang something of a bell with me. I felt
like I’d heard of something like this before although I couldn’t quite place a
mental finger on it. “What else?”


“Strawberries,” she answered with a nostalgic sigh. She
braced her forearms against the counter top, amiably leaning toward me, as
comfortable as an old friend. “I do miss strawberries. Small red berries shaped
like a triangle with a green top. Have a very juicy, sweet flavor to them. But
you know the thing I miss most? TV.”


I shook my head, not having enough context to even guess
what she meant. “TV?”


“Television.” She paused, mouth pursing thoughtfully, her
expression one I’d come to recognize as ‘thinking mode’ when she considered how
best to explain something. “I’ve told friends about this before, but I honestly
haven’t found a good way to explain it. You remember how I told you about the
small, mobile telephones? Okay, good, there’s a device that’s similar to that
called a television. Although they eventually got huge. Hmm, maybe a bad
analogy.” 


“Edwards,” I requested patiently, “focus.”


She grinned at me unrepentantly. “Sorry. Okay, so imagine a
box that you can set in your living room, and through that box you can see
almost any play imaginable. It’s a recorded projection, which shows live on the
screen of the box. Kind of like your recording boxes? How they project against
the wall? Well, these are projected against a screen so you can see it.”


That sounded fascinating. “This ‘movie’ thing that you
mentioned before, is it similar?”


“It’s how you watch movies, through a television set.” Her
eyes narrowed and she adjusted her position so that she was braced against the
island, leaning slightly toward me. “I mentioned that in passing. Are you
retaining everything I tell you?”


I shrugged, deliberately blasé. “I’m attempting to do so.
I’m very curious about your world, the inventions you’ve mentioned to me.” 


Edwards narrowed her eyes further, studying me. “Is that
right. Well, I’m curious about things as well, Doctor. How about a little game
of quid pro quo?”


I could tell the phrase was one she used, but not one she
truly understood the meaning of, as the translating spell she had on her didn’t
know what to do with it. “Those last three words, they’re not in your native
tongue.” 


She blinked, startled. “You could hear them? They didn’t
translate?”


“No.” I steepled my fingers under my chin and stared at her.
“These words, you don’t know the meaning of them.”


Edwards dipped her head in slow acknowledgement, still a
little off balance. “Correct. They’re Latin, not English, and I know the
general meaning of them but not the precise definition. It means we take turns
asking each other questions, tit for tat.” 


I had some secrets, every person did, but she did not know
me well enough to sense my sore points just yet. I felt it safe enough to play
the game. “I’m agreeable. Who starts?”


“Me, since you’ve asked me a dozen questions already.”
Drawing up a stool, she sat, comfortably crossing her legs. “I heard a rumor
that you’re from a well-to-do family. Truth?”


“Truth, in a sense,” I answered, not surprised by this
question. Females always wanted to know about a man’s family for some reason.
“My family has connections with the aristocracy although we are not ourselves
of that bloodline. I choose to work, however, as being a man of leisure is
deadly dull. My brain would rot out of my skull if I didn’t have some
occupation to turn my mind to. Now, my turn: The rumors I heard about you are
very conflicting. How long have you been on this world?”


“We estimate a year and a half.” Her eyes turned all cop. “I
honestly can’t tell you how long Belladonna had me before I managed to kill
her. But after that, Sherard had me for about five months, almost six, getting
me stable again. I spent a lot of my time either asleep or learning about this
world. Then, of course, I went through an abbreviated version of the Police
Academy in order to learn the laws of Kingston. I came into the precinct four
months ago.” 


Curiosity ate at me, demanding I ask how she managed to kill
the most famous witch in history. I bit the question back. “I believe it’s your
turn.” 


“So it is. How long have you been a sideline handyman?”


The joking way she asked this had me rolling my eyes. “Mrs.
Henderson is under the impression that a doctor knows everything, no matter what
field or endeavor. I’ve learned it’s futile to try and convince her otherwise.
Fortunately, most of her troubles come from the electrical upgrades she’s put
into the building, which I have an interest in.”


“I see.” Her smile stayed steady as she continued, “I think
I know what you want to ask next. How did I kill the witch? I thought as much.
This is going to be somewhat anti-climactic, but I killed her with my bare
hands.” 


The answer so stunned me that my jaw dropped and I gaped at
her like some moronic buffoon. 


“I’m going to have to back up and tell the story,” Edwards
said as much to herself as to me, her dumbfounded audience. “Alright. You don’t
have an alphabet agency here, but you do have the King’s Service, which is more
or less the equivalent. Think of me as a Kingsman, alright? On Earth that’s
basically what I was. I trained for hand-to-hand combat, guns, investigative
procedures, criminal behavior, et cetera. When Belladonna brought me through,
I’d been on my way home after a thirty-nine-hour mission, so I was dead on my
feet. I didn’t react as quickly as I could have and she got the drop on me. I
was in stasis for a long time after that but eventually I realized I was one of
six she’d brought through. The only woman, oddly enough. I’m not sure if that
was by design or happenstance, though. 


“Anyway, she poured all sorts of potions and spells into us.
I’m not sure how much time passed before she thought to put a translating spell
on us, several months I think, because we’d lost three at that point. After
that, from what I could decipher of her mutterings, she wanted a strong
guardian who was cognizant enough to not need monitoring. She’d tried golems,
but they needed too much attention to keep going, which was when she hit upon
the idea of suborning humans. 


“Some of the spells worked, some didn’t. I’m sure you’ve
noticed my sense of smell is strong? Yes, I thought so. All of my senses are
better than a normal human’s. Sherard measures them to be twenty-two percent
better. She increased other things, too, like stamina. Although I’m not sure
how well that took, all things considered. She was down to two of us when she
reached some sort of acceptance of our state and then hit us with the last of
the spells. They were strengthening spells—for bones, muscle density,
regeneration powers. The single man standing couldn’t withstand the pain. His
heart stopped. I barely withstood it.” Her mouth turned up into a humorless
smirk. “I’m trained for torture, you see.” 


No, I didn’t see. I didn’t want to. I didn’t want to even
imagine this woman, who was fast becoming my friend, in such deplorable
circumstances. 


“The last changes were her undoing.” Edwards continued as if
reciting a report, in the same calm tone she’d recited the story in. Even her
posture didn’t change, still leaning comfortably on the counter top. “She
didn’t think to question the manacles keeping me in place. With the changes, I
was strong enough to break free. I did it the minute her back was turned,
caught her head in my hands, and broke her neck.” 


The scene painted itself in my head in vivid swatches of
color and pain and I winced. 


“What came after was…interesting,” she declared with more
animation than before, relaxing with each consecutive word. “I stumbled out of
the cave she’d squirreled herself into, followed a road to the next town, and talked
to the first policeman I saw. He didn’t know what to make of my story at first,
but once he had the basics down, he took me straight to the mayor. They were so
excited—and a little alarmed, I think—that they called immediately to Kingston
for reinforcements. I got to rest for a few hours before leading an
investigative squad back to the cave. Several Kingsmen were with us, as well as
a Royal Mage. It took me several months to realize that I am not, in fact, on a
parallel world to Earth but some other planet entirely. I’m still not really
sure how I feel about that, as parts of your culture are very confusing, and I
wonder if a parallel world would have been easier to get used to. In other
ways, I’m kinda glad, as it’s more of an adventure this way. I really can’t use
Earth as a comparison to here.”


“Is that why you chose to be a detective and not a Kingsman?
Considering your training and experience on Earth, I would think it boring to
be a normal detective.”


“Not at all.” She raised a hand, ticking points off on her
fingers. “In order to be a Kingsman, you have to understand politics, magic,
different cultures, and have handy fighting skills. I don’t know enough about
this world to fill those shoes. It’s better for me to be a detective, learn the
ropes. If and when I get comfortable enough with Draiocht,
then I can consider a career change.”


Her approach to the matter seemed entirely sensible and I
found nothing objectionable about it. I also imagined that she had much more to
tell of the tale. However, she’d more than answered my question. I decided to
let it lie, for now. “I’m very glad you survived.” 


“I am, too.” 


My ears pricked at these words and I studied her expression
for a long moment. “You really mean that.” 


Edwards met me look for look. “You think I’m not glad to be
alive?”


“You’re far from home, with no possibility of contacting
family or returning, in a land that makes no sense to you. You survived a
horrible ordeal that would break anyone’s spirit. I imagine that life would be
difficult to bear some days.” 


“I have my share of nightmares,” she agreed as if we were
discussing the passing weather of the season. “But if I was the type to give up
on life, I would have done it in that cave.” 


Her courage was breathtaking. Inspiring. I hoped, if I were
ever in similar circumstances, that I would fight just as hard to survive. 


I don’t know what prompted me to say it, but the words
tumbled out of my mouth on their own: “The next time you have those nightmares,
remember that my apartment is directly below yours. My door is always open to
you.” 


Her expression softened and Edwards gave me a blinding
smile. “You’re a real sweetheart, Henri Davenforth. I appreciate it.” 
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I spent the next week devising a new interlocking system of
wards to turn the five buildings in the police precinct into a compound, based
on the model Newell had quickly sketched out. I had to refine and redesign
elements of it, but it worked astonishingly well. So well, in fact, that my captain
informed me he wanted the other police precincts in the city to do the same. I
fully expected the other warding specialists in the city to pay me a visit to
examine what I had done. 


Hopefully it would be enough to deter the thieves. I still
had no idea how they’d pulled off their last heist. 


I did take a few hours to help Edwards research our files,
see if there were any other cases with a similar pattern to the crime committed
here. A few looked similar, and she took notes on those. I did most of the
reading, of course, but I wrote down a few key words for her and she was able
to scan through the files and see if any of them had those words in them. If
they did, I would give them a closer perusal. It sped up the process and gave
her something useful to do without the situation degenerating into something
borderline insulting. 


With the information that we gathered, she went to canvas
the area more thoroughly and take a second interview with the few people
directly involved with the crime scene. I abhorred repetition but would have
swallowed my reaction down and gone with her anyway if not for the fact that
Sanderson’s incompetence once again forced my hand. The backlog of work at the
lab had reached an inexcusable level. 


Edwards shooed me toward the lab, indicating she didn’t need
any help with the research, and I left her to it as I refocused my attentions
to the other cases and their lab work. Most of it was routine—examination of
blood remains, broken wards that had guarded precious objects, ‘mysteriously’
failed hexes and the like. I hardly needed to put things through the full gamut
of tests before I suspected the answer, but my theories did not constitute as
proof, so I followed procedure to the letter and made extensive notes as I did so.
Lawyers needed all of their facts for court, after all. 


Some of the tasks waiting could have been done by a first-year
student, nothing more than a few minutes time. The sodding report took longer
than the actual lab work. Sanderson, the benighted fool, couldn’t be bothered
to take up the slack. The desire to play a practical joke or twelve on the man
grew on me. I knew a detective or two that would be more than willing to aid
me….


My door burst open and Edwards took two steps in, a flush in
her cheeks and a sharp smile baring her teeth. “They’ve struck again.”


I immediately paused in mid-motion, my pen hovering over the
report. “Where? When?”


“This morning, the National Magical Conservatory.”


An oath burst from my lips before I could check it. “Buggering
blighters did it in broad daylight?”


Dancing impatiently from foot to foot, she urged, “Let’s go,
let’s go, the trail is getting colder the longer you sit there.” 


I abandoned my work completely—which meant I’d have to start
again, but I didn’t care about that one whit at the moment—snatching up my
satchel of tools and pointing to the tools stacked on a shelf near the door.
“Grab one of the black boxes.” 


She did so with commendable alacrity, holding the door open
with her foot so that I didn’t have to wrestle with the bag, a second black
box, and the door. We hustled out of the station that way, her opening doors
for me, which garnered a few odd looks that I stoutly ignored. Once out, she
went directly for the pool of available motorcars and wagons. I hoped she meant
for us to take a police wagon, but instead she went directly for one of the
cars. 


I didn’t have much experience with the motorcars. They’d come
out five years ago and had been steadily climbing in popularity ever since. I
found them reckless more than anything. A combustible engine housed underneath
a thin sheet of metal? That could explode upon impact? Short, thin doors to
protect from side collisions? Seemed a recipe for disaster to me. Not to
mention the insane speeds that the motorcars could reach. Some of them could
exceed thirty miles an hour! Only an imbecile would think it wise to go that
fast. 


I paused two feet away while Edwards loaded up the back of
the vehicle. “I know you said you had motorcars on Earth….”


She looked up, eyes flicking over my face, her urgency muted
under an amused look. “Cars were quite common where I’m from. Horses and
buggies were actually rarer.” 


I couldn’t imagine such a world. “Truly?”


“Get in,” she urged, already sliding into the driver’s seat.



Hopefully she knew what she was doing. Different worlds
surely had a different design for motorcars. Would her experience transfer over
so smoothly? I somehow doubted it. With considerable trepidation I placed
everything into the boot and slid into the passenger seat. I’d barely settled
when she put her foot squarely on the accelerator and we shot off. 


I clutched the sides of the car with a white knuckled grip,
dearly praying for a safe trip and swearing to myself before we even got out to
the street that I would never, ever let her drive again. “Is there a reason why
we’re going at a rate of knots?”


“We’re only going thirty miles an hour, it’s not that fast!”
she informed me, eyes twinkling. 


The woman was insane. My jaw dropped for a moment before I
spluttered, “Thirty miles an hour is far faster than the human body is designed
to withstand!”


“Davenforth,” she informed me candidly over the rush of the
wind in our ears, “in my world, cars routinely do eighty on a freeway.” 


My mind went blank at this information. I didn’t even know
how to begin to process it. Eighty? Eighty?!


“And that doesn’t even include planes, which go far faster.”



“Planes,” I repeated blankly, sure that she was not
referring to a field or plane of existence but something else altogether. 


“Ah, right, I’m not sure if you have those here. Airplanes?
No? Not ringing a bell? Alright, think of an enclosed vehicle that can fly
through the air, carrying passengers.” 


This woman seemed intent on turning all of my suppositions
about reality on its figurative head. “You have those? How fast do they fly?”


“Hmm, I think it’s about 570 miles an hour? Typically?”


Surely she jested. “You’re not serious.”


“Perfectly serious.” She slowed to take a turn, absently
returning the rude gesture a cabbie shot at her for trying to occupy the same
lane at the same time. That surprised me as much as anything. When and where
had she picked that up? “It’s a routine method of travel on my world. Safer
than cars, actually. Less accidents.” 


That I believed, seeing the way she drove. “Detective, I
think your people are insane.” 


Far from being offended by this, she threw back her head and
laughed. “Regular Evel Knievals, yup.”


Because the deities were merciful, we didn’t have far to go.
The National Magical Conservatory lay near the heart of the city, surrounded by
a research facility, a hospital, and two universities—by design. The NMC, as
most referred to it, housed some of the rarest magical plants and boasted the
largest by pound procurement for the country. They had things here that you
could not acquire anywhere else unless you went to the country of origin. I had
availed myself of their selection on multiple occasions, mostly as a student,
and while I hadn’t been here in years I was no stranger to the place. 


The conservatory stood two stories tall, mostly made of
glass, in a very square and functional shape. It had the largest square footage
of any government building and took up a block all on its own. I discovered the
street facing the front doors to be swarming with all sorts of vehicles,
official and otherwise. The crowd gathering on both sides of the cordoned off
area suggested that rumors had already started to fly about what happened here.
I took one look at the building in a magical spectrum and winced. 


“They’ve been here alright.” 


Edwards found a narrow spot on the side of the street and
parked before glancing at me. “That obvious?”


I pointed to the general area near the right corner of the
building. “I can see the tattered remains of the wards from here. The rest of
the building is intact, but that particular area is a near duplicate for what
happened to our Evidence Locker.” 


“That’s answer enough for me.” She stepped out, grabbing my
black box from the boot, and headed straight for that corner. I followed
closely, both of us having to wind and weave our way through curious onlookers
before we reached the police cordon and the beat cop stationed there. Edwards
paused long enough to pull out her metal shield from a pocket and flash it at
the man. “Jamie Edwards, Detective at the Fourth Precinct. This is Doctor
Davenforth, Magical Examiner, also Fourth.” 


The beat cop, a man that appeared as if he had been doing
the job for twenty years or more, gave us a nod through without a word. We
slipped under the rope and headed straight for our destination. As we
approached, I observed three other men standing there in a heated discussion.
Two detectives and a Magical Examiner, unless I missed my guess. The
detectives, both in their forties with slightly podgy builds and receding
hairlines, were not familiar to me. The Magical Examiner I did know, through
nodding acquaintance. Boyd, that was the name. 


His hands, quicksilver as always, flashed through the air as
he talked, wispy hair standing up more than usual, either due to the wind or
agitation. “—not a magical attack,” he was saying adamantly, thin frame
bouncing up and down on his toes with manic energy, gaining animation and
momentum with every word. “There’s not a trace of magic here except what
remains of the wards. I can’t explain it. Power is here, yes, but not magic.” 


“It’s spectral energy,” Edwards supplied, coming up to stand
with them. 


Those three words snapped their attention to her, and I
stopped at her right side, supplying the rest of the information patiently, knowing
they wouldn’t let me get to work until I satisfied their curiosity. “We
suffered a similar attack on our own Evidence Locker eleven days ago. Doctor
Newell was able to solve the mystery of what happened, although we’re still
piecing together the how of it. Boyd.”


“Davenforth,” Boyd acknowledged with an inclination of the
head, and perhaps I imagined it, but he seemed relieved to see me. “Spectral,
you say? You mean a ghost just waltzed through the wards and shredded them like
tissue paper?”


“Either walked through or was aimed at it, yes. We’re more
inclined to think it was the latter. Edwards, this is a fellow colleague of
mine from the Fifth Precinct, Doctor Boyd. Gentlemen, this is Detective Jamie
Edwards.” 


They must have had some inkling as to who she was (we only
have so many female officers in the city, after all) but the name confirmed it
for them and there were covert looks of surprise thrown about before they
remembered their manners and introduced themselves. They looked rattled, but
not to the point of being tongue tied or having heart failure. No interference
was needed on my part, then. I left them to it, already turning to the problem
at hand and setting up my equipment to record everything I could. I kept half
an ear on the conversation behind me as I worked, listening in as Edwards
caught them up to speed with what we knew and what we suspected. 


The detectives very politely asked who would be taking lead
on this and then found their own excuses to turn it over to us. The NCM was on
the border between the two precincts, we already were working the case, it
would be redundant for both of us to pursue the matter, et cetera, et cetera,
yawn. In the end, only Boyd stayed, just long enough to give me his own
thoughts on the matter. 


“You’ll see once you get in there, but they obviously didn’t
have a highly skilled lock pick with them. Or no patience for it. They broke a
window to get the door open. Whatever device or system they used to harness
spectral energy to shred the wards with obviously doesn’t have any true
physical force behind it, as the only damage to the building is that single
pane of broken glass.” 


I frowned and paused in my readings to really study the
building. He was correct; nothing structurally looked damaged or even scratched
except that one pane of glass right next to the door lock. “I find that very
interesting. Our Evidence Locker sustained more than superficial damage.” 


Boyd’s thin brows arched in a gesture of surprise. “Did it,
now? You’re right, that’s quite interesting. Did they change methods? Something
less destructive?”


“Or they refined the method,” I postulated, thinking hard.
“Made it more efficient, less showy. They would have needed to do so anyway,
near a public and busy street like this.”


“True enough.” Boyd watched over my shoulder for a moment,
taking in the readings, then asked, “Same power levels?”


“No, substantially different. I’ll need to compare
everything more closely but it appears as if they’ve refined their methods.” Of
course, this made sense, as any criminal intelligent enough to come up with
this method would surely possess the ability to refine the invention as well.
It didn’t mean that I had to like it. 


Boyd became so quiet that I thought he had left before he
asked in a ruminative tone of voice, “So that’s her, eh? The woman famous for
killing Belladonna. Been working with her long?”


“Just since the start of this case,” I answered shortly,
already impatient with this turn of the conversation. 


“What’s she like?”


“Competent.” 


“Awww, you say the sweetest things, Davenforth,” Edwards
said in a light voice as she came up to us. 


I darted a glance at Boyd and found him flushed, embarrassed
no doubt to be caught gossiping. Served him right. 


Edwards kindly didn’t make him stew in his social gaff but
instead shifted to a more brisk, professional tone. “What have you found so
far?”


“Definitely our thieves,” I confirmed for her, “although
they appear to have refined their methods. Not as much power this time or
structural damage.” 


She nodded, unsurprised. “I surmised as much. This time they
were in and out within thirty seconds. We’ll need to interview the staff to
figure out what was taken, but a witness reported seeing a group of four men in
and out of here within an alarmingly short amount of time. They immediately
disappeared into the streets without a trace, although our witness claims he
tried to keep track of them, to at least be able to point us in the right
direction.”


I had my own doubts on that score, as she obviously did, but
let it pass. The one important thing I knew without even entering the building.
“Edwards, you know our earlier theory about them creating a Sink?”


Her attention sharpened on me. “Confirmed?”


“It’s certainly looking more plausible. The only reason you
would ever partner together plant and relic is for a Sink. There’s nothing else
you can do with it.” 


She didn’t seem as convinced of this. “But what if they’re
creating a poison from the plant to dip the kris into?”


“For an undefeatable weapon, what would be the point?” I
countered. Not that I didn’t see her argument, but my instincts and intellect
told me it was the Sink we were really dealing with. But I let her doubts pass
for now. We had other things to focus on. “Shall we see what they stole?”






[image: kep]


I had no time to appreciate the interior of the
conservatory. Usually I loved this place—its very air had a richness to it that
few places in the world did. It smelled alive, magical, of rich earth and
moving water. I’ve been told that even non-magical people can detect the
elements of power in the air. To me, this seemed obvious, as every plant
cultivated had its own imbued power. 


Two steps in, I noted that the winter harvest had been
recently completed, as the rows were a little more bare than usual. Certain
areas, mostly the rows along the outside windows, still bloomed darkly green,
with a few patches here and there that thrived. But then, not all plants
blossom well in heat. The conservatory still had a rigid neatness to it, as it
always did, with just enough walk space between the rows for two people to walk
side by side. But then, I knew that not a single plant would dare to grow even
a twig out of place. The head gardener would not stand for it. 


The head gardener was a tough looking matron named Mrs.
Pousson. Red hair cropped short, chiseled features, long sleeves and pants
tucked into boots, she looked as if she had spent the morning hours up to her
elbows in soil and compost, which she likely had. We barely had the
introductions out before she informed us briskly, “They took a handful of
Raskovnik.”


Edwards paused with her pencil hovering over the small
leather notebook in her hands. “The what, now?”


“Raskovnik,” Mrs. Pousson repeated patiently, even spelling
it out before continuing, “which I find quite disturbing.” 


I found it equally disturbing, as it had the potential to
poke a hole in my theory. “The Raskovnik is from Sclaveni lands, one with a
mystical property that we’re still trying to fully unlock. It’s infamous as the
‘Thieves Herb,’ as it can unlock anything—any ward, any lock, any barrier—to
allow entry.” 


Mrs. Pousson gave me a proud nod as if I were her star
pupil. “Exactly right. I don’t get much call for the herb except through the
university, mostly for class projects of some sort or another. The police
borrow a sprig from time to time if they have a locked room they need quick
entry to. But the demand is minimal and the patch we have often needs to be
trimmed back before someone needs it.” 


“Which is how you know they took something,” Edwards
responded thoughtfully. 


“Just trimmed it last week, it’s obvious some is missing,”
Mrs. Pousson answered bluntly, a scowl on her face. “Before you ask, it’s
simplicity itself to use. Cut off a piece, stick in a lock or up against a
barrier, presto! You’re in.” 


Edwards had her own scowl, but hers bordered more on the
contemplative side. “Can I see the Raskovnik?” 


“Of course.” Mrs. Pousson waved us to the other side of the
cobblestone walkway we stood on, then went around to lead us not more than ten
feet away within clear view of the door, indicating a thick patch of grass
thriving in the rich soil. I say grass, but it almost looked like clover, the
vines had that sort of thickness to it, and the richness of the green appeared
blue at certain angles. The theft was obvious even to the uninitiated eye, as a
handful had clearly been yanked out of the ground, leaving a bald spot behind. 


I stared at the missing patch, unease churning in my gut.
They could open a great many locks with that much of it. Perhaps my theory was
wrong after all. 


Edwards immediately bent and air traced over a single
footprint in the soil. “Man’s shoe, about a size twenty-five, looks like. Mrs.
Pousson, anyone stepped in this bed that you’re aware of?”


“None,” she answered slowly, brown eyes narrowing. “Your
policemen stopped at the door, called security and me, but no one came in until
you two did.”


“Then we’ve likely got a criminal’s footprint.” Edwards gave
it a happy smile before laying a pencil down next to it, then a piece of paper
with a number written on it above the pencil. I watched as she drew forth the
slimmest version of a camera I’d ever seen and carefully posed the shot. With a
flash, she had it, and lowered the camera again. “Davenforth, do you have any
way of preserving this footprint for me?”


It took me a moment of thought before I realized I did
indeed. “I have a quick setting cement hex on me, will that do?”


“That should be perfect.” She gathered up number and pencil
and efficiently put them away again. Pleased, she bounced up to her feet and
stepped back, giving me room to work with. 


Even as I pulled out the hex and set it up, I asked dryly,
“Don’t tell me that every boot print is also unique.”


“Not at all. But sometimes footprints can help prove that
someone was on the scene. More data is always helpful.”


That I couldn’t argue. 


“Mrs. Pousson, one question.” Edwards tapped a finger to her
chin before asking carefully, “Does quantity change the outcome? I mean to say,
if there’s a particularly powerful ward or lock to get past, will a handful do
the job where a single blade would fail?”


“No,” Mrs. Pousson responded promptly. “That’s part of the
equation that has stumped our researchers for years, but either it has the
power to open it or not. Quantity will not make any difference.” 


“Looks like you’re right, Davenforth,” Edwards said quietly.



Not expecting those words, my head snapped around, jaw
dropping a little. “I beg your pardon? Doesn’t this seem proof to the
contrary?”


Shaking her head, her mouth firmed into a grim line.
“They’ve already proven they can get through wards and past locks with no real
trouble. Attacking this place, which is so much in the public eye, not to
mention an actual police station, is foolhardy at best. It’s garnered our
undivided attention. You don’t do that unless you have a much larger target in
mind, something that their normal tools can’t defeat. Why go through the
trouble of breaking into here? Because they need it. I will bet even money that
you’re right. We just have to figure out what their target is.” 


Perhaps she had a point after all. The power of the
Raskovnik itself did not measure up to whatever device they used to burst
through the wards. In fact, it was very likely inferior. The theory of them
creating a Sink remained valid. I looked to my partner and queried, “You handle
the witnesses, I’ll gather the magical evidence?”


“As usual. Don’t worry about the fingerprints, I’ll get
them.” She gave me a smile before moving off, already calling to the building’s
security guard hovering near the door. 


I finished with the footprint and let it set on the paving
stone before turning to Mrs. Pousson, a question poised on my lips, but the
expression on her face stopped me, fumbling the words. She gave me this knowing
look as if my relationship with Jamie Edwards did not have the wholesome work
colleagues level to it but something else altogether. This, this is why it’s
been so difficult to integrate the women into the workforce. People
automatically assume that any professional woman must be involved with someone
she worked with, which gave the men difficulties. I thought about denying
whatever the matron thought about us, but did it really matter? And my denials
would make her think I protested the situation too much. She had not, after
all, said anything. Ignoring it, I turned her attention back to the problem at
hand. “I would very much like to take a sample of the Raskovnik with me.”


“Of course,” she assured me and instantly went for a trowel
in her front apron pocket. “How much would you like?”


“A single trowel will be a gracious plenty, thank you. Mrs.
Pousson, how well known is the Raskovnik’s location? I know that anyone in the University
or professional buildings nearby knows you house it, but the exact location of
it in this building—is that common knowledge?”


“I wouldn’t have thought so,” she denied, standing and
handing me the trowel. As I put it carefully into a sample jar, she continued,
“Although I did have a tour group from the University through two weeks ago. Or
maybe it was three? A herbology class. I walked them through the plants we have
here, the soil conditions that are required for its upkeep, temperature
regulations, and so forth. That group saw it. Whether they were tricked into
detailing the location to the thieves or simply gossiped about it at some pub,
who knows.” 


University students? I thought about the young woman that
had scouted the Evidence Building. She’d been young enough to pass for a
student. “Were there women in this group?”


“A few.” Mrs. Pousson’s brows climbed an nth degree. “That
isn’t unusual, Doctor.” 


I had the feeling I’d bristled feathers somehow and in the
effort of not putting my foot any further into my mouth, instead turned my head
and called, “Edwards! Do you have that sketch on you?”


She paused in searching the door for fingerprints, pulling
the sketch free and handing it off to me with a curious look before returning
to her own task. Unfolding the paper, I held it so that Mrs. Pousson could see
it. “Was she one of your touring students?”


Bending her head to the page, she stared at it for a long
moment. “I feel that she is familiar, but I can’t swear to it. I honestly
didn’t pay much attention to their faces, and they were barely here an hour.” 


Granted, how often did we commit to memory what we only saw
once? “I see. Who coordinated the tour group?”


“Ah, that’s Professor Baring. He’ll be able to tell you who
was in the group more readily than I can, as they are his students.” 


A good place to start, assuming the man actually knew his
students. My professors at University didn’t always keep track of theirs.
“Thank you, I’ll check with him. Mrs. Pousson, a few questions on the upkeeping
of the Raskovnik, if you would.” 


“Of course.” She launched into the necessary facts of
keeping the Raskovnik alive, which fortunately didn’t require anything
completely unorthodox. I made notes, including details on what would readily
kill it, and made inquiries about where this information could be found aside
from consulting a master gardener. She knew the answer to that as well off the
top of her head. 


Edwards drifted back to my side as Mrs. Pousson finished and
listened intently. “I’m sorry, I missed the first part of this. How easy will
it be for the thieves to keep their sample alive?”


“In the short term, not difficult. But they’ll have to
replant in the next month or risk it dying. It can’t sustain itself in a potted
environment very well.” 


“That gives us a timeline of sorts to work from.” Edwards
nodded, satisfied. “Davenforth, you have everything you need?”


“Yes, I believe so. Fingerprints?”


“A few,” she responded happily. “Mrs. Pousson, if you don’t
mind, I need to take yours for examination.” 


With half an ear, I listened as the two women discussed
fingerprints and what it meant as I gathered everything back into my bag, repacking
my materials. Edwards still hadn’t finished, so I went to the door and made my
own examination but failed to see anything useful. If only they’d sliced a bit
of skin while breaking the window pane in, we might get somewhere. A great deal
could be done with blood. A single drop would enable me to do location spells.
Ah, well.


I half turned and watched Edwards thank the gardener. Now,
how to avoid getting back into that deathtrap again? I couldn’t think of a
feasible way to do so without putting Edwards’ back up. 


Carrying a black box, Edwards matched her pace to mine as we
left the scene. “Davenforth, you called on one of your colleagues for
assistance. I’m inclined to think that we need one of mine.” 


“Who would you like to call?” I asked, rampantly curious as
to the answer. Whom could she possibly have met who would have any sort of
magical expertise? 


“Ellie Warner is her name. She’s the head of the Black
Clover Artificers Guild.” A laugh rippled free of her mouth as she stepped off
the curb and crossed the street. “You look positively shocked by this,
Davenforth. Did you think I don’t have any friends?”


“I am absolutely positive you do, but how in the wide world
do you know Ellie Warner? Many people wish to make her acquaintance, and she
rarely bothers with any of them.” 


“Bit of a firecracker, Ellie is,” Edwards agreed
comfortably. “It was Sherard who introduced us. There’s a great many
conveniences and gadgets on my world that haven’t been invented yet here. Some
of it is because your technology isn’t advanced enough yet. Sherard introduced
us so that I could present new ideas to the Artificers’ guild. I have to say
it’s worked out well. Not only have I gained quite a few friends because of it,
but we’re making a wicked amount of money.” 


I found this fascinating and the words blurted out of my
mouth before I could reconsider them. “What have you invented?”


“Well, refrigerators—”


I spluttered over that one, as she had mentioned it to me,
but hadn’t indicated they were now in my world to be had. Did I dare ask how I
might acquire one?  


“—hot water heaters,” she continued, now ticking things off
on her free hand. “Air conditioning, and we have one in the works now; a chat
window.” Her face became more animated as she spoke. “You don’t have the means
for cell phones yet, but we’ve simplified it down to where it works more like a
wireless telegram. It’s a simple device with only one screen and a stylus so
that you can write instant messages to each other. Still requires a magical
charge to work, so it’s not going to be widespread anytime soon, but Ellie
thinks that with the right combination of hexes, she can create something the
public can use.” 


I thought about that, the ability to send messages back and
forth, like having your own telegraph station riding around in your pocket.
Just the invention of the telephone, not four years ago, had opened more doors
than I had expected. What would it be like to send instant messages, no matter
your location? “Extraordinary.” 


“It will revolutionize communication on this world,” Edwards
stated with open satisfaction. “I can’t wait.” 


The easy way she said this made me think she took light of
what it really meant, how profound this invention would be. But no, the very
reason she suggested it was because she had seen for herself in her own world.
She knew better than any of us how it would change and alter society. 


We reached the car and I belatedly realized that my
opportunity to get out of riding again with her had evaporated while we
chatted. Cursing myself soundly for a fool, I reluctantly stowed everything
into the boot. I felt as if I had one foot on a banana peel and another in the
grave as I sat in the car. 


To my surprise, we didn’t shoot immediately off, but
sedately started out. I glanced at Edwards, wondering at this change in speed
and driving technique. She caught my eye and gave me a wink. “I figure I’ve
already given you one heart attack on the way here, we can take it easy on the
way back.” 


Too grateful to disagree, I nodded fervently.


“Anyway, to get back to my original point,” Edwards
navigated around a parked taxi, taking the turn we needed to reach the next
road, “I think we need to consult with Ellie. You said the technique in getting
past the wards has nothing to do with magic, so likely they’re using a device
of some sort, correct? Ellie deals with other energies all of the time—half of
her inventions run on electricity. Surely she’d be able to figure out their
methods.” 


I weighed this idea for a while. She made a valid point.
“You think that if we could narrow down how they’re doing this, you’ll be
better able to figure out who?”


Edwards shrugged, eyes staying on the road. “When solving
any crime, you always ask yourself: who, how, and why. If you can answer any of
those questions, it helps solve the mystery of the other two. Right now, I
don’t have a way of answering any of them. I need something to go off of. We
don’t even have any good eyewitnesses, as the one person we know is part of
their group seems to be a ghost herself. She disappears when not on the job.” 


“I’m perfectly agreeable to the idea of consulting with Miss
Warner.” In fact, I would love to meet the woman and pick her brain. 


“Good! I think you’ll like her. I know she’ll like you. And
most importantly, she’s like your friend Newell—she loves a challenge.
Sometimes she’ll drop by my place and badger me into telling her of things that
she can’t possibly invent with this level of technology. It drives her wild and
she loves every second of it.” 


That did sound somewhat like Newell. “Like these cell-things
you mentioned?”


“Like those. And airplanes. And movies.” A sigh escaped her,
and she looked wistful for a moment. “What I wouldn’t give to see a movie. Even
a B one.” 


I thought again of what it must be like to be torn from
everything you’d ever known, into a world that didn’t follow any of the same
rules, didn’t even have the same standards of living you’d grown up with. To
have no contact with friends, family, or enemies. To be completely cut off from
all of it. How did her sanity remain intact? 


How did her heart not break?


The strangest desire overcame me, to reach out and offer
comfort. It startled me so badly that I froze instead, completely rooted to my
seat. What was that? That urge? No, it was more than just that, I wanted to
connect to her on some level. To give her heart a foundation to lean against. 


Had I gone mad? I must have. It was the only logical
conclusion to be reached. I’d spent the majority of my life distancing myself
from messy emotional entanglements and here I was, barely two weeks into this
woman’s acquaintanceship, and suddenly I wanted to hug people at random.
Ridiculous. 


Edwards had pointed out several times that I’m very polite,
and I kept up my manners for an excellent reason. It was a good barrier between
me and other people. Courtesy kept people at bay, made them respond in certain
preconditioned ways, ways that I could predict and maneuver around. Politeness was
a shield I wielded deftly to avoid people. 


I’d been exquisitely polite to her, so why were my defenses
being breached? 


Without my noticing, we’d reached our precinct and Edwards
pulled smoothly around back, returning the motorcar to the pool. She had one
leg out when she noticed I hadn’t moved and she paused, dark brows arching in
query. “Something wrong?”


“No, not at all.” Yes, everything was just grand, I’d
apparently given leave of my senses. I forced myself to move, mostly to avoid
her gaze, as those golden-brown eyes saw far more than they should be able to.
I didn’t need her to divine my moment of weakness. “While I analyze the data,
you’ll contact Miss Warner?”


“Sure. She’ll make time for us, likely, with a puzzle like
this to play with.” 


“Excellent.” Perhaps between now and then I could get my
unruly emotions back under control. 
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What was that perfectly delectable scent? My nose started
moving of its own accord, like a bloodhound’s, my attention completely diverted
from the groceries I’d picked up on the way home. My budget simply didn’t
survive eating out for every meal, hence why I was forced to cook on a more
regular basis than I cared for. I’d bought all of the necessities for
Shepherd’s pie but with that very rich aroma wafting down the hallway, my mouth
revolted and decided it wanted that instead. 


Grilled beef, certainly, onions, peppers, several other
things that I couldn’t immediately identify. Inhaling another deep lungful, I
let it stew in my mind for a long moment. No, I still had no idea. 


Suspicions aroused, I quickly entered my apartment and put
the groceries away in the cold box hanging out of my window. Then I retreated
back to the hallway, following my nose up a story and to the apartment that sat
directly above my own. 


The doorway was open. Jamie never left her doorway open, no
single woman did, not unless she had an agenda. 


“She put the lime in the coconut, she drank ’em bot’ up, she
put the lime in the coconut, she drank ’em bot’ up, she put the lime in the
coconut, she call the doctor, woke ’im up,” she sang, the words lingering
around in the hallway, echoing a little in the empty walls. 


Again with the nonsensical songs. I reached the doorway and
put my shoulder to the doorjamb, just watching her for a moment. Jamie had shed
her work clothes at some point, now wearing nothing more than trousers, a white
shirt with sleeves rolled up to the elbow, and a large white apron tied snugly
about her waist. She stood in front of her kitchen counter, chopping things
with efficient movements, occasionally reaching over to stir the sizzling pan
on the stove top. 


It puzzled me that this woman could be such a force to be
reckoned with on the job, and yet I didn’t find this domestic scene at all
jarring. She looked perfectly at ease, cooking and singing one of her strange
songs. 


“Ain’t there nothin’ I can take, I said, Doctor, to relieve
this bellyache~” Half turning to reach for something, she spied me and stopped
dead, grinning in a mischievous manner that I didn’t trust at all.
“Tsukamaeta.”


Patiently, I informed her, “That didn’t translate.” 


“Just as well,” she remarked, eyes crinkling up even
further. “Henri, want to join me for dinner? It’s Mexican night.”


I gave her quite the look for that. “You know very well that
if you make something I don’t recognize I’ll want to sample it. What’s
Mexican?”


“A cuisine from another country in my world. It’s
predominantly meat, vegetables, rice, beans, and spices. The spices are a bit
touch and go here for me, but I think I’ve come up with something credible.”
She made a face. “Although since you don’t have corn here, the tortillas are
giving me some trouble. Here, come sit.” 


I entered, shedding my jacket as I went; between the
stovetop and the oven, the heat in the apartment had reached an almost
sweltering level. “It’s quite warm in here. Is that why you have the door
open?”


“You could say that’s a reason,” she agreed without sounding
as if she agreed at all. 


Some part of my mind raised suspicions. I felt that she had
an agenda but couldn’t for the life of me detect what it might be. Deciding to
be brave, I took the stool that she pointed me to and sat, letting my jacket
hang on the back of the neighboring stool. As I did so, I caught sight of a
portrait nearby, hanging neatly on the wall connecting kitchen with living
room. Two women, one younger, one older, an older man of similar age to the woman,
and Jamie herself. It took two startled blinks before the obvious hit me. “Your
family?”


She glanced up from the stirring, saw where my attention
lay, then confirmed easily, “That’s right. Sherard arranged it for me. He
pulled my memories up into a looking glass, then commissioned an artist to
paint a portrait for me. It’s quite good, isn’t it?”


“It is,” I agreed without a qualm as the brushwork and
detail were exquisitely done. This Sherard person she kept mentioning certainly
seemed to have all the right connections. “I wasn’t aware that you had a
sister.” 


“I do,” she answered with a quick smile that only had a
trace of sadness to it. “You and I are alike in that regard—we’re both the
younger sibling. Carolyn is three years older.” 


Sherard was indeed kind to arrange this for her, so that she
had at least something from her family here, even if it was a reproduction.
“You two look remarkably alike.” 


“Almost twins,” she confirmed. “Although only in looks.
She’s not a fighter, like me. I got into a lot of confrontations growing up.
Here, want to try a bite?”


Sensing she wanted to move onto a different topic, I nodded
and accepted the fork she handed me. It was nothing more than a thin slice of
beef with pepper, so I wasn’t sure what to make of it. Then the first wave of
spices hit, a delicate blend that wasn’t hot, but awakened the taste buds. An
unconscious smile lit my face. 


“Thought you’d like that,” she said with a knowing look.
Reaching around, she pulled a tray from the oven, a stack of very thin, round
pieces of bread. Was that supposed to be bread? “Here, we’re done. Grab a plate
and serve yourself.”


I eyed the skillet with its offerings, and the neighboring
pan, and the pile of bread-like round things, and asked her seriously, “Why
don’t you serve yourself and I’ll eat everything left over?”
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It was a universal truth, apparently, that the surest
way to a man’s heart was through his stomach. Henri was a foodie, true, but it
hadn’t even been a challenge to make friends with him. Leaving the door open
while cooking was a stroke of genius on my part. With a nose that sensitive,
he’ll show up at my doorstep like a hungry bloodhound every time. 
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[image: kep]


Where had my erstwhile partner gotten off to? We had an
appointment with the professor who had led the tour group, then another with
Ellie Warner afterwards. According to my calculations, if we didn’t leave
within the next ten minutes, we would be late for the first one. I detested
being late. 


I went to her desk first, but failed to find her there, and
then realized I didn’t know enough of her habits to guess where she might be. I
went to the front desk, where Officer Penny McSparrin sat. In between handling
domestic cases, she manned the front, as the girl possessed a sunny disposition
that set people at ease. It must be her manner, as she didn’t have any
astounding beauty to her and appeared to be nothing more than what she was: a
country girl who had moved into the city four years previously. Even her
uniform couldn’t disguise the freckles, the lingering tan, or the bleached
streaks of blond in her hair. She looked up when I approached and greeted me
with an easy smile. “Doctor. Something I can help you with?”


“Officer McSparrin,” I responded, as I always did, because
she seemed to appreciate the formality. Every other officer in the precinct
called her Penny, whether as intended slight or not, I couldn’t determine. But
this casual disregard for propriety set my teeth on edge, and I knew McSparrin
didn’t care for it either. “I wonder if you have seen Detective Edwards?”


“Not more than fifteen minutes ago,” she confirmed,
inclining her head to indicate the row of conference rooms off to the left.
“She went in with a tall looking bloke, rather fancy dressed in that
way, if’n you take my meaning.” 


Ah? ‘That’ way could refer to a man who preferred to dress
as a woman or simply someone who had a preference for the theatrical manner.
From the heavy way she stated it, I assumed the former. I couldn’t imagine why
someone of that nature would come to Edwards unless it was case related.
“Trouble?” 


“Didn’t appear to be, sir,” McSparrin denied with a single
shake of the head. “He greeted her all friendly like, and she smiled on seeing
him. Looked like friends to me.” 


Now that was interesting. Edwards had friends from all walks
of life, or at least, I’d gathered that impression from the stories she told me
and the people that she knew. It didn’t surprise me that she had no qualms with
associating with the differently inclined, shall we say, but why meet here? 


“Speak of the devil,” McSparrin intoned in a lower voice. 


I turned to see a man exit the middle room, rakishly tall
and good looking in that dark, swarthy way that women appreciated. My teeth
nearly fell out of my head as I knew precisely who it was. Royal Mage Sherard
Seaton paused in the doorway and said pleasantly into the room, “I’ll see you
later, then. Keep me updated, this case of yours sounds fascinating.” 


I couldn’t quite catch the response, but I recognized the
voice well enough as Edwards’. 


My mind mentally scrambled to make the connections. Edwards had
said she met a Royal Mage the very day she escaped from Belladonna. She also
stated that she had to stay with a Royal Mage for several months to stabilize
her system before she could start to build a life on this world. She’d
mentioned a ‘Sherard’ several times, but as it’s a fairly common name, I hadn’t
made the connection. Sherard Seaton. This entire time she’d been referring to Royal
Mage Sherard Seaton.


‘Friends in high places’ indeed.


I could see why McSparrin thought him of that inclination,
as he did carry some of the affectations. I would swear he wore eyeliner, and
the red coat he had on did a dramatic flair with every turn he made. It looked
more costume than anything to my eyes. Still, I felt his power as he walked
past me, giving us both a courteous nod of acknowledgement as he passed. 


“You know the gentleman, sir?” McSparrin asked in a tone
that indicated she knew I did. 


“That, Officer McSparrin,” I turned to watch his back as he
left the building, “is Royal Mage Sherard Seaton.” 


“Cor, you don’t say.” She popped over the desk, belly flat
on the surface, to get a last glance at him. “Well, isn’t that something?”


‘Something’ indeed. 


Edwards joined us, a pep in her step that wasn’t there before.
I saw instantly why. Her core looked far more stable than it had this morning,
and it won no prizes to guess who had renewed the stasis spell on her. Sherard
Seaton made house calls? 


I looked at this woman with entirely new eyes, no longer
sure what to make of her. 


“That’s quite the funny look on your face, Davenforth,”
Edwards greeted with an uncaring smile. “I told you I had friends in high
places, didn’t I?”


“I believe, my dear detective, that you take great delight
in delivering cryptic statements to me and then, when I realize what you meant,
chortling at my reaction.” I leveled the accusation in a mock-severe tone,
doing my best to keep a straight face. 


With an unrepentant grin, she shrugged. “Maaaybe. Well,
shall we go question a professor?”


I wasn’t to get any other explanation for Seaton’s presence
here than the evidence presented by my own eyes? Somehow that didn’t surprise
me. Edwards tended to play some things close to the chest. I mentally shelved
my questions for a later time, when I could ask without appearing to be prying.
“Indeed, let’s do so.” 
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The interview with Professor Baring shed barely any light on
the mystery. He recognized the woman in the sketch, giving us a name to go with
the mystery woman: Eda Robbins. As it surely was a pseudonym, it hardly helped
us, but at least we knew how to refer to her now. 


I had much higher hopes for the next interview with the
Artificers’ Guildmaster. Edwards’ description of Ellie Warner as a
‘firecracker’ was spot on. The woman had the size and looks of a woodland fae—short
figure, fiery red hair, an upturned nose and animated gestures that threatened
to take out unwary passersby. We came into her workshop, sparks literally
flying under the woman’s hands as she dodged away from the worktable. My hand
shot to my pocket, ready to throw a water spell on the area to prevent a fire,
when I noticed the wards up preventing any fire from spreading past that table.
Most of the room seemed designed for such an eventuality, as if each
half-constructed invention sitting about on the various tables could combust at
any time. 


“Still working on that electric stove, I see,” Edwards
greeted, not at all worried about the random sparks or the smell of burning
metal. 


“I will make this work or die trying,” Warner swore,
slapping at the sparks with a leather glove, putting the last of it out. “Not
for anyone else’s sake, but my own. I want consistent heat when I cook, sod it.
Now, who’s this fellow following you?”


Fellow? I’d never been described as such. 


“Doctor Henri Davenforth,” Edwards introduced with a wave of
the hand between us. “Magical Examiner. Works with me at the Fourth Precinct.
Davenforth, Guildmaster Ellie Warner.” 


I offered a hand, which Warner took in a firm grip.
“Pleasure, Guildmaster.” 


“I feel like I know you,” Warner responded as she dropped my
hand, eyes narrowing. “Not that we’ve met, but that I know of you.
Davenforth, Davenforth…any relation to Mark Davenforth?”


She was not the first to ask that question. Mark Davenforth
was a politician who held considerable esteem in the community and people
mistakenly thought us related on a regular basis. “Not that I’m aware of.” 


“That’s not it, then.” She shrugged, expression stating it
wasn’t important. “Well, I’m always glad to see you, Jamie, but you normally
don’t visit during the work day.”


“This is actually an official call,” Edwards answered, an
anticipatory gleam in her eye. “I have a puzzle for you.” 


Warner’s attention sharpened, her ears visibly perking. “Do
tell.” 


I pulled out my notes and the journal recording all of the
power levels and handed them over even as I explained what it was we wanted her
help with. She listened to every word, not interrupting, then flipped open the
journal and started scanning through it all quickly. 


Edwards seemed accustomed to this reaction and she went
about fetching stools for us to sit on, which I did, as we could be here for
some time. 


For several moments, Warner went through all of my notes,
including the last page which listed out several theories I had. Then she
paused, hand flat on the page, and gave me another searching look. “Now I know
you. You’re the chap that invented the interlocking wards a week back.” 


“That’s me,” I admitted easily.


“Genius, those are. Someone ran them past me, to see how
effective they were, and I liked the design. Very strong, very capable, and
crafted in such a way they bolster each section in case of damage. I’d use them
myself if I had more than one building to protect.” 


A faint blush stained my skin at this flattery and I strove
not to show how much her praise pleased me. “That is the drawback of the
design. It only works if you have two or more focal points.”


“I’m tempted to build a pillar in the back to be able to use
the design.” Warner turned back to the notes, brow gathering up into a creased
frown. “I see why you approached me, though, as this is rather outside your
field.” 


I took no offense and agreed equably, “It is. Edwards hit
upon the idea that you might be able to tell us how to design a machine to do
something along these lines. We’re fairly certain at this stage that a machine
is responsible.” 


“I can see why.” Putting the books down, Warner twisted to
reach the table behind her, snagging a sketchbook and pencil, along with a
ruler before turning back. “Not many can ghost-wrangle, even though a ludicrous
amount of people claim they can, and the ones with the real talent would never
stoop to thievery. No need, they can name their price for any job. It would
have to be a machine, something with a spiritual focus. It wouldn’t be
elaborate, either. Can’t be, actually. Something like that, it works more like
a trap, and the best you can do is release the spirit while pointing it in a
general direction.”


She’d done nothing but listen to my account, read my notes
and theories, and already a design had occurred to her? Warner was a credit to
her field. She certainly lived up to her reputation. 


“What’s the radius for the energy field?” Warner asked,
hands still flying as she went between my notes and the sketch. 


“I’m not sure, it has fully dissipated both times before we
arrived on scene.” 


Warner stopped for a split second, a hesitation just long
enough to catch my attention before she visibly relaxed her shoulders and kept
working. “Oh? That short of a time?”


Something about her reaction made me think, demanded that I
stop and question every facet of this case. What had made her pause? I fell
silent as Edwards picked up the conversation and gave the information Warner
needed. 


It took me an embarrassingly long moment to realize what
Warner must have cottoned on to. The spectral energy. The radius for the
energy, the residual dissipation of it. Would it be enough to disrupt Edwards’
core? 


I carefully kept my eyes trained dead ahead, fighting the
instinct to look at Edwards, to keep my budding alarm to myself. Spectral
energy could tear through wards on a building, strong defenses meant to keep
invaders out. What would it do to her core, already fighting to be stable?
Constantly in flux, ready to break through the stasis spell containing it.
Would it be like a knife through butter? Or worse than that? 


Warner kicked my foot under the table, jerking me back into
the present. I jumped a little and then strove to hide the reaction by shifting
in my seat, crossing one leg over another. It must have worked, as Edwards
didn’t seem to catch on to the exchange. 


“You say the design is simple,” Edwards leaned forward to
get a look as Warner quickly sketched it out, “but how simple is it to build?”


“Not very. You’d need a skilled craftsman who’s a bit
touched in the head to build this. I know quite a few that fit that
description, unfortunately. Most tricky, really, is the parts for this. The
metal has to be sagardian, or at least be a sagardian alloy, in order to hold
anything spiritually based. The focus is likely a crystal, or a patch of soil
from the ghost’s territory, which again is tricky to obtain. I can give you a
list off the top of my head of some likely places, but I don’t know much about
spirits. Not compared to the experts.” 


“I’ll do my own research there,” Edwards assured her. “Go
back to that alloy. Sagardian, you say? How difficult is that to get your hands
on?”


“Not difficult, but it’s not cheap,” Warner answered, her
eyes never leaving the design under her hands. She turned the book to get a
different angle, pencil and ruler flying.  


“How much demand is there for it?”


“If you’re in the business of spirits I imagine you use
something made of sagardian ore quite often.” 


I followed Edwards’ line of thought quite easily. “You think
that you’ll get a lead on our thieves by tracking down the sagardian metal.” 


“There’s a good chance.” Edwards had her own notebook out,
jotting down information, but paused to answer me. “Think about it. If the
spirit-wrangling community needs this stuff, then they likely have their own
sources to get it, and those merchants are used to dealing with them. They’ll
remark on anyone new, perhaps remember them. If it takes this metal to make
their little device, it means that they didn’t have the means yet to steal the
metal, so they likely purchased it.”


 “You’re assuming these stores all have anti-theft wards
around them,” I corrected. “Some of them might not.” 


“True, but if so, that means they did have a theft
and that will be even easier to track down. Any information right now helps
me.” 


I couldn’t fault her logic. What we lacked more than
anything else at this juncture was data. The more data we had to crunch, the
more possibilities of catching our thieves. 


Warner frowned down at my notes. “I don’t like these two
points you made. They stole a magical kris and a patch of Raskovnik? You
realize what they’re likely making?”


“A Sink,” I confirmed grimly. I didn’t even like saying the
words. “And yes, we realize that means they likely have another, larger target.
Something with powerful wards for them to get through. Right now, we don’t have
enough information to even guess what their target would be.” 


“Wondering about this will give me nightmares,” Warner
grumbled, her hands returning to the design. 


“Should I give you something else for your mind to focus
on?” Edwards inquired with a hint of mischief in her eyes. 


Warner paused, eyes darting up to the other woman’s face. “I
knew it! You’ve been holding out on me.”


“Holding out on you?” Edwards pressed a hand innocently to
her chest, eyes wide with contrived hurt. “Would I do that?”


“In a heartbeat, you faker.” Warner snorted. “Alright, out
with it, what have you thought up this time? Is it something I can build?”


“I think so, yes.” Edwards appealed to me, using my presence
like some sort of impartial buffer. “I try to tell her things I think she can
actually build, but the woman seems determined to mine my brain for every
possible invention. For my thoughtfulness, I get abused. I ask you, is this fair?”


“Shut up and tell me,” Warner demanded, already flipping
over a page in her sketchbook, ready to take notes. 


Edwards gave her quite the look for that. “Hard to do both
at the same time, my dear friend.”


“Just tell me, you tosser!”


“Such language,” Edwards reproved, grinning like a demented
Jack o’lantern. “Might I get a drum roll please?”


This question made no sense to me, but Warner immediately
picked up a second pencil and rattled off a quick staccato against the edge of
the table. 


Inclining her head in thanks, Edwards intoned in grand,
rolling syllables, “Traffic lights.” 


The words almost made sense, a half-formed notion in my
head. “Lights that somehow deal with traffic?”


“They control traffic.” Edwards hands lifted into the air as
she explained. “Say, for instance, that you’re at a four-way crossing. People
now let whoever was there first go, correct? But wouldn’t it be faster if a
whole stream of cars could go at once? The lights are there for situations like
this. There’s three colors: green means go, yellow warns you need to stop soon,
and red means to stop and wait.”


“Ingenious,” Warner breathed. “It would stop traffic
congestion at street intersections altogether. And help with the confusion of
who’s supposed to go next. Surely it would stop accidents from occurring
altogether!”


Edwards smile twisted in a sardonic uplift. “I’m afraid that
last part is impossible, as people will inevitably not be paying as close
attention to the road as they should, but it will help, yes. I’ve noticed this
especially in the past week that I’ve been driving about. The traffic is
getting worse. I’m not sure if it’s because the cars are gaining in popularity
or if it’s because the city is growing.” 


“Could be a little of both.” I’d observed for myself the
city’s growth. I didn’t quite know the cause, but the amount of housing and new
businesses shooting up all over was a silent testament to it. “I would imagine
that this invention would take considerable time and money to implement
throughout the city. Not to mention training for the drivers.” 


“It’s a simple enough system,” Warner dismissed with a wave
of the hand. “Any fool can learn it. And if he can’t, he shouldn’t be driving
in the first place.” 


Edwards laughed in agreement. “From your lips to the deity’s
ears. Here, hand over that sketch pad. I’ll show you what our lights looked
like.” 


Normally I would have protested being sidetracked like this.
We’d come here on official business, after all, not to play with a new
invention. However, I had a feeling that more than coin, Warner’s currency was
information. Ideas. Edwards had paid this woman for her expertise by giving her
something else to create. Recognizing this, I sat back and let them discuss the
lights for several minutes, only offering my own opinion if I felt the need to
say something, but otherwise watching them work. 


There was something alluring about true intelligence at
play. Or perhaps I should say seeing ideas being crafted and shaped, formed out
of nothing but a spark of imagination into a physical form. A strange giddiness
swept up and down my spine as I watched these two women talk, bandying
possibilities back and forth, their whole bodies animated by the discussion. 


Edwards obviously enjoyed this. The creative process suited
her admirably even if she did nothing more than regurgitate ideas from her own
world. I felt sure she wouldn’t run out of anything new for years yet and she’d
been quite frank about how lucrative her partnership with the Black Clovers Artificers’
Guild was. Since that was the case, why work as a detective? Her chosen career
was dangerous, difficult, with long hours and not much in the way of pay or
thanks. So why do it instead of this, something that she obviously enjoyed? 


Why do something that put her in danger? I didn’t want to
even imagine what would happen if that spectral energy hit her dead on. Even
her stumbling into a patch at a crime scene scared the daylight right out of
me. 


Part of me dearly wanted to ask, but I didn’t feel I had the
right to pry. We were work colleagues, tottering on the edge of possibly
becoming friends, and that kind of relationship didn’t give me the right to
pester her with inappropriate questions. 


Why did my own conclusion depress me? 


Warner sat back with a happy hum. “Excellent. I think I understand
enough to design something suitable. I’ll run this by the city commissioner
first, though, and see if he’ll go for it. He likely will, but there’s no sense
in me developing this if I don’t have a client for it.” 


“Too true,” Edwards agreed amiably, not at all bothered by her
attitude. “Now, any other thoughts on our first problem?”


“A few, but I’d like to study this out, perhaps make a
mockup, see how viable my theories are. I might be able to give you better
information of how they’re doing this. Give me a few days.”


“Sure.” Edwards glanced at me, eyes asking if I had any
follow-up questions. 


I only had two: “Guildmaster, do you wish to keep my notes?
For reference?”


She nodded readily. “If you don’t mind.”


“I likely won’t need them for several days, so that’s fine.”
I had them mostly memorized at this point anyway, I’d stared at them so much.
“When you get ready to test this, I wish to bring in my other colleague, Dr.
Newell. He has experience in something similar to this.” 


Warner’s green eyes went wide with recognition. “Newell, you
say? He was one of my professors. How is the old chap? I haven’t seen or heard
about him in years.” 


“Still odd, still brilliant,” I responded truthfully. “He’d
very much enjoy being pulled into this process, as the whole idea intrigued
him. I can give you his directions, if you like?”


“Do,” Warner encouraged promptly, the word punctuated with a
sharp nod. “I want to bring him in on this if he has experience in it. Spectral
energy isn’t my specialty anyway; having someone to confer with will keep me
from developing a splitting headache.” 


 Perfect. I had arranged for Newell to now be involved with
the project, keeping him in the loop and thereby avoiding any hurt feelings,
and I’d done so swimmingly, if I did say so myself. My grin was perhaps a tad
smug when I scribbled Newell’s address at the top of her rough sketch. 


Satisfied, she gave a grunt before pointing a stern finger
at Edwards. “We’re having dinner tonight. I’m picking your brain.” 


It could have been taken as a threat, the words were
delivered so harshly, but Edwards laughed in delight. “Mercy, Ellie, mercy! I
can’t think of every single invention you don’t have in a sole instance. I’m
still trying to discover what all you do have.”


“Excuses, I don’t want to hear any of it! Dinner, six
o’clock sharp. I’ll pick you up.” 


Raising both hands in surrender, Edwards agreed, “I’ll be
ready.” Standing, she grinned at her friend. “See you later, then.” 


I gave my own farewell, turning to follow her out the door,
when Warner snagged me by the elbow and pulled me in sharply, nearly upsetting
my balance. “Wait, Doctor Davenforth,” she hissed in a low tone. “I’ll make
this quick. You can see how unstable Jamie’s core is?”


“Yes.” The words were bile in my throat. “I know.”  


“Do not let her get anywhere near this spectral energy,
especially right after a discharge.” Warner’s tone and eyes were intense,
penetrating. “She won’t be able to handle it.” 


While I understood the danger, I felt the warning too vague.
“How close is too dangerous?”


“I think ten feet away might be too close.”


Nodding understanding, I swore, “I’ll keep her twenty feet
away.”


Edwards paused at the door, apparently realized that I
wasn’t following, and turned to call back, “What? Did we forget something?”


Warner pushed me away as suddenly as she’d pulled me,
pinning an uncaring smile on her face. “Not at all, just a quick thought.” 


Looking back at this attractive, competent woman quickly
becoming my friend, I thought of where this case might lead us and felt my gut
churn in a queasy roll. 


Did she understand that by pursuing this case, it might
destroy her? 
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I lay in bed that night thinking long and hard. 


What was I supposed to do? 


Flat on my back, I stared sightlessly up at the dark
ceiling. The room was perfectly warm, my bed comfortable, so I could not blame
my environment for my inability to sleep. The blame for that lay solely upon my
own door. I wanted to sleep, or at least my body was inclined to do so, but my
mind utterly refused to be still. It kept reaching back for the problem of
Jamie Edwards, insisting that there must be a solution. 


If one existed, I hadn’t been able to determine it. 


When I’d first thought of becoming a Magical Examiner, I’d
done so with the vague thought that the career path would perfectly suit my own
nature. I did my best work when not interrupted constantly by other people’s
demands. Not that I didn’t enjoy the comradery of my fellow men, I just found
that being entangled with them became exhausting. I needed consistent breaks
from them, allow my mental processes to recharge. To that end, my own social
circle remained small, as I frankly couldn’t find the energy to cater to a
larger one. 


Somehow, Jamie Edwards had breached that social circle. I
found myself endlessly worrying about her welfare. When precisely had that
happened? When she was assigned as my partner? Not that I knew, really, what to
do with a partner. Thankfully, she seemed to. 


Ellie Warner demanded that I safeguard. Certainly I didn’t
wish to see my partner injured, not if I could prevent it, but how did I
protect her? How did I approach her, to not set her back up? With a mother and
sister, not to mention aunts and cousins, I knew very well that an enraged
woman would do the opposite of what you wished just out of spite. I absolutely
had no intention of bungling this matter with Jamie and running afoul of that
scenario. 


From above my head came the sound of soft thumps, then a
short, exclaimed word. 


Silence.


What was that? From the direction of the noise, it had to
come from Jamie’s apartment. Was something amiss? 


I listened hard, but the sounds didn’t repeat. There might
have been the slight squeak of springs, as if someone had rolled out of bed,
but I heard nothing further. Perhaps she, too, found it difficult to sleep? 


Rolling over, I tried to find a more comfortable position,
attempting in vain to convince my mind to ease into darkness. It insisted upon
a solution first, or at the very least, a plan of action.


I didn’t know how to bring this up to Edwards. I didn’t know
how to tell her that I thought she should hand this case over to someone else.
For that matter, I was unsure if Captain Gregson would allow her to. 


Perhaps before I argued the point with her, I should
approach the captain first and see if he would be open to a reassignment. 


There, a plan. Determined to sleep, I shut my eyes, willing
myself into the ease of deep slumber. 


Three seconds later, my eyes sprung open. 


It would be a very long night. 
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Gregson was sometimes a hard man to pin down. He worked
behind his desk at odd hours, as most of the time he preferred a more hands-on
approach. He kept his thumb on the pulse of this precinct by being actively
involved in everyone’s cases, and at any given time, he knew what his
detectives were up to. I normally only saw him when he followed up on a larger,
more demanding case, and wanted to see the chain of evidence with his own eyes.



For once, our illustrious captain could be found at his
desk. Several binders obscured my view, stacked up in a precarious way off to
one side. Gregson had his feet up, a report in front of him, a steaming cup of
tea on the desk that smelled strongly of cinnamon. His greying hair, while
short, stuck up a little on one side, as if he’d recently ran a hand through it.
His uniform was properly buttoned and pressed, however, so nothing truly
stressful had bothered him today. At least, not yet. 


Gregson had twenty years on me, and aside from trusting him
in an official capacity, I liked him as a person. I often thought that I would
prefer to have a man like him as an older brother instead of the older sister
fate had dealt me. My regard for him sometimes made me more candid than I
should be with a boss, and I prayed that this wasn’t one of those times as I
gave a quick rap on the open door. “Captain. A word, if I may?”


Looking up, Gregson gestured me inside, letting his report
down on the desk even as he sat up properly. “Davenforth. Rare to see you in my
office. What’s wrong?”


Cutting to the heart of the matter, eh? I closed the door
behind me and took one of the wooden chairs in front of his desk. “Captain. I’m
frankly worried about Detective Edwards.” 


His greying eyebrows closed together in a frown, words
delivered in a warning rumble. “Jamie Edwards is one of the best detectives
that we have.” 


“She is,” I agreed without any hesitation or reservations.
My sincerity stopped him dead. “I’m not here to complain about her, sir. I’m
here because I’m worried about her health.” 


“I’m afraid I don’t follow.” 


I chose my words carefully, not willing to break a
confidence, which felt rather ludicrous as technically I hadn’t been taken into
confidence. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of the…side effects Edwards suffers
because of her time with Belladonna.” 


Gregson’s blue eyes narrowed. “You know.” 


Those two words told me a great deal. “I’ve only been
informed of some of the particulars.”


A stubborn slant of his mouth set in.


Unbending a little more, I allowed, “I am aware that
Edwards’ core was disrupted because of Belladonna’s experiments on her and that
it takes a complex matrix of stabilizing spells to keep her healthy. Don’t look
so surprised, Captain. I do have eyes. Two of them. They both work quite well.”


Blowing out a steady stream of air, Gregson looked away, peering
out of the window for a long moment. “This is between the two of us and doesn’t
leave this room.”


I nodded immediately in agreement. 


Still with a face full of misgivings, Gregson continued, “Everything
you said is correct. The exact nature was explained to me, but not having a
magical fiber in my being, I didn’t follow even half of it. I do understand
that on a day to day basis, this doesn’t affect her, but she has to go in for a
renewal of the stasis spell once a month. Whatever Belladonna did messed with
her so badly that even when a spell is applied by a Royal Mage, it can become
frazzled within a month’s time.” 


I winced at hearing this. Royal Mages were rare. The Royal
Court never had a specific number of positions that they tried to keep full.
Instead they elevated any mage with enough power and skill to that rank. We
currently had three, keeping more or less in standard with previous eras. The
most on record, ever, was eleven. “The Royal Mage being Sherard Seaton.”


“Oh? How’d you know?” 


“Let’s say it was a logical deduction I made recently.” I had
seen Sherard Seaton precisely twice and the man radiated power like a bonfire.
The greatest of magicians did, as if they had so much power they leaked it
without intending to. I knew well throughout schooling that it was not my
magical power that made me formidable in my field, but my intellect. It wasn’t
until I’d stood in the same room as Sherard Seaton that I felt the difference
between myself and a Royal Mage right down to my bones. 


If even a man of that caliber had to reapply his spells on a
monthly basis? Then Edwards was doing well to stay alive and functioning. 


Gregson gave me a grim nod. “You are right to worry about
her health, but I would never assign her cases if I didn’t think her up to it.”



Again, I chose my words carefully. “On regular cases I
wouldn’t be worried. This case, however, is incredibly dangerous for her.” 


“How so?” Gregson prompted, mouth drawing down into an
unhappy line. 


“Sir, think about this. We’re up against thieves that can
cut through several wards, strong, nearly impenetrable wards, within seconds.
Spectral energy can disrupt magical spells, wards, and hexes with alarming
efficiency. If Detective Edwards gets too close to a source of spectral energy,
even the residue of it, it can severely disrupt the stasis spell she is under.”



Gregson buried his face in his hands for a moment before
running both hands roughly through his hair. “Deities, I didn’t think of that.
I haven’t been following your reports for the past two days. Is this something
you recently discovered?”


“More like it was pointed out to me yesterday what the
effects on her would be.” I still felt somewhat embarrassed that I hadn’t put
the pieces together sooner. “Captain, Edwards has been professional and
competent the past few weeks. I can honestly say that I’ve enjoyed working with
her. I do not wish to comprise her safety by having her on this case.” 


Gregson again stared out of the window. He sat there for a
long time wearing what I termed his ‘thinking face.’ Finally, he spoke,
although he didn’t look at me. “I promised her the first day she came on the
job that I would treat her as any other detective.”


This answer angered me. My spine went stiff as I gritted
out, “There’s a difference between treating her as any other colleague and
putting her in mortal danger—”


“How much do you know about her?” Gregson cut through, eyes
pinning me in the chair. “Really know about her?”


“She’s from another world,” I answered curtly, anger
curtailing my usual discretion. “She’s bitterly alone here through no fault of
her own, and despite that, still tries to live a good life here in a country
not of her choice. Her courage puts most men to shame. She has a terrible sweet
tooth, drives like a maniac, and is one of the most intelligent women I’ve ever
met. What’s this question in aid of?”


Gregson, for the first time since my entrance, looked
completely flabbergasted. His jaw dangled for several seconds before he
spluttered, “You actually like her!”


I glared at him eloquently for that bit of stupidity. “I do
like people, Gregson.” 


“No, you don’t!” he denied, still spluttering. “You respect
a few people, you tolerate others, but you loathe half of this precinct.
Sanderson, for example.” 


“I loathe Sanderson, as you so quaintly put it, because if
you gather up all of his brain cells, it would have the collective intelligence
of a flatworm,” I snapped, trying very hard to rein in my temper. I’d come here
to safeguard a friend, not be accused of…whatever I’m being accused of.
Anti-social tendencies? 


Gregson winced. “That aside, I’m surprised by you. You don’t
actually like to work alongside anyone. I’d made a personal bet that you and
Edwards wouldn’t last a week.” 


I settled on glowering at the man, as he had successfully
gone completely off topic. 


Seeming to realize I wouldn’t be towed any longer along this
line, Gregson cleared his throat and went back to the main point. “I realize
your concerns are valid, and I share them. I can’t just reassign her. Aside
from the promise that I made her, there are two problems with the idea. One, no
one else has the room to take on a case of this size. It’s a high priority
case, which demands attention, and no one else has any attention to spare.”


Likely true. Since we were so close to the docks, we did get
a lion’s share of crimes, which ate up the detectives’ time. 


“Second,” Gregson continued, “is that Edwards was assigned
to us for a reason. She’s one of the few detectives I have that has any
knowledge of magic. I literally have one other person and they’re in the
hospital right now. I don’t know who else I could assign this to.”


I didn’t like the sound of that. 


“Davenforth,” Gregson put his elbows against the desk,
leaning toward me. “I know that you’re more comfortable handling the magical
examinations, focusing on the lab work. If you’re truly worried about her, I
suggest you shift your habits. Go with her. Safeguard her.” 


Part of me had known this would be the answer even before I
set foot in this office. Still, even though I’d been mentally braced for this,
I didn’t like it. “You think that just me being with her will keep her from
harm? For deities’ sake, she has a Royal Mage putting stabilizing spells
on her, what do you expect me to do if her core does go pear shaped?”


“Keep her alive until we can call that Royal Mage,” Gregson
answered bluntly. “I’m under no illusions here, Davenforth, I know very well
that you’re magically not as capable as a Royal Mage. I also know that the only
reason why you’re not a Royal Mage yourself is because of that power level. You
scored number one on the National Magical Exam out of University, higher than
Sherard Seaton.” 


How in the devil did he know that? 


Gregson stabbed a finger at me. “Use that lofty intelligence
if things go wrong. Keep her alive. And if you’re smart, you’ll have this
conversation with her, and at least plan out an emergency procedure so you can
call Seaton quickly.” 


Part of me winced at the thought. Go tell a highly
intelligent, independent woman that her job wasn’t safe and I wanted her to sit
this case out? She’d tear a strip off my hide. “Shouldn’t you be the one to
discuss this with her?”


“No sodding way,” Gregson denied in merciless amusement,
lips peeling back from his teeth in a sharp grin. “I value living.” 
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By the time I returned to my lab, Warner had not sent the
design of the device but instead something else entirely. She put a note on top
saying she hadn’t built or tested it yet, but this was more or less something
that should work. Work how?


Far be it for me to eschew my own gender, but in
circumstances like these, I preferred to read the instructions. I picked up the
second page she’d tucked into the device and gave it a quick reading. So, this
was to detect spectral energy? She’d devised it like a large magnifying glass,
with two hexes to change the focus and a third hex to light the end with either
green or red to indicate safe and dangerous paths. I reviewed her plans, the
mechanics and magical basis of it, and found myself agreeing with her. No
reason for it not to work. 


She also included a rough outline of what the ‘ghost
chucking machine’ must have in order to work. I found it insightful if not
complete, but then again, I could hardly expect her to come up with miracles in
just a day. For now, it gave us a starting point for investigating, and that’s
all we needed. 


That in mind, I went about making a list of the materials
needed to build it and the likely shops that a brace of thieves might frequent
to gather it all. It would give Edwards and me ideas of where to go, since I
was apparently strapped at the hip with my partner from now on. 


Gregson, that cowardly tosser. 


I hovered in between fuming at my captain and worrying about
Edwards. Seriously, how was I supposed to say this without getting her back up?
I pondered the problem, mentally rehearsing several opening lines, but I didn’t
know her well enough to predict what she would say next. 


This was why I avoided partnerships. People were inherently
troublesome. 


A breezy knock at the door heralded Edwards’ entrance, although
she prudently stopped at the taped line. “Safe to enter?”


I waved her in. “Your friend Warner’s design arrived. I’ve
made a list of possible suppliers for us to investigate.”


“Oooh that sounds helpful.” She sauntered to the table and
leaned near my shoulder to look at the drafted design. “That looks rather
simple to make.” 


“It is,” I confirmed. “Simple enough that anyone with an
amateur’s level of mechanical and magical knowledge should be able to construct
it with little trouble.” 


“If this were a mystery novel, then only a select few would
be able to create this thing, and it would narrow our pool of suspects to a
handful.” Edwards chuckled at her own joke. “Ah, if only reality made it that
easy.” 


“If it did, we might be looking for another line of work,” I
observed. She read mystery novels? Or used to, on her own world. She was still
learning Velars, after all.


Those golden-brown eyes scanned my face for a moment before
narrowing. I internally panicked. Did something about my expression give the
game away? 


“You look like you didn’t get a wink of sleep.” 


“I didn’t,” I admitted, feeling the fatigue of the restless
night before. I noted the dark circles under her eyes and decided to exchange
tit for tat. “Neither did you. I heard you moving about several times.” 


She flicked a hand, tossing this statement away as
inconsequential. “I’ll sleep when I’m dead. But it’s more than a lack of sleep
that’s got you making that screwy expression. Is something about this design
troubling you?” 


Stonking deities, I thought I had a better poker face than
this. “Yes. No. I—” I clapped my mouth shut and tried frantically to remember
some of those rehearsed opening gambits I’d thought up. Of course, all of them
had vanished without a trace. 


Her eyebrows climbed into her hairline. “Do you know, I
think this is the first time I’ve seen you at a loss for words?”


For good reason. I couldn’t recall the last time I’d been
this tongue tied. 


“Out with it,” Edwards encouraged. “Whatever it is, I won’t
take offense.” 


I highly doubted that but prayed that in this instance, I
would be proven wrong. “Edwards. To be perfectly frank, I’m worried about your
health.” 


She froze, every muscle stiffening up. “I’m sorry?”


“I know you’ve downplayed it, but I can see that your
internal core is…somewhat chaotic,” I tried my best to phrase it diplomatically
and had a feeling I’d failed when her expression hardened. “It’s also obvious
to me that Seaton is keeping it stable with a judicious application of stasis
spells. Normally I wouldn’t bring this up or call you into question, but you do
realize that the very nature of this case is inherently dangerous to you?”


Her mouth opened, soundlessly, then slowly closed again. Her
eyes turned to the sketch under her hands and a bleak expression crossed over
her face. “You think that it wouldn’t take a direct hit from this thing to hurt
me. Don’t you.”


It wasn’t a question. I answered it anyway. “Yes. I think if
you’re too close on the heels of its use, just crossing spectral energy, it
will throw you into complete disarray. It will have a masticating effect on the
stability spell around your core.” 


“Masticating, eh?” Her eyes seemed trained on the device’s
design, but I had a feeling she stared blindly forward. “Davenforth. I
appreciate the concern. Really, I truly do.”


I heard something in her tone that made me groan. “You’re
going to work the case anyway.” 


Finally, she looked at me, smile twisted in what might have
been humor, mostly resignation. “My body is a mess. I know that. Sherard told
me point blank that I might not live a full lifespan because of it. I
absolutely can’t have kids. Just keeping me stable is taxing to him, trying to
carry a child that’s constantly developing? Impossible.”


I felt a pang of sorrow for that, which surprised me, as I hovered
on the verge of becoming a confirmed bachelor myself. 


“When he told me all of that, I realized the one thing I had
complete control over was my job. I wouldn’t flinch from it, no matter how
crazy difficult it got.”


The urge to beat my head against the surface of the desk
grew nearly overwhelming. 


“Our jobs are dangerous anyway,” she pointed out, surely
reading every doubt and ounce of aggravation on my face with all of the skill
of a psychic. “I’m more likely to take a bullet, or get in a knife fight, than
I am to run afoul of spectral backwash.” 


She was likely right, but…still. “Can you promise me at
least one thing? If we’re on a new crime scene, or if we’re approaching a
situation where it looks like the thieves are nearby, let me go first? Your
friend Warner sent over a spectral energy detector. I can guide your steps.” 


Edwards fished a pair of magical lenses from her pocket.
“These won’t detect them?”


“No, it’s not set for this kind of wavelength.” I frowned at
them, thinking hard. “I might be able to modify Warner’s device so you can
operate it. But in the meantime, promise me this.” 


“Promise, I’ll let you MacGyver something up for me,” she
swore, for some reason drawing her finger in an ‘x’ shape over her heart. I
took it to be some superstition from her own world and decided not to question
it.  


A soft smile took over her face before she leaned in and
pressed a quick, chaste kiss against my forehead. “Truly, Henri, thank you.”


I blinked, so startled by the affectionate gesture that I
froze solid. 


“Come on,” she encouraged, already turning for the door.
“This time, lunch is on me. No arguments.” 


Somewhat bewildered and dazed, I got to my feet, following
after her. How had my argument against her being on this case turned into being
kissed? Treated to lunch? For that matter, how had my perfectly sound argument
been completely dismissed without any hard feelings on either side? 


Women. They were formidable creatures indeed. I followed her
out the door, questioning as I went, “This is the second time you’ve said that
word. What is MacGyver?”


She paused, glancing back over her shoulder, a smile lifting
the corners of her eyes. “Oh boy. Where do I begin? Tell you what, I’ll explain
in the car.” 
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A number of the sagardian metal vendors had stores along the
waterfront, so we started there. Four different shop keepers took a look at the
sketch, shook their heads, and denied any unusual events in the past few
months. 


At the end of the row, closest to the docks, we came to the
last shop. It sat in an alley between two streets, so the building looked more
triangular in shape. From the weather-beaten store front, I judged that it had
been here for quite some time and hadn’t seen a coat of paint in a good decade
at least. 


The store bell tinkled as we stepped through. The scent of
metals and dust permeated the air, thick enough I could feel a sneeze building
although I fought to keep it down. Edwards did sneeze, three times in rapid
succession. Four steps inside, I stepped sharply to the side to avoid colliding
with the woman I assumed to be the shopkeeper. Dwarves were never tall, barely
five feet in most cases, but she didn’t even make that standard. If she stood
over four and a half feet, I’d eat my boots. 


“Don’t look like customers to me,” she announced in rasp, as
if she’d eaten smoke her entire life. She likely had. “Who ye be?”


“Detectives,” Edwards answered forthrightly, reaching into a
breast pocket and pulling forth her badge, which she flashed. “I’m Jamie
Edwards, this is Doctor Davenforth. We’re trying to track down a group of
thieves.”


The woman spat off to the side, her rust colored braids
swinging at the motion. “Good to hear. Hate thieves more than anything. Ye come
about me stolen stock, then?”


Edwards visibly swallowed what she planned to say next and
exchanged a glance with me. Now this sounded promising. “You had a theft here?”


“I take that as a no,” the dwarven matron grumbled, bushy
eyebrows beetling together. “Them cops before be handing me a line.”


I could tell from my partner’s expression she didn’t
understand what the shopkeeper meant so I leaned in and murmured, “She means
they were busy talking but not actually doing any work.”


She flashed me a thankful smile before encouraging the
shopkeeper, “No, we’d love to hear about it. We suspect a group of thieves got
their hands on sagardian metal in order to use it in another two thefts. Is
that what they stole?”


The shopkeeper perked up, ears swiveling toward Edwards.
“That be exactly it.”


Now we were getting somewhere. “When was this? How much did
they take?”


“Be two months exactly. Took off with three ingots, and
before ye ask, no one saw their faces. Came in pre-dawn, darkest hours, and
there’s no one about at that time of the morning.” 


I didn’t doubt that. “A report was taken?”


She snorted. “For all the good it did.” 


“Trust me,” Edwards assured her with a shark-like smile,
“we’re on the case now. We’ll find them. Do you have any idea how many of them
there were?”


“No, but guessing at least three. Sagardian ingots aren’t
light. If ye want to run with one? Have to be mighty strong. Three ingots, I
figure three strong men.” She patted a muscled arm. “Human strength ain’t like
a dwarf’s.” 


“Three men, then, we’ll assume for now.” Edwards whipped out
her notebook and jotted things down in her native tongue. “Did they break a
window, leave any blood behind, anything like that?”


“Broke a window, aye, but no trace other than that and me
missing stock.” 


Poor luck. Even old blood would be useful for locating
spells. But the thieves likely knew that and were careful to leave no trace of
themselves behind. Except fingerprints. Although in this case, two months on a
cold trail, that wouldn’t be a viable option. 


Edwards got a few more details, along with the shopkeeper’s
contact information, then we stepped back out of the shop and retraced our
steps. “So they stole the sagardian ingots. I can’t say that I’m surprised.
Anyone without a magic license would be questioned heavily if they tried to
purchase it.” 


“Actually, it’s illegal to buy any quantity over three
ounces if you’re not a licensed magician,” Edwards informed me. “I learned that
yesterday. They wouldn’t have had a choice but theft.” 


“Or to have multiple people buying the maximum amount
throughout the city,” I pointed out, playing devil’s advocate. “Although that
would take time, I suppose.”


“And raise questions,” Edwards agreed. “Not the best
approach for thieves, but a theft also sticks in the memory, and leaves
something of a trail behind. I sup—” Edwards cut herself off mid-word, frowning
as her head swiveled toward the docks. “Something’s happening.” 


“Someone may be in the drink.” I lifted myself slightly onto
my toes, straining to get a look over the crowd gathered near the edge of the
docks.


“In the what, now?” Edwards queried in confusion. 


For a moment I was confused at her confusion and then
realized that my response had been a Kingston idiom and likely one she had not
heard before. “It’s a phrase we use here for anyone that has fallen into the
water. I’m not sure if that’s the case, as I can’t determine from here the
situation.”


“Screaming, hysterical people usually means trouble,” she
opined, already bee-lining for the area. Her stride stretched out, eating
ground quickly, as she used hands and elbows to shove her way through. 


Following, I found I had to stretch out quite a bit, almost
into a lope in order to keep up with her. She certainly moved when she put her
mind to it. But I shared her opinion that something drastically felt off. This
was not a crowd of people gathered to ogle at some curiosity fetched from the
sea. Something more sinister was at play here. 


Hoping to ease us through more readily, I called out,
“Police! Let us through! Police!”


Finally, those at the front caught sight of us and pulled
back, giving us room, although a few anxiously called to anyone listening,
“Someone fetch a doctor!”


Doctor? Uh-oh. 


I knew what we’d see even before I cleared the inner ring. A
man lay comatose on the thick timbers of the deck, soaking wet, his chest
abnormally still. An unlucky dockman that had taken an unfortunate dip in the
ocean, by the looks of it. This didn’t happen regularly, but unfortunately it
wasn’t rare either. We lost perhaps twenty men a year to drowning. 


Edwards swore, shoved the last of the people clinging to the
unconscious men aside and snapped orders to us: “Clear the area, get a
physician!”


What did she think she was doing? Bewildered, I nevertheless
pushed people back. I recognized a woman on a mission, enough so to move at her
behest. Besides, more knowledge floated about in this little woman’s pinky than
I knew of. Perhaps she knew how to save a drowned man, although how, I couldn’t
fathom. 


I kept people back, watching avidly as she moved with quick
efficiency. She straightened the man’s body out, tilted his head back, then
moved again to kneel at his side. With strong hands overlapping each other, she
put them on his breast bone in the center of his chest and pumped steadily,
strongly enough to shake his whole body. I lost count of her compressions but
it seemed she did it at least two dozen times. Then she shifted again, tilting
his chin up, pinching his nose shut, and put her mouth firmly over his. 


She…surely she wasn’t kissing him? Even as the thought came
through, she lifted her head, drew in a breath, then did it again. The
realization hit me. She was trying to force air into him. 


Would that work? 


“What is she doing?” a woman nearby uneasily murmured,
shifting as if not sure whether to stop Edwards or not. 


“She’s trying to revive him,” I explained, loudly enough the
whole crowd could hear me. I did so solely to keep them at bay. I had no idea
if this would work or not, but if any chance can be taken to save this man, it
should be done. 


Hesitantly, I knelt on his other side. “Can I compress on
his chest like you did while you try to breathe for him?”


Edwards lifted her head enough to gasp, “No. But you can
off-set with me. Both hands, push hard like a heartbeat against the center,
right there on the sternum. Do it thirty times. Use your body weight or your
arms will fail on you halfway.” 


I did as directed, got a nod of approval, and did it hard thirty
times as she had done. 


She spared me a grin before bending back to his mouth. 


We did this twice and started in on the third round. The
man’s body felt cool under my hands but not cold. I could still feel body heat
rising even through the wet clothes. He stank of salt water and grime and I
couldn’t imagine putting my mouth against his like Edwards was doing. She
didn’t once flinch from the duty. I kept grimly up with her. 


How long should this take? Did we only have a few minutes
before this method ceased to be effective? An hour? A day? I had so many
questions but couldn’t ask them under these circumstances. Edwards didn’t have
the breath for it and our watching crowd barely had the faith to keep
themselves in check. 


Finally I felt a reaction. The man’s body under my hands
lurched up a little, nothing more than an inch, then his eyes flew open and he
rolled sharply to the side. Edwards moved to accommodate him as he coughed up
water. 


“That’s it,” she encouraged, shifting some more to rub at
his back in soothing circles. “Get that water out of your lungs. Breathe. Just
breathe.” 


I couldn’t quite believe my eyes. That worked? It revived
him? My mouth dropped open a little and I forcefully closed it. I’d never seen
or heard tell of a drowning victim reviving, especially not one that had
stopped breathing like he had. My ears caught more than one person exclaiming
in wordless surprise and more than a few prayers of thanksgiving. 


The dockman flopped onto his back and did nothing more than
breathe for several moments, drawing in lungfuls at a time before he seemed to
gather some strength. His dark eyes roved over until they found Edwards and he
lifted a hand, grabbing her gently by the shoulder. With a rasping voice harsh
from the salt of the sea, he whispered, “Thank you.”


She grasped the hand hanging onto her and beamed back at
him. “You’re very welcome. But let’s not repeat this, alright? My next day off,
I’m teaching you how to swim.” 


Her revived patient chuckled. “I’ll take the lessons.”


“Good.” Her eyes lifted up to mine, and the woman had the
audacity to wink at me. “You’re a fast learner, Davenforth. Thanks for the
assist.” 


I managed a nod, head still spinning with what I had just
witnessed. “Later, you need to explain all of this.”


Edwards studied me, then the watching crowd, steadily for a
long moment. “Don’t tell me you people don’t know how to perform CPR?”


I didn’t know what the letters meant and I didn’t need to.
“No. Before this moment I would have sworn reviving a drowned man was
impossible.” 


A tight, pinched look came over her face. “Dude, you mean to
tell me that people die from drowning all the time and you literally have no
idea how to revive them?” Without waiting for an answer, she dropped into some
other tongue and said several short, harsh words. 


I didn’t need a translator to know she was swearing up a
blue streak. 


Another man with a massively built torso and arms made his
way to her, kneeling next to the down man with a relieved smile. “Georg.”


“Foreman,” Georg responded, also smiling. “Can’t get rid of
me that easily.” 


“Bite your tongue, man, your wife would have my head if I
let you die on the job.” His hand grabbed onto Georg’s free one, holding
strongly even as he turned his attention to Edwards. I saw tears brimming in
the man’s blue eyes as he said, “Thank you very much. I’ve lost too many men on
these docks.” 


“How about I teach your lot how to swim?” Edwards offered
kindly. “And how to perform CPR so that if someone does, by any chance, take in
too much seawater, you can revive them?”


The foreman blinked at her. “Anyone can do this? Even me?”


“Anyone can do this, with the right training,” Edwards
maintained firmly, raising her voice a little as if she wanted the whole crowd
to hear her. “Davenforth,” there was a spark of challenge in her eyes, “will
help me organize training for everyone working on the docks. We’ll take it in
shifts until I’m satisfied we won’t lose anyone else.”


I had no intention of arguing with her about this, even if
it did increase my workload. “Of course. Foreman, Master Georg, allow me to
properly introduce you. This is Detective Jamie Edwards of the Fourth Precinct.
I’m her partner, Doctor Henri Davenforth.” 


I heard someone whisper, “Detective? Her?” behind me but
stoutly ignored them as we went about making introductions. 


Finally, a physician arrived with two strong, able-bodied
men and a stretcher. From the expression on his lined face, he expected a corpse,
not a breathing if shivering patient. He seemed gratified at the difference and,
after a quick examination and even quicker orders to send Georg to his clinic,
peppered Edwards with questions on how she managed this. 


I watched this play out, feeling strangely proud of her. For
once, I didn’t mind a delay even though we had our own work to get back to. I
also had the feeling that Edwards would be doing more than training dockmen on
the revival process, but likely several medical professionals as well. 


More than a few questions badgered for attention, demanding
answers, but I contented myself to wait. It was more important that she educate
the physician, even if the man did look old enough to be on the verge of
retirement. I watched Edwards as she explained the process, her hands up as she
gestured, features animated, and a strange thought overtook me. 


For all the damage that Belladonna had done our world, she
unwittingly did us an amazing favor as well, all by bringing through this one
woman. I suppose the old saying is true. Every cloud does have a silver lining.
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For all that Henri put this in here, he didn’t do a
single thing to help me organize the dockmen. Penny actually did that. And let
me tell you, two women trying to teach a bunch of men how to swim? With the
rules about ‘indecency’ in this city that kept me from climbing into a proper
swimsuit? It was more than a little ridiculous. 
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“Open sesame!” Edwards announced as she sailed through my
lab door. 


I held up a hand, forestalling her entrance, glad now that
she had created code words as the experiment on the table had unfortunate
consequences if a non-shielded person came within three feet of it. “Wait.” 


She paused mid-step, alert and cautious. “Bad timing?”


“A bit, give me a moment.” I kept my eyes trained on the
second device sitting on the table, the counter ticking away as the last of the
hex bled into the paper. Only when it sealed itself, not a trace of ink damp
against the page, did I look up and say with commendable seriousness,
“Abracadabra.” 


Edwards cackled, as she always did when I said this word.
“That’s never going to get old.” 


“I live to amuse you,” I informed her, charmed all over
again by that expression of delight on her face. She’d told me a little about
the early tales of magic on her world the other night at dinner. Eating
together had become a daily habit over the past three days, which I enjoyed, as
it normally led to Edwards cooking. Not to mention the conversation was always
intellectually stimulating, although it sometimes went off into side tangents.
Like the early Earth stories of magic and their incantations. I’d laughed
myself hoarse when she told me about ‘Abracadabra.’ 


Being responsible adults, we’d instantly decided to
implement it as a safe word for my lab. I couldn’t resist using the word. It
was too absurd and whimsical; it teased at my sense of humor. 


“And you’re so good at it!” she mock-exclaimed, like an over
exuberant teacher praising a young child. 


I pulled a face, which made her giggle again. “What are you
here for?”


Edwards pulled up a stool and settled before answering, as
comfortable here as she would be in her own apartment. Two and a half weeks of
popping in had familiarized the space for her. “I asked a few people about good
places to harvest spectral energy and I have a short list of places either in
or around Kingston. Want to go with me?”


“Of course.” I absolutely couldn’t allow her to go alone. I
hadn’t found a way to modify Warner’s spectral energy detector yet. 


“Good. I’m told it’s best to do it at night, for some
reason, so after dinner? And Sherard wants to go with us.” 


I blinked as she tacked this last part on. “Royal Mage
Sherard Seaton wants to go ghost hunting with us?”


“Officially, it’s because he’s over the Kingsmen,” she explained
casually as she popped off the stool and went wandering about the lab, bending
down and peering at the shelves intently. “The Crown has shown its concern
about the spectral energy device. Sherard is the one assigned to look properly
into the matter.”


The way she said this prompted me to ask, “And
unofficially?”


“He’s terribly excited about the idea. When I explained what
we were doing, he was all over that like butter on bread. I think he’s bored,
wants an adventure.” 


“A Royal Mage is bored?” That didn’t sound right to me. 


Edwards shrugged, now on the opposite side of the room, in
profile to me. “He’s a bit of a drama queen.” 


“What’s a drama qu—” I choked as Edwards confidently stuck
her hand into the shelves and pulled out my hidden box of emergency chocolates.
“How did you—?!”


“How did I, what? Know you have chocolates stashed in your
lab? Know that you’d stashed a box of it here?” Edwards gave me quite the
disparaging look, waggling the box. “Hello~? I’m a detective.” 


Still spluttering, I protested, “I’m in a building full of
detectives, no one has ever found that hiding spot before!”


“Yes, but I know how you think.” Smugly, she opened the box
and popped one in her mouth. “Mmm, perfect. I needed a sugar rush to get
through this afternoon. Don’t pout, Davenforth, I’ll buy you more chocolate
later.” 


I was not pouting. And it wasn’t the theft that bothered me.
“Explain yourself. How did you know it was there?”


“Only shelf on the entire wall that doesn’t have anything
breakable on it,” she answered forthrightly before plopping another chocolate
in her mouth. 


The simplicity of her reasoning unhinged my irritation.
Briefly. “So you surmised that because I don’t wish to accidentally knock a
breakable jar to the ground when reaching for the box, I would therefore place
something unbreakable in front of it. That’s almost a logical fallacy, Edwards,
I do have other things hidden behind breakable objects.”


She placed a third chocolate between her teeth with smug
deliberation before sucking it into her mouth. 


“Fine, I grant you, in this case you are correct,” I
grouched. “Did you come in here just to steal my stash?”


“No, I came to update you. The chocolate’s just a bonus.”
Smirking unrepentantly, she stole two more before replacing the box. “I went to
the record room and asked about our mystery girl, Eda Robbins. I didn’t expect
a hit, but we got one. She was involved in a robbery two years ago, or at
least, witnesses placed her at the scene before the theft occurred.” 


My interest piqued acutely. “Are we sure it’s the same
girl?”


“As much as we can be. A sketch was in the file, which
resembled the one we have, and the description of her was almost dead on.”
Sauntering back to the table, she resumed her seat next to me, savoring the
chocolate in her hand. “At the time, she was linked to the theft group called
the Night Foxes.” 


I grimaced on hearing the name. “I do wish reporters would
cease to give names to the criminal groups. It glamourizes them and demeans the
police.” 


Edwards’ mouth screwed up in mutual distaste. “Tell me about
it. Anyway, not sure if she’s still part of that group or not, but at least we
know she’s got a history. She’s done this before, so this is no innocent we’re
dealing with.” 


That did help our cause. “Well, shall we go to dinner? We
have enough time, I believe, if we go now before we need to meet up with
Seaton.”


“Absolutely, I’m starving. You choose the restaurant, Mr.
Foodie.” 


“Foodie?” I objected in confusion. 


Linking a hand behind my elbow, she pulled me from the
chair. “I’ll explain as we go.” 


[image: kep]


We had nearly full darkness by the time we arrived at the
Kingston Municipal Church. I didn’t question why this location, out of the
possible six Edwards listed to me earlier, as this was indeed the most famous
haunted site in the entirety of the city. It lay somewhat out on the outskirts,
along the northern wall, its grounds triangulated by wall, river, and street.
Some of the oldest graves could be found here, and it frankly wouldn’t surprise
me if a few ghosts lingered. 


Seaton stood just near the front gate, practically bouncing
in place. He had on sensible, dignified clothing of a warm wool coat, corduroy
trousers, and high boots, as befitting of a man in his station. I couldn’t
reconcile the somewhat stiff persona that I knew with this giddy man who looked
eerily like a child about to do something he knew he shouldn’t, but would enjoy
doing anyway. Was this his true personality? Did the man I know put on a cloak
of dignity that he himself didn’t possess? 


“What’s kept you?” Seaton demanded of Edwards as soon as we
came within earshot. “I’ve been here for ages!”


“Hold your horses,” Edwards countered with amused
exasperation, a hand coming up to plant itself on her hip. “Seriously, you’re
like a five-year-old on a sugar rush. Sherard, have you met Dr. Henri
Davenforth?”


“We’ve met.” I held out a hand. “RM Seaton, we met at a
society gathering a year ago, if you recall.”


“I do,” he responded, his high excitement falling away for a
moment. “But then it’s hard to forget someone that beat me.” 


Still feeling rather smug about that, I gave him the
slightest hint of a smile. 


Edwards picked up on it and her eyes darted back and forth
between us. “What’s this?”


“In our last year of schooling, we’re required to take a
final exam. It determines our national rank,” Seaton explained, still with that
strange, enigmatic expression on his face. I couldn’t tell if he felt
perturbed, irritated, or something else altogether. “Your colleague here beat
my own score by ten points and set the national record. I don’t believe
anyone’s scored higher since.”


They hadn’t. Not that I checked on that sort of thing, but
my mother did, and she was quite gleeful that no one had managed it yet, not
even a decade later. 


“Is that right?” Edwards studied me with new eyes. “Well. I
feel like I’m in the presence of two geniuses.” 


“You are, my dear,” Seaton exclaimed, putting an arm around
her shoulders in a friendly way that somehow grated along my nerves. 


While I felt better about having Seaton on hand, just in
case we did come across some spectral energy, I felt equally sure that he would
cause some disaster at this rate. He was far too excited. 


“What are we possibly waiting on?” Seaton demanded of her. 


“A precaution.” I shot him a stern look before taking out
Warner’s device and another set of glasses from my front pocket. I handed the
glasses to Edwards, explaining as I did so, “I couldn’t find a method of
altering this lens so that you could use it. Instead, I MacGyvered it so that
when activated, the lens will link to the glasses, and function much the same.
You should be able to detect spectral energy through them.” 


She took the glasses with a delighted smile. “Henri! I’m so
proud of you—you even used MacGyver correctly.” 


I waved this away as unimportant although I felt secretly
pleased with myself. “Keep these on.”


“I will,” she promised and promptly slipped them onto her
nose. “Alright, Sherard, keep in mind that we’re here to see if there has been
strange activity, or if there’s anything potential that thieves can make use of
here. Got it?”


“Got it,” he responded promptly. Too promptly to be
believed.


Sighing, I sent a prayer to the heavens that tonight
wouldn’t end in absolute disaster, although I had no faith it would pan out
that way. 


Striding forward, she passed through the gates, throwing out
her hands as she went in a grand gesture. “Come my minions, rise for your
master~!”


“Now what are you singing?” I groaned. 


Shooting me an unrepentant look over her shoulder, she kept
singing. It had a strangely upbeat quality to it that was catchy. Seaton linked
arms with her and joined in. “Let your evil shiiiiiiiine~!” they sang
cheerfully, thankfully on key. 


I deemed it just as well that we didn’t expect the thieves
to be in any of the graveyards, as with this entrance, only the truly insane
would linger. For my mental health, I decided to ignore the singing duo. 


The church yard had a kenopsia feel to it, a forlorn and
abandoned air. It felt eerie, truly, compared to the bustle of the city not a
street over. I could vaguely hear the sounds of car horns, voices, the clatter
of the city metro, but none of it seemed able to penetrate here, in this
deathly silence. If not for the lingering warmth of the day, it would have the
perfect atmosphere for one of those ha’penny ghost novels with goblins and
zombies ready to pop out of the ground.


Edwards finally stopped singing and spoke in a more somber
tone, “I’ve never appreciated the phrase ‘as silent as the grave’ until now.” 


Nearly skipping, Seaton agreed, “It’s spooky.”


Deciding that my sanity would further profit by ignoring the
sideline commentary, I focused on the lens in my hand. “I am detecting slight
traces of spectral energy, but nothing active. More like afterimages.” 


“Does that mean this is a viable spot or not?” Edwards
mused. “How old are these afterimages?”


“Several days, I would think.” Otherwise I wouldn’t let her
anywhere near it. I frowned at one patch and bent at the waist for a closer
examination. 


Seaton paused mid-step as if a petrifying spell had hit him.
“Did you hear that?”


“Sherard,” Edwards drawled in a warning tone. “Don’t start
that.”


“No, seriously, did you hear that?” he asked, and for once
didn’t seem as if he were on a grand lark of an adventure. “It sounded like
footsteps.” 


Of course he heard footsteps. 


Edwards stabbed a finger in his direction. “If I get jumped
by a ghost, I’m blaming you.”


Seaton tried to look abashed, but the attempt failed
miserably. He clearly hoped a ghost would appear. 


Perhaps I should have done this part of the investigation alone.
I’d thought Seaton would be a steadying presence here, but clearly the persona
he wore in public hid his true one. 


We kept walking. The tombstones progressively aged so that
between one stride and the next we entered a part of the graveyard that housed
the two-hundred-year-old graves. The air became, quite impossibly, even colder,
so that a shiver danced along my skin. Shadows lengthened from the trees,
swallowing up the light, and I swear the atmosphere made it seem like a specter
would pop out of the woodwork at any moment. 


With steadfast refusal to get sucked into Seaton’s pace, I
focused solely on the lens in my hand. “There’s more energy to be had here.
It’s fresher, as well. Edwards, kindly do not come in any further.” 


“Believe me, I’m not moving an inch.” She peered at the
ground, worrying at her bottom lip. “The glasses are lighting up like an eerie
Fourth of July. Do I even want to know how many ghosts are here?”


“No,” I answered honestly, because quite frankly, I didn’t
care to know either. “Seaton, help me look. Are any of the graves disturbed? Do
you see any part of the soil that looks overturned?”


Seaton did a slow turn in place, eyes roving over the grass.
“Not immediately. You go left, I’ll go right.”


Having no objections, I did so. 


“Make sure to look where you’re going!” Edwards called after
him. 


I could hear Seaton mutter to himself as he moved, “Walk
into one wall, just one, and they never let you forget it.” 


Snorting in amusement, I kept walking. I’d have to get the
story for that out of Edwards later. It promised to be a good one. 


The grass looked entirely intact, with no hint of
disturbance. I found that curious, as truly, this was the most famous place for
haunts within the city. Surely the thieves would have chosen to harvest energy
here? Then again, perhaps not. Edwards’ list included some rather unsavory
locations as well. They might have chosen to hit something a little closer to
home, or at least a less prominent location that wouldn’t remark upon any
clandestine activity. 


Perhaps this location wasn’t the best choice to start with.
Frowning, I turned to hail Seaton, but couldn’t see him through the scattering
of trees. Where did he get off to?


“SHERARD,” Edwards screamed, “RUN!”


Panic jolted through my system and I broke into a run
myself, nearly tripping over the lower lying tombstones as I did so. I kept a
sharp eye to my left, catching nothing but glimpses as Seaton sprinted towards
Edwards. Too many trees were in the way, and in this poor lighting, I didn’t dare
try any spells. 


On second thought, would spells even work on ghosts? Beings
that radiated spectral energy? Growling, I spat out a curse and tried to run
faster. 


Why he ran toward her, I didn’t know, nor could I explain
why I myself ran toward her. To protect her? I had no answer and focused on
breathing, as I became dangerously short of breath in short order. 


 Edwards drew something from her pocket, poised like a
fighter getting ready to dive into the fray. My heart sank on seeing this as I
absolutely did not want her to engage a ghost. She’d drop like a marionette
with its strings cut. 


“Duck!” she ordered. 


To my surprise, Seaton instantly obeyed, going prostrate on
the ground without a second of hesitation. Edwards threw the thing in her hand
directly at the ghost chasing Seaton, hitting it dead in the center. 


The specter screeched in an unholy and unnatural wail of
sound, although its mouth didn’t move. I’d never seen one with my own eyes
before, but it certainly looked like some of the textbook illustrations I’d
encountered. It did not touch the ground, or have any sort of presence to it,
just an ethereal glow emanating from somewhere within its core. It had a
general humanoid structure but no distinct features, although it maintained
enough of its former life to stay in the shape of a man. The billowing white
overcoat it wore flared, becoming even more gossamer, and it frayed along the
edges. I had no idea what she’d just done, but it was effective, at least in
stopping the pursuit. 


Edwards dug back into her pocket, bringing out another
handful, and this time I was close enough to see that whatever she threw was
very fine particles. It made a slight scattering sound when some of it hit the
stones around us. The ghost took the brunt of the second shot as well, and with
another ear-splitting wail, disappeared in a wisp of smoke into the inky
darkness of the night. 


With cautious glances over his shoulder, Seaton whispered,
“Safe?”


“For now, at least.” Edwards blew out a breath. “I have a
sudden nostalgia for Afghanistan, when all I had to worry about were scorpions,
the occasional lion, and being shot at. Things were simpler then.” 


I labeled her statement as ‘otherworldly, let it pass’ and
stumbled to a halt at her side, gasping in breath. That short sprint made my
legs flare from the unaccustomed activity. “Everyone’s all right? What did you
throw, Edwards?”


“Salt.” When she got twin looks of disbelief, she defended
herself, “Every culture I know of maintains that salt will dispel spirits,
sometimes even demons. What? It worked, didn’t it?”


I couldn’t fault her there. I offered Seaton a hand, which
he took, and helped lever him back onto his feet. “Seaton, before the
apparition made its appearance, did you see any signs of disturbance?”


“Not a trace,” Seaton denied. 


“It occurs to me that we are perhaps in too nice of an area
for our thieves to frequent. Perhaps we should try another location.” 


Edwards nodded in support of this. “I agree.”


Straightening his coat, Seaton attempted to look dignified.
“I trust that the events of tonight will not be bandied about later.” 


With a wicked smile on her face, Edwards slapped him
companionably on the arm. “There’s no honor among friends, Sherard, just
humiliating secrets and blackmail. Now, come on.” 


Trudging along in her wake, Seaton complained plaintively,
“I’m never going to live this down, am I?”


I charitably refrained from confirming this. Aloud. 
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“Of course it’s the last graveyard that we visit.” Edwards
looked on from a distance, arms akimbo, glaring at the disturbed grave as if it
had personally offended her in some manner. 


Seaton balanced on his haunches, peering at the overturned
soil as if it held the mysteries of the universe. “You normally quote someone
when you say things like that. Murphy?”


“Murphy’s Laws, yes, and I do not want Murphy on this
planet too, thank you very much. It’s bad enough he’s on Earth.” Huffing, she
stretched her neck out to get a better view. “How long ago was this?”


“Perhaps a day,” I answered with no more than a glance her
direction. I had a recording box going, detailing what we saw, albeit from a
distance, as it too would cease to function if too close to the spectral
energy. Because we’d been trooping around all over the city for the past three
hours, I hadn’t brought more than the bare basics with me, which I lamented
over now. Aside from taking a sample of the energy, and a recording of the
area, there was precious little that I could do. “I can say this. This looks
like their regular source.” 


“Indeed, yes,” Seaton agreed, using the lens to magnify
things for Edwards so she could see what we meant even from ten feet away. “See
this spot here? And here? The more muted tone indicates it was harvested from
perhaps two weeks ago. This one, more like a week.” 


“So it directly lines up with our timeline of thefts.”
Edwards caught her bottom lip between her teeth for a moment before asking,
“You can’t get more precise than that?”


“Unfortunately not.” I sat back, shutting the recording box
down. It had done all it could. “There’s no exact way to measure this, as it’s
not a field anyone’s spent time on. But I can say this, I do not believe the
spectral energy can be housed for more than a day before it starts to decay.
They have a very narrow window to bring forth its optimum use.” 


“So either tonight or tomorrow, but not any further out.”
Rocking back and forth on her heels, she ruminated on this idea for a moment
before offering, “So what can they feasibly use as the third thing to create a
Sink with?”


“Anything unlike the other two with sufficient power.”
Seaton finally stood and wandered over to stand at her side, both of them idly
watching me as I packed up the rest of my equipment. “They’ve collected a
magical artifact and a plant, correct? Then they’ll need something unlike those
two things. Something earth, air, water, a contrasting element.” 


“I think not air,” I demurred, standing to join them. “Air
would be hard to marry with the other two, hard to contain, and even more
difficult to obtain in the first place.”


Seaton’s open palm to me accepted the point. “Likely earth
or water. I’m even more inclined to think earth. There’s several different
water-based items of considerable magic power—Sacred Spring, Connia’s Well,
Wishing Wells, things like that—but they’re hard to reach from here. It would
take a trip on someone’s part and a remarkable bit of thievery to get their
hands on it. Those places are well guarded.” 


“So really, you think earth more than anything.” Edwards
cocked her head, manner questioning. “Like what?”


“There’s any number of stones that are semi-easy to
procure.” I settled the last of the equipment on my bag, adjusting the straps
for more comfort. “Adder stones, for instance, are available from several
merchants in the area. People use them to protect against eye diseases, or cure
whooping cough.” 


“Seer stones or Urim and Thummim,” Seaton added, “Although
those are usually housed by the universities. Charmstones, although most of the
ones that you find on the market are fake.” 


“I think none of those are powerful enough.” I frowned at
this conjecture, mind churning as I thought over the possibilities. “If we’re
limiting ourselves to things that can be acquired, something that the thieves
can take at face value to be genuine, then I can only think of seer stones,
mermaid tears, and thunderstones.” 


“Hooo,” Seaton exclaimed in a tone of approval, “I’d
forgotten about thunderstones.”


Edwards gave an impatient sigh. “Can I catch a subtitle,
here?”


Subtitle? I’d ask later, I knew what she meant from tone
alone. “Any stone that is shaped like an arrowhead found in a farmer’s field is
a thunderstone. They’re believed to be the remains of lightning strikes,
remnant of a thunderbolt that retains some of its power. They’re not impossible
to find on the market, and it’s obvious if one is genuine. Your hair sticks
straight out when you touch one.”


“Static charge, eh?” Edwards nodded, as if agreeing with her
own opinion. “Alright, so we’ve got some possible leads on what they’ll steal
next, but they can get them anywhere in the city.” 


“It’s not helpful,” I agreed, pulling a face. “I’ve had
thoughts along these lines, but it’s all conjecture at this point.”


“Well, either way, we’ve done all we can tonight.” Seaton
clapped his hands together and gestured toward the front gate. What remained of
the front gate. The whole graveyard looked more than a little dilapidated. “Shall
we go?”


“Sure.” Edwards led the way out, the line of her body
suggesting fatigue in the way she moved. Then again, it neared midnight, we
were all tired. 


Seaton dropped back a step to keep pace with me, and in a
language normally reserved for crafting spellwork, said in a low tone, “In
an emergency, there’s a charged phyllite around her neck.” 


My eyes cut sharply to him. A charged phyllite? Those
outside magicians’ circles referred to them as ‘summoning beacons’ as by
breaking one, it instantly summoned the magician connected to it. Such things
were only put in place for extreme emergencies. Usually they spanned a foot or
more. Seaton had condensed one to something small enough to wear on a necklace?



More than a little relieved he had thought up a method to
contact him quickly, I gave him a nod and murmured, “Understood.”


A smile, a nod in return, then he skipped ahead to link his
arm with Edwards, chattering on in an uncaring manner. 


I watched them walk together and wondered, just what was
their relationship? This man was completely devoted to her, and yet I sensed
nothing intimate about their interactions. They acted like siblings, or close
friends, but not lovers. 


Granted, there had to be at least a fifteen-year gap or so,
as Seaton was a dozen years my senior. I knew I was older than Edwards by at
least five years, although not sure precisely how much of a difference lay
between us. I could hardly go up and ask a woman her age without being
skewered. Did it even matter? 


I realized the peregrinations for what they were: a discomforting
awareness that Edwards felt more comfortable with Seaton than me. Irritated
with myself, I stomped after them, resolved to not think about it. 


It’s not that I was jealous, really. Well, alright, I was,
as I want to be just as comfortable with Edwards as she is with Seaton. But
that kind of friendship takes more than a few weeks to develop. I needed to
give this time. 


Stop thinking about it, Davenforth. 


Although, Seaton had barely known her a year, so that put a
rather sizeable hole in the theory, didn’t it? 


STOP, Davenforth. Irritated with myself, I firmly put my
mind onto a different train of thought before it spiraled even further along
this ridiculous tangent. What would be the easiest to acquire? Kingston, as a
seaport town, had more than its fair share of sea myths and washed up
artifacts. I’d seen thunderstones in the market, but vendors didn’t guarantee a
steady supply of them. How could they, when they were only randomly discovered?



Mermaid tears, on the other hand, could be acquired from any
number of stores along High Tide Street. I could think of three off hand. 


We came to a crossroads and Seaton split from us, catching a
night cab and waving goodnight. Unfortunately, we lived such a short distance
away, no cab would be willing to take us, as the fee would be minimal at best. 


“You were thinking hard back there,” Edwards observed,
shifting so that I could walk beside her on the sidewalk. This late at night,
our only possible obstacles were the streetlamps, making it easy to keep pace
with her. 


“Thinking about mermaid stones.” Succinctly, I summed up my
thought process: “Of all the possibilities, I think mermaid tears most likely,
as we tend to collect them being this close to the coast. I can think of three
stores that have them. It might behoove us to make some inquiries.” 


Her interest piqued sharply, so that she kept her torso
half-twisted to face me as we walked. “Where are these stores?”


“Only a street over, why?”


“Do you mind if we swing past them? Just for my peace of
mind. You said yourself that the thieves will likely strike again tonight or
tomorrow and it’s late enough at night now that it becomes prime time for a
little B&E.”


“B&E?”


“Breaking and entering.” 


“Ah.” I thought about this but didn’t see what the harm
could be, except extending our trip home on protesting feet. “Very well, if you
wish. You see that red sign there on the corner? If we cut through there, we’ll
come within line of sight of two of the stores.” 


“Let’s do that.” Her lips twisted into a wry smile. “I know
the odds of us just stumbling across them in the act of a burglary are close to
zero, but I’d sleep better knowing I’d at least checked.” 


Sometimes impulses were illogical that way. The fact that my
hypothesis had little basis didn’t matter, or that we weren’t patrolmen, or
anything else. So even though we were on the edge of the less respectable area
of town, and the lighting out here wasn’t the best, I didn’t argue. 


Kingston, being one of the oldest cities on the continent,
had more architectural history than any other place. Parts of the city, once
abandoned, now thrived as the increasing population snatched up properties left
and right, revitalizing the area. This market area was one such case, where the
old stores still sat boarded up and neglected, but not a stone’s throw away, a
newly refurbished store proudly displayed its wears. It gave one a disjointed
feeling, as a man’s instincts didn’t know whether to focus on the shadows or
the light. 


This time of the night, we came across few pedestrians, and
the city noise was muted. The scent of sea water and brine wafted stronger than
usual as the wind changed, coming in from the west. Being a long-term resident
of the city, I expertly ignored it. 


We went down the street and the question bubbled out,
unbidden, “Is Seaton truly that carefree?”


“If by carefree you mean a huge, irrepressible child, then
yes, that’s what he’s really like.” Edwards’ tone vibrated with amusement,
though I could see little of her expression in the dim lighting between
streetlights. “I always have to struggle to keep a straight face in public, as
that dignified persona he wears is such a fake. I keep wanting to expose the
man behind the curtain.” 


Certain things clicked in my head. “So, his manner of
dress…?”


“Pure theater. He likes the dramatic. I’ve heard people
hypothesize he’s a crossdresser, or trans, but that’s not it. He just likes
makeup and costumes. It’s the inner child in him. He manages to restrain his
more outlandish stunts in public, for the dignity of the Crown, but in private
there’s no stopping him. I would have been lost without him, you know.”


I didn’t like the unhappy downturn I heard in her voice.
“When you first escaped, you mean?”


“Yeah. He kept me laughing even while he struggled to make
sure I could breathe. They say humor’s the best medicine. I have to say, I
gotta agree.” 


The open way she talked encouraged me to ask a question I’d
bitten back before. “Did you—”


Edwards flung up a hand, stopping me, her eyes glued to
something around the corner. From this vantage, I could see the connecting
street’s stores, but not what had caught her attention. “What?” I whispered. 


“I saw movement in that window.” She pointed to the store
kitty-corner to us, The Wishing Tree. 


I peered in the same direction, taking in the overall state
of the building. I couldn’t see anything in the window, in fact it looked pitch
black to me. However, even in this poor lighting, I couldn’t miss the obvious. “Edwards.
The wards around the building have been shredded.” 


Swearing, Edwards un-holstered the gun riding on her hip.
“Henri, are you armed?”


“Fortunately.” I set my pack carefully down, warding it with
a touch-me-not spell, then reached for my wand. “That’s one of the stores I
suspected might be robbed, by the way.”


“So this might be our thieves.” Feral anticipation drew her
lips back to reveal teeth. “Guard the front. I’ll hit them from the back.”


I set myself in position, not visible from the street,
avoiding the light from the nearby street lamp. I watched as Edwards darted
across, as lithe and stealthy as a cat, then disappeared down a narrow alley to
the side of the store. I blinked, watching her go, as it seemed a little too
quick for human movement. If only there were a police call box nearby, I’d call
for help, but sadly they were not widespread at this point. Kingston had only a
dozen, sporadically placed, and they never seemed to be where people needed them.
Like now. 


The chill of the night air radiated from the brick building
near me, but no wind came down the street, so that the smell of the sea hovered
strongly. It made my nose itch, but I steadfastly ignored the urge to scratch. I
readied a spell on my lips to incarcerate anyone that might escape my direction,
but tried to keep calm while doing it, as I didn’t want nerves to get the
better of me. I absolutely did not want to entangle my partner by mistake. 


From inside the store came a sharp clatter, like glass
shattering, then several shouts. I heard at least three male voices, all
distinct from each other, and Edwards yelling at them to stop, to put their
hands up. 


Something else broke, like wood splintering, and I had a
terrible premonition. They weren’t going to come out the front, where I sat
waiting for them. 


A second later, the premonition came true when I heard
Edwards call out to me, “THEY WENT OUT THE SIDE! GO TOWARD THE BACK!”


Swearing, I abandoned my position and went down the opposite
alley, heading for the next street. Of course they wouldn’t come out the front,
why would they? The back street let out nearer the docks. A quick dip in the
ocean—assuming they could swim—and they’d be home free. Or maybe they had a
boat waiting for them, who knew? 


I heard a shot fired, making my heart jump in my chest, but
the pounding of feet didn’t slacken. A warning shot, perhaps? I had no time to
think about it, dodging between the crates and barrels of refuse, trying not to
trip over anything in the dingy lighting. It was a relief in more than one way
when I reached the street. 


In a glance, I took in the situation. Edwards sprinted after
three men, all of them heading not toward the docks, as I expected, but
northward. She had a good head start on me, hot on their heels, and as I
watched her speed increased again to something even a professional athlete
would be hard pressed to match. There was definitely something there she hadn’t
told me. 


Putting the thought aside, I immediately gave chase even
though my sore feet and calves protested. 


I categorically refused to let her chase these men by
herself. 
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Being not at all athletically inclined, I more often lose
footraces than win them. In this case, I ran harder than I ever had in my life,
desperately trying to keep up as Edwards tore ahead of me. She kept close on
their heels, nearly nipping at them, gun in her hand as she ran. Because she
ran just in front of me, I couldn’t find an opening to let off any spells
myself, as the attack spells in my arsenal were not as finely tuned as a
bullet. I needed to somehow get past her first. 


Edwards paused enough to shoot once, twice, the gun’s report
echoing through the street. 


One of them fell, hard, going down on one knee before his
fellow snagged him up by the elbow and forced him back up. Another twisted to
the side, and I could see a tear in his jacket, but it was a graze and nothing
more. I saw blood only on one of them. Hitting a moving target challenged even
the most experienced shooter and it was impressive at least one bullet had
found a home. 


With both parties pausing, for different reasons, I closed a
bit of the gap between us although I nearly lost all breath doing it. Perhaps
Captain Gregson had a point about regular exercise after all. Especially if I
was to have any prayer of keeping up with this woman. It would take a judicious
application of spells, hexes, and muscularity to chase Jamie Edwards. 


We desperately needed to capture these thieves, at least one
of them, and I raised my wand, panting out the beginning of an Anchor Boots
spell as I ran. “Stone of earth, respond to my call—”


Edwards raised her gun to fire again and one of the thieves,
desperate, turned and did the one thing that I never wanted to happen—he cocked
the spectral device and flung it at her head. 


She ducked, of course she ducked, but it landed on its side,
the mechanism slamming open, and it fired. 


My heart dropped out of my stomach while I watched,
horrified, as the energy shot nearly directly at Edwards’ head. It didn’t hit
her, but the discharge passed by so close that it lit her skin in a sickly
splash of electric green. The energy masticated her stability spell in a split
second, her core going spastic, and the Shinigami Detective dropped like a
rock. 


“JAMIE!”


I didn’t remember crossing the distance between us or
abandoning the spell. My world narrowed to her, lying splayed against the dirty
street, skin turning ashen grey as she stopped breathing entirely. I fell to my
knees next to her, my first thought a stability spell, but I knew I didn’t have
the power to revert this. 


Hands shaking, I snatched out the emergency contact phyllite
around her neck and snapped it, activating the emergency signal to call Seaton.
Then, for just a split second, I pondered on what else I could do. Anything
magical might conflict with Seaton’s emergency treatments. I didn’t dare. 


But I couldn’t just sit here and watch her die in front of
my eyes. 


A memory flashed, of when she revived the drowned dockman.
Could I use the same method here, keep her breathing, keep her brain from
rotting from lack of oxygen? 


Not seeing how it would hurt, I positioned her body as she
had taught me to do, put my mouth over hers tightly, and forced air into her
lungs. Her body still felt warm under my own skin, giving me hope, and I lifted
my head enough to take another breath in and do it again. Twice I breathed,
then I shifted, put my hands against her heart, and pumped it hard thirty times.



Breathe. One, two.


Push. Use your weight, ignore the tremors in your arms. 


Breathe. One, two—


“Davenforth, disengage!” Seaton demanded harshly, already
falling to his knees on Jamie’s other side. 


I immediately withdrew my hands, rocking back to sit on my
heels, and hoped that was far enough away as I didn’t have the breath to move
any further. I watched, panting, as Seaton drew together two hexes, slapping
them onto her chest, then pulled another spell into place that cleansed her
core of the spectral energy. I watched anxiously as he put one layer of
stabilizing spell on top of another, swearing as much as he casted. 


“How did this happen?” he demanded of me. 


“She was chasing the thieves, one of them chucked the device
at her, it hit the ground, went off. Seaton, tell me you’re in time.”


“Barely.” He passed another spell over the others, swearing
as he worked. One spell integrated into another like an elaborate puzzle of
pieces that formed a delicate balancing act.


Except…except something else happened. Three times, in quick
succession, I saw a flicker that tried to disrupt or shun the spell work Seaton
cast. Even as I rationally tried to deny it, I couldn’t refute what my eyes
told me. Was that truly an Immunity Spell engraved into her core? I knew
Belladonna to be insane, but I realized now she was also a complete imbecile.
Even a flatworm would have the intelligence to understand that if you put an Immunity
Spell on someone’s very core then it would make any additional spell
nearly impossible to use on them! It rejected most magic outright. 


It seemed like eons, but no more than five minutes passed
before Seaton finished the main spells and began capping them all off into one
cohesive unit. I recognized it for what it was: a continuation spell. It would
keep the others fresh and looping, with the same strength as if they had just
been applied. 


Well, no wonder he had to repeat the process every month, if
he finished it off like this. No spell could survive on perpetual motion for
long and battle an Immunity Spell at the same time. 


We both watched anxiously for a long moment, even though I
could see the spells were working, waiting for Jamie to open her eyes. Please,
please open your eyes. When two seconds passed and I saw no reaction, I leaned
back over her, tapping her face with my palm. “Jamie. Jamie.”


Her eyelids fluttered but didn’t open. 


“Wake up properly, Edwards, I’m not carrying you home,” I
informed her, voice cracking. My heart quivering, body still reacting to the
fright she’d just put me through. “You already eat my chocolates, I have to
draw the line somewhere.” 


For a moment, I didn’t think she’d respond. Then her eyelids
fluttered again, this time raising an nth degree, enough that I felt confident
she could see. “Jamie. Answer me, sod it!”


Her mouth moved, but no sound emerged, and she swallowed
before trying again. “Henri. Please?”


 “Please what?” I managed, steadfastly keeping my tone calm
and unhurried, although I wanted to either crow or sag in relief. “Carry you
home?”


Jamie managed a bare nod. 


“Alright, since you said please,” I managed, somehow, to
keep talking. “But just this once. You do this to me again, I’ll leave you to
Seaton to manage.” 


“Some partner you are, demanding things when she’s down.”
Seaton’s jovial tone cracked, but he kept the smile up through sheer effort.
“You really should ditch him for me, Jamie, but we can talk about that later.
Let’s bring you home. I’ll stay in your spare room, alright?”


“Fine, fine,” she agreed wearily.


The spectral device lay not far away, and its very presence
pricked my skin like a living thing. I could not rest with it lying about in
the open. I turned and pointed a wand at it, camouflaging and warding it,
preventing anyone from tampering with it. 


I acknowledge that it took Seaton’s power to keep her moving
and upright. But she was still my partner and I was not about to leave her in
his hands and go merrily on my way. I focused on gathering her up, draping her
arms over my shoulders and getting a good grip on her thighs. 


I felt barely strong enough to drape her over my back. Jamie
tried to help, putting her arms around my neck, but she had the strength of a
wet noodle. I knew I couldn’t keep this up for long, but I felt the strongest
urge to just hang onto her for a moment. It felt reassuring, hearing her
breathe.  


Seaton waited until I had a good grip on her, then levered a
portation spell around us, transporting directly into Jamie’s apartment. I took
her into the bedroom, where we wrestled her coat, belt, and boots off before
tucking her gently under the covers. 


Despite what he said earlier, Seaton did not move into the
other room, but instead drew up the chair near the window to sit next to her
bedside. He gave me a reassuring nod. “I’ve got her. You need to report in,
don’t you?”


I did and hated police protocol, but on the other hand, we
needed to catch these dastards before they struck again. “I’ve a phone
downstairs. I won’t be more than a few minutes.” 


He waved me off and I went, quickly, taking the stairs two
at a time. 


My first call was to Gregson with a quick summary of events
and a demand that we call in both Newell and Warner to deal with the device. My
captain, bless him, instantly agreed and said he’d have officers quarantining
the area immediately. He ordered me, in the most compassionate tone I’d ever
heard from him, to report her situation in the morning. 


Unfortunately, I couldn’t settle matters well enough by
phone. In fact, I might have delayed too much already. I possessed enough power
to teleport myself back to the scene, wand in hand, just in case. But no, no
one had remained. The thieves had long since fled. 


My first order of business: that infernal device. I marched
over to it, the heel of my shoes loud on the pavement, removed my previous
spells, slammed a new ward down around it, and then glared at the thing
venomously. “I realize that you, as an inanimate object, are not to be blamed
for anything that has occurred,” I informed it icily, “but I will still take
great delight in seeing Warner dismantle you.” 


It, of course, had nothing to say to that. 


Feeling a little foolish even through my anger, I went to
the more practical aspects next. I put up markers around the scene, to keep
people from just bumbling into it, retrieved my equipment from nearby and put
it to good use. I hadn’t expected any of tonight’s events except ghost hunting,
but I did keep certain essentials in my bag at all times. 


Retrieving a vial and pencil, I went looking for blood.


Edwards had hurt one of the men. Bullet wounds meant blood.
I wouldn’t have the time to hunt him down tonight, and I didn’t want anyone else
going after this man without me, but the beauty of Blood Hunting, as it was
known, was that the age of the blood didn’t matter. A pure, uncontaminated
sample, properly preserved, would lead directly back to its source. 


The streets had an accumulation of oil, grime, dirt, and the
remnants of water. It took a spell and nearly crawling on the ground to find
the small pool of blood from where he’d been shot. Even as I carefully lifted
the top layer, trying to keep the source as pure as possible, I frowned at the
amount. Hadn’t she hit him in the arm? Why, then, was there so much blood left
behind? He’d barely paused before picking himself up and running again. 


A question to be answered later. I filled the vial, labeled
it, then activated the preservation hex on the lid. Standing straight again, I
looked about but saw nothing else I could do here. It was time to retreat and
let Gregson and the boys handle the rest. 


Gathering up my bag, I retrieved the fallen spectral energy
device and kept it gingerly in one hand, anything magical in the other. It
didn’t look ready to discharge again—in fact it seemed drained of all energy,
but I wasn’t in the habit of taking chances.


I teleported back to my apartment and hastily set everything
down, putting that infernal device in the center of my kitchen table, as far
from everything magical as I possibly could. 


Then, having delayed for as long as possible, I finally made
the call I dreaded. I phoned Warner and explained the situation again. She
asked far more questions than I cared for, each second ticking by in the back
of my mind, but she eventually agreed to come fetch the device and take it to
Newell. The two of them would tackle examining it. Of course, she also assured
(threatened?) me that she would be checking on Jamie. 


Not expecting anything else, I agreed to keep an ear out for
her, then finally hung up the phone. Only then did I realize that my trousers
were soaked and grimy at the knee, as were the cuffs of my jacket, no doubt
from the damp streets. Part of me couldn’t be bothered, but I was in for a long
vigil tonight. 


I forced myself to be logical. While the situation wasn’t
ideal, all possible aid had already been given. Seaton stayed just to keep an
eye on things, not because he expected that he would need to intervene. It
would behoove me to take a moment, change, perhaps put together a snack and a
pot of tea to help tide us both over during the long night hours. 


Part of me still wanted to race around, no doubt because of
the adrenaline still pumping through my system, but I didn’t let myself act
like a chicken with its head cut off. I deliberately did things in order,
putting a kettle on to boil, changing clothes, slicing up some fruit and bread
for a snack, arranging it all on a tray that I could easily carry back
upstairs. I returned to Edwards’ apartment at a steady walk. 


Seaton glanced up when I entered her room, taking in the
tray, and giving it a grateful look. “Good thinking, old fellow. Dinner wore
off hours ago and we’ll need the strength.”


Setting it on the bed near his hand, I went to the other
side and sat near Jamie’s hip, eyes anxiously roving over her face. Edwards’ skin
no longer looked like ash, color returning, and she breathed steadily, the deep
breath of slumber. Her core hadn’t stabilized completely yet, but I judged it
to be nearly halfway there and improving with every moment. We might have
survived the worst of things. 


Seaton poured tea into a cup, manner deliberately casual. “I
take it that you weren’t stealing the last chance for a kiss earlier?” 


For a moment I couldn’t fathom what he might refer to. Then
it hit me. “Don’t be absurd, Seaton. It’s a technique from Earth. Edwards calls
it CPR. It’s a method for reviving a person that isn’t breathing. Normally used
for drowning victims, but not always.” 


“Fascinating.” Seaton paused with his spoon in the sugar
container, eyes jumping between us. “That works?”


“I saw her revive a dockman that had taken an unfortunate
dip in the ocean. She seemed quite dismayed to realize we didn’t have this
method and has been teaching anyone that she can lay hands on for the past
week.” My hands clenched into themselves until the knuckles shone white. “I
didn’t know what else to do. I didn’t dare apply any sort of magical stasis to
her, not without risking interference.” 


“I’m very glad you had the sense to hold off. You likely
would have. She has too much magical conflict going on as it is.” Seaton sipped
his tea with a nod of approval. “Good tea. And it was good thinking to do this
breathing technique on her. Half the time she goes down, I struggle to get air
back into her lungs. She’ll revive more quickly because of you.” 


I didn’t like how he said this. “She goes down often?”


“Not anymore, thankfully. This is the first time she’s
scared me in nearly eight months. It was only at first, when I didn’t know how
to properly help her, that we struggled with it.” He took in a breath, a hint
of vulnerability flashing across his face. “Thank you for not losing your
head.”


This man might feel more strongly about her than I myself
did. “Thank you for immediately coming to the rescue.”


“Always will, old chap, always will.” He took another sip of
tea, a flash of genuine humor crossing his face. “You realize that only one of
us can be her lover, don’t you?”


For a moment I couldn’t fathom what he meant, then the words
made sense, and I spluttered. “L-lover?!”


“I’m more inclined toward friend, so I’ll let you have lover,”
Seaton declared with a wicked smirk. 


“Seaton,” I managed to find my tongue somehow, “I have
multiple issues with this assumption, but let’s tackle this in order. I’m more
inclined towards friend as well.”


“Oh.” Seaton frowned, nose wrinkling up. “But I’m too old to
be her lover!”


“My dear fellow, I invite you to imagine what she would do
if we decided who her lover should be.”


Seaton’s eyes crossed and he gave a shudder that traveled
from head to toe and back again. “I take your point. She’d murder us in our own
beds.”


I nodded somberly. “Do cease and desist, will you? I value
living.”
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Jamie Edwards made a perfectly terrible patient. 


“Stop blocking me, Sherard, and let me up!” Edwards wallowed
upright, exhibiting nothing of her usual grace. In fact, a pig wallowing in a
sty had more dignity. 


With a knowing gleam in his eye, Sherard planted one finger
in the dead center of her forehead and casually pushed. She flopped back as if
a gale force wind had hit her, making the mattress bounce a little, which the
detective didn’t appreciate. I’d seen kinder looks on a contract killer. 


“One finger rule,” Seaton informed her cheerfully, as if
unaware that she silently plotted out the details of his funeral. 


I knew this woman well enough to expect an explosion, and my
right foot started edging for the door. To my surprise, she glared, grumped,
and subsided with ill grace. Wait, what? Not willing to become the target of
her ire, I turned to Seaton for an explanation. 


He answered the question written all over my face with a
sotto voice. “We developed rules. If I can push her back with a single finger,
she stays in bed. If it takes two, she can get up for brief amounts of time.
Three, she can change to resting on a couch or chair. When it takes a full hand
to push her back, then she’s on the mend. If she can actually resist me, then
she can return to work.” 


Did I want to know how many times she’d fallen, how many
times her body had betrayed her, for them to work out a system like this? As if
to soothe her, Seaton stated, “You’re already awake after nine hours of sleep,
which is a record for you. Thanks to Davenforth’s efforts, I think you’ll be
back on your feet within the next three days or so.”


That pulled her out of the doldrums long enough to give me a
look askance. 


Did I want to admit to this? Even if it were a matter of
emergency aid, I had taken liberties with a young woman, which would send most
of them straight into vapors. Then again, Edwards herself had executed CPR on a
perfect stranger without a second of hesitation, so likely she wouldn’t grow
irate at me. “I performed CPR on you while you were down.”


Her dark eyebrows arched into her hairline. “Thank you. I’m
surprised that helped.” 


“You’d stopped breathing,” Seaton explained concisely. 


Edwards winced. “Ah. That bad, eh? No wonder I feel like
something the cat dragged in, then. I’m now very glad I taught you CPR, Henri.”



“So am I.” Those three words were the largest understatement
in the history of all time. Clearing my throat, I moved us deliberately past
the topic. “Captain Gregson came by earlier to check on you, as did your friend
Ellie Warner. They have several questions. I’ll be your scribe if you wish to
make a written report.”


Grateful for something constructive to do, she agreed
immediately, “Yes, please. Tell me, did we catch any of them?”


“Sadly, no. But you wounded one, and I was able to collect
his blood.”


“And with that we can track them down later.” Edwards
sighed, although there was a trace of humor in the curve of her mouth. “They
got me, I got them. We even got a lead on them. Might be a fair trade?” 


“Speaking as the person who has covered for you, it’s a bad
trade,” I deadpanned right back at her. “Try not to repeat the experience.” 


“Well, when you put it that way.” Pointing to her vanity
table, she instructed, “There’s paper and fountain pens in the top center
drawer.”


I fetched the required instruments, along with a portable
writing table that saw obvious use, judging by the ink stains along the sides
of the blotter. Seaton ducked out of the room, clattering about in the kitchen,
while Edwards dictated the report to me. I found it interesting that she
noticed different things than I did. Scents and sounds, mostly. Because of her
enhanced senses? Or perhaps her Earthly training? Some mix of the two? 


With that done, I sealed it properly for her and called for
a courier. Seaton returned at that point with a bowl of steaming soup, which he
placed in front of her on a breakfast tray. It smelled strongly of butter and
milk, the contents white, although I didn’t recognize it. Edwards, however, lit
up and promptly dug a spoon into it. “You’re my favorite,” she crooned to
Seaton happily. 


“Potato soup,” Seaton informed me, taking the sideways
compliment with a pleased expression. “It’s the only thing she wants to eat
when she’s down like this. She taught me how after the first time, and I’ve
made it ever since for her.”


I’d never heard of the like and I grew immensely curious.
“Did you only make enough for one bowl?”


Edwards laughed, pointing her spoon toward the door. “Go on.
I know you’re dying to try it.” 


I wasted no time in vacating my chair and hustling toward
the kitchen. As I fetched my own bowl, I could hear Seaton and Edwards
conversing through the open bedroom doorway. 


“He likes food, I take it?”


“Like is not the word,” Edwards retorted, the spoon making
small chink sounds as she stirred her soup. “Henri speaks about food the
way that men describe a beautiful woman, or a sexy car. He has a love affair
with food.”  


I couldn’t deny the allegation, if that was what it was, and
ignored it in favor of trying the soup. It predominantly tasted of potatoes,
salt, and butter. I found it to be just the right shade of soothing, the flavor
not demanding. A comfort food. Selecting a second tray from the cabinet, I
returned to the room, using it as a makeshift table as I ate a late breakfast. 


Edwards paused with the spoon in her bowl. “Well? How do you
like it?”


“It’s quite pleasant,” I answered, with a nod of thanks to
the cook. “Perfect as a comfort food on a cold day, I would imagine. The
flavors are not demanding, but not bland, and it has enough vegetables because
of the trace amount of carrots and onions to satisfy the body. I think I would
like the recipe.” 


“I’ll give it to you,” she promised. “Now, gentlemen, what
did I miss while I played Sleeping Beauty?”


I assumed she referenced some story but resolved to get it
later. “We’ve been given updates from the patrolmen who locked down the scene.
One mermaid tear was stolen last night from the shop, which tells us a great
deal. Sadly, the shop is so covered with fingerprints that it will be useless
to pursue that avenue.” 


Grimacing, she agreed morosely, “Likely true. Anything
else?”


“Warner and Newell have the device in hand and are studying
it now. They’re quite in raptures with something new to poke at. I’m currently
waiting on a report from them.” 


“But the theft of a single mermaid tear,” Seaton picked up
the thread of conversation smoothly, “and the abandonment of their device tells
us a great deal.” 


Edwards proved that even if her body might be in poor
condition, her mind was not. “By leaving the device behind, they’re saying they
don’t need it anymore. It took weeks for them to get enough sagardian metal
together and build that device. They wouldn’t abandon it easily if they still
had use for it.” 


“Precisely. Also, the theft of a single mermaid tear gives
us interesting information to make conjectures with.” Seaton settled
comfortably into his chair, crossing one leg over another. After an all-night
vigil, he seemed only slightly smudged around the edges, the dark circles under
his eyes more pronounced because of his makeup, but his eyes remained sharp
despite that. “Because we know the ingredients, we now have power levels to
work off of and from there can narrow their possible targets down to a
handful.”


“Six, to be precise. I explained to you that a Sink can
create a sinkhole, consuming any magic within a limited vicinity? Sinks have
different strengths to them, depending on what they are made of. The
combination of these three indicate a significant strength.”


Edwards didn’t like this at all, I could tell from the way
her face tightened into a pinched frown. “How significant are we talking?
Strong enough to topple the wards around the palace grounds? Strong enough to
tear down the Fourth’s new wards? Something in between?”


“Strong enough to punch through the palace’s wards,” Seaton
answered grimly. “I’ve already reported this possibility to my fellow mages,
and they’re on the lookout now. Unfortunately, the same wards that are up
around the palace are also in several other locations.”


“Wards can only be built up to a certain point,” I
explained, seeing her confusion. “The highest quality wards are available to
other people, not just the royal family. The palace, Royal Museum, National Treasury,
the city’s train station, Regis Art Museum, and Kingston’s City Hall all have
the same protections.”


“While any of them are a viable target for the Sink, we’re
relatively sure that they have no interest in attacking the train station or
City Hall. Which really leaves us with four different possible targets.” Seaton
stared dead ahead for the moment, blankly, his mind turning inwards toward some
gruesome mental image. “I don’t like the idea of them attacking any of those
four, for different reasons.” 


“None of us do,” I sighed what felt like a year’s worth of
sighs. It felt like I had been awake and moving for a decade instead of
twenty-six hours. Worse, I’d either walked or sprinted most of the evening,
something my body wasn’t accustomed to. I desperately wanted a hot bath to
soothe the aches and a bed under me. “With the way you wounded them, we don’t
anticipate they’ll move today.” 


“Likely not,” Seaton confirmed. “You’ve bought us some time,
Jamie. We’ll use it to best advantage by placing watchmen in every location and
be ready to move when the alarm sounds.”


“Including on the cemeteries?” Edwards asked as if she knew
good and well we might not have thought of that. “We have no guarantee they
don’t need more spectral energy.”


I, in fact, hadn’t. “Of course.”


Seaton fake coughed, hiding a laugh, and continued, “If
we’re lucky, they’ll go about this stupidly and form the Sink in their hideout
before moving.” 


“Stupidly because a moving Sink will wipe out any and all
magic it comes across and thereby paint a target on itself?” Edwards asked
rhetorically. “Do you think they’ll be that stupid?”


“No, but I’m hoping they will,” Seaton answered with a
shrug. “It would make our lives deucedly more convenient.” 


I couldn’t agree more. 
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Warner came shortly after that, an exchanging of the guard,
and I returned to my own apartment, fixated on the idea of bed. I’d bathe
later, sleep definitely took the priority at the moment. 


My plan was foiled before I even entered through my own
door. 


“Henri, really, where in the world have you been?” Ophelia
Davenforth sailed toward me with arms outstretched, a scolding expression on
her face. 


Resigned, I caught her hands and let her kiss my cheek.
“Hello, Mother.” 


“Don’t you ‘Hello, Mother’ me,” she scolded, the blond
ringlets framing her face swaying as she shook her head at me. “And what’s
wrong with you? You’re pale, and those are the darkest circles under your eyes;
I haven’t seen the like since you were studying for that dreadful magical
exam.” 


“I’ve been up for twenty-six hours straight,” I responded,
hoping beyond reason that she could take a hint. “Whatever brought you here,
can it wait?”


“You are what’s brought me here, so it can’t,” she refuted,
releasing me to plomp herself imperiously onto the wing-backed chair.
“Henri, really, I know that you love your job—although I can’t fathom why—but
you must draw a line somewhere. I had a dinner party last night, remember? I
expressly informed you to be there weeks ago.” 


I vaguely remembered the invitation through the fog of sleep
deprivation. I found it interesting that she expected my attendance, since I
avoided social gatherings as a norm and especially ones vaguely worded as this
last one had been. It usually meant match making was the theme for the evening.
“Mother. We had an emergency last night—”


“Oh, posh,” she dismissed with a wave of the hand and a
sniff, “as if someone else couldn’t handle the matter—”


I cut her off ruthlessly, my tone growing firmer “—in which
my partner went down, nearly fatally so, and it took all of our considerable
magical expertise to keep her in this world and breathing.” 


That side lined the pre-planned argument she had in store
for me. Clear blue eyes went wide in her rounded face. “Partner? Her?”


My mother was not an entirely shallow woman, but she did put
store in reputations, being the socialite that she was. I knew how to
manipulate this in my favor by using certain key phrases. “I was recently
assigned to be partner for the Shinigami Detective. You’ve heard of her, I
trust?”


“I have,” she breathed, nearly giddy with excitement. “My
son? Partnered with that famous woman?”


“Jamie Edwards is her name. I think you’ll like her, Mother,
she’s quite the firebrand.” I took the couch, stretching out and kicked off my
shoes. Ah, so much better. If I didn’t know for a surety that I would develop a
crick in my neck sleeping here, I would likely fall promptly asleep. 


“How in the world did she get injured so fatally?” Ophelia
leaned forward, nearly quivering with anticipation, as riveted as a child. 


“You’ve heard about those daring heists that have happened
in the past few weeks? We’ve been investigating those. Last night, we stumbled
across the thieves and gave chase to them. Unfortunately, they had a rather
dangerous device on them, which they threw at Edwards. It went off, hitting
her, and her magical core became rather scrambled because of it,” I summarized
with no intention of giving her any further details than that. Just this was
enough fodder to satisfy her. “Fortunately, her dear friend is Sherard Seaton.
Yes, before you ask, that Sherard Seaton. I called him, and between the
two of us, set her back to rights. She’s recovering now. And that, madam, is
why I missed your dinner party, and where I have been all night.”


“Well, I must say, I never expected such daring-do on your
part, Henri.” Ophelia beamed, quite pleased to see me do something that didn’t
involve either books or experiments. “And you saved the Shinigami Detective,
how splendid! And even broadened your circle of acquaintances with a Royal
Mage. Truly, I’m proud of you.” 


Of course she would be. I huffed out a breath, amused and
resigned all at once. “I am delighted at your delight. Now. Can I please
retire?”


“Not just yet.” The way she put her hands together, as if
pleading, did not bode well for me. “Your sister is expecting with their first
child and wants to have a dinner to celebrate the good news this Rest Day.
You’ll attend with your partner, naturally.” 


“Emilia’s expecting?” I asked, the news enough to give me a
brief surge of energy. My older sister had been married for five years now with
no sign that she and her husband would be able to conceive. It had been
heartbreaking for them and frustrating for my parents, who wanted
grandchildren. “Since when?”


“She just discovered it three days ago. We’ve been trying to
reach you for days,” my mother informed me, her aggravation renewed. “I ask
you, what is the point of having this newfangled telephone device if you never
answer it?”


“Mother, I have to be home to answer it, which hasn’t
happened much in the past three days. I’m very glad at Emilia’s and Reggie’s
news.” I meant every word of it. My older sister and I have a complicated
relationship on the best of days, but I did love her. I actually quite liked my
brother-in-law as well, mostly because he had the patience and good nature
required to put up with my sister. “I’ll be delighted to come, if the job
permits. Things are heating up a bit in the case and I’m afraid I can’t promise
anything.”


Not getting the answer she wanted, my mother glared at me
with pursed lips. “Henri. You’ll come and bring Detective Edwards with you, or
I’ll go over your head.” 


“Captain Gregson will back me on this one,” unlike last
time, the traitor, “but I promise I’ll do everything in my power to attend. I
can’t promise Edwards can come, as she might not be recovered enough at that
point.”


Sensing she’d gained as much of a victory as she possibly
could, Ophelia stood. “That will have to do, I suppose. Very well, keep me
abreast of the situation so I know how many to seat for dinner.” 


“I will,” I promised faithfully. Good manners dictated I
usher my mother out the door, which I did, then promptly locked it. Finally
alone, I headed for bed, shedding clothes as I went. 


I would absolutely not move until I’d had at least twelve
hours of sleep, I did not care if the world was ending. 


My head on the pillow, the obvious question occurred to me:
How had my mother entered my apartment to begin with? 
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Saying that I do not handle bedrest well was quite
possibly the biggest understatement in two worlds. Sherard’s rules for letting
me out of bed had been designed for a reason. It was a mix of things, really. I
got restless and antsy very quickly. I didn’t like feeling dependent on someone
else. I handled vulnerability very poorly. 


The best thing to do under circumstances like these,
when I’d be down for a few days, was to focus on something else. It kept the
homicidal urges at bay. I had Sherard fetch textbooks for me—two dictionaries
and a primer—and dug grimly back in. I would conquer this language or die
trying. 


Sherard stepped in and out of my room, dealing with his
own duties long distance or taking a break to chat with me. He came in that
afternoon with a plump meat pie, an iced tea, and something that smelled of
apples and cinnamon. My stomach growling, I gladly put the books aside and made
gimme-gimme hands at him until he put the food tray in my lap. 


Hot food. Bliss. The one thing about enhanced senses was,
between smell and taste, food went to a whole new level. “Where did this
delightful meal come from?”


“Your landlady. She assures me she’s not your maid, or
your cook, but seeing as how you’ve been injured in the line of duty, she’ll
make you a meal.” Sherard said this in a way that suggested she had actually
much more to say on the subject and he’d been stuck listening to her for at
least a half hour. “I’m glad she’s a good cook.”


“To make it worth listening to her?” Grinning, I popped
another mouthful in and sighed dreamily. 


Shrugging, he let it go. “I gathered the impression
that half the reason she went to the effort was for Davenforth’s sake.”


“You’re probably not wrong. She adores Henri. He fixes
things for her all the time. If he ever moves out, I fully expect her to
promptly sell the place and go live on a southern beach somewhere.” I’d say
more on the subject, but there were apple fritters to eat. 


We munched happily in silence for a while. Sherard
finally got to the point of slowly mopping the gravy with his spoon. “How goes
your studying?”


“Better. Your sentence structure still confuses me
utterly and my vocabulary is still the pits, but I can at least read some now.
About third grade level.” Leaning in a little, I whispered, “I found new
motivation to get my reading up to par. It’s a little something I discovered in
Henri’s lab the other day. He’s been writing a full-blown case report on this.”


Sherard’s forehead beetled in confusion. “Isn’t he
supposed to?”


“No, I mean, not in report style. He’s writing it like
you’d write a novel.” I struggled to explain, as it wasn’t a style I could link
to this world’s literature. “Here, I stole the first few pages of it. See for
yourself.”


Taking the pages I offered, he started reading. Of
course, being a highly educated man, he went through ten pages in the blink of
an eye. A smile curved the corners of his mouth as he did so. “Interesting. I
didn’t know he had it in him.”


“Right? He makes all of those disparaging remarks
towards ha’penny novels, and now I know why.”


Waving the pages in the air, Sherard pressed, “But you
can read this?”


I grimaced a little as I admitted, “Mostly? I have to
look up a lot of words. It’s glacially slow progress. Took me a week to get
through those ten pages. But my vocab’s growing leaps and bounds.”


“Well of course it would, this is more elevated
language. Davenforth was born above the salt after all.” 


“I’m sorry, what?”


“Born well-placed in society,” Sherard translated. Flipping
it over, he regarded the first page again. “I find myself wanting to read the
rest of it.”


“Right?” I asked, excited that he saw the entertainment
value in it. “And I really want to add my own notes. He’s leaving so much out.”



A calculating expression flitted over my friend’s face,
at odds with the devilish smile curving the corners of his mouth upwards. He
looked fully as cunning as the Cheshire Cat. “If you tell me where it is, I’ll
teleport and fetch it for us. We absolutely must review and leave notes. For
the sake of future generations.”


And that was why Sherard and I are friends. I beamed at
him. “Henri’s lab, third shelf on the east wall, behind the glass of floating
eyeballs.”


With a casual salute, he poofed out of the room,
the walls absolutely no impediment. I rubbed my hands together and cackled. I
just knew Sherard was the right man for the job. 


I wondered how long it would take for Henri to notice
my notes? 
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Edwards regarded the file that I extended to her with
considerable surprise. “What’s this? No one ever hands me paperwork.”


“Do you remember how we thought to track our renegade
magician? We put in a request with the Registrar’s Office for a list of names,
and another request with the Magical Licensing Department.”


She nodded before I could trot the complete sentence out. “I
remember, I remember. I also remember them both saying that it would take at
least three weeks before they could give us a comprehensive list spanning a
decade.”


“I have a feeling that Seaton leaned on them. The Crown has
taken something of an interest in this case. They don’t like the ramifications
of a device that can get through their wards.” 


Her face filled with understanding. “Ah. Can’t blame them.
Still, that’s a rather thick file. I thought you said there weren’t that many
magicians born into the population.”


“Roughly five percent,” I explained, already taking the
empty seat next to her bed and settling in. “But the population in Kingston
alone exceeds five hundred thousand, and if you multiply that by ten years…”


“It adds up. Got it.” She stared hard at the files. “You
think I can help with this?”


“It’s just comparing names. You told me that you can read up
to short sentences now. This is within your skills, I believe.” At least I
hoped so. She’d gotten bored studying the language and wanted out of bed. It
took increasing creativity to find ways of making her stay in it. 


A look of determination crossed over her face, setting her
mouth into mulish lines. “Give me the first half.”


Grinning, I split it directly in half by alphabet, first the
Registrar’s list, then the Licensing Department’s. She took both, pencil tucked
behind her ear, and dove into the work without a word. 


I took a moment to appreciate how much better her
constitution fared. Yesterday morning, she’d barely been able to sit up
unassisted. Now she could, propped up on two pillows for comfort. Her dark hair
lay braided and tied off to one side, and she wore a comfortable shirt and
trousers instead of a night dress. All signs she felt much better. 


Pleased beyond measure at this, a smile stayed on my face as
I, too, set to work. Companionable silence fell between us as we focused, with
only the tick-tock of the clock on her dresser and the scratch of pencil on
paper to mark the passing of time. 


“Henri.”


“Hmm?” Jarred out of the world of names and paper, I glanced
up. 


“What do I do if a name is not on the Licensing Department’s
list?”


“Ah. Write it down on a separate sheet of paper.” Belatedly,
I realized that I had failed to give my partner a crucial piece of information.
“The Licensing Department did warn me when I picked up the list that this would
not be a complete match to the University’s record. We do have a considerable
number of foreign students that come here to study. Not all of them stay in
Kingston after graduation.”


“So, if they’re not on the list, they could just be living
somewhere else, they’re not necessarily rogue magicians. Got it.” With a salute
of the pencil to me, she painstakingly wrote the name down before continuing
on.


Being an old hand at research projects like this, I blazed
merrily along and had ten sheets done in quick order. Oh dear, that wouldn’t do
at all. This project needed to last at least two more days in order to keep her
in bed. Thinking quickly, I glanced at the clock and made a show of frowning at
it. “Edwards, how are you doing?”


She lifted her head, pencil hovering. “I’m making progress.
Two names so far. Why?”


“I need to do some lab work,” I explained apologetically. “I
don’t wish to abandon you to this, but….”


“No, it’s fine,” she assured me. 


It might be at that, but I didn’t want her here alone
either. “Perhaps I can send Officer McSparrin in to help you? You said you were
training her up properly in investigative techniques. This surely qualifies as
a good teaching moment.”


Edwards pursed her lips thoughtfully. “You know, that’s not
a bad idea. Send her over.”


“I shall.” Rising from my chair, I thought to ask, “Do you
need anything before I go?”


“Donuts,” she answered mock seriously. “Cops always need
donuts.”


Snorting, I gave her a nod and headed out the door. She
likely jested but sending a delivery of donuts via Officer McSparrin wouldn’t
harm anything. 


[image: kep]


By the third day, Edwards had recovered enough that none of
us were required to be constantly at her side. I took advantage of this to
track down a certain Royal Mage in his office. Fortunately, while he did have
an office on the palace grounds, he had a ‘working office’ outside of it,
attached to his townhome, and that was where I found him. It would have been
difficult for even a police officer such as myself to gain admittance to the
palace in order to see him. 


His apprentice, after admitting me into the office section
of the townhome, pointed in the general direction of the door and disappeared
somewhere. I watched him wander off and shook my head. Teenage boys were not
always the best mannered. Dismissing it, I went to the door and gave a perfunctory
knock before swinging the portal open.


“Davenforth.” Seaton sat back from the desk, shifting the
design he’d been working on further back to avoid knocking it to the ground.
Despite the fact I’d surprised him by this visit, he amiably waved me forward.
“Come, sit. What’s this about?”


“Edwards.” I answered with a tone that said plainly it
should have been obvious. And indeed it should have been. I took the single
chair not overloaded with scrolls, books, and hexes, finding it ostentatious in
red but comfortable. Strangely, seeing the haphazard state of Seaton’s office
didn’t surprise me. He’d never struck me as the sort to enjoy organization. 


Kicking back to a more comfortable slant, he regarded me
with open puzzlement. “Has something else happened?”


“Seaton, really, do use your brain,” I chided, growing
exasperated. “Do you really imagine that I’d be content to stay helpless if she
ever goes down like that again? That woman has become my friend, and I have
precious few of those. I want to be able to do more than CPR in case of another
emergency.” 


“Hmm.” He gave a noncommittal hum, dark eyes strangely
penetrating. For once he looked his age, instead of an overgrown teenager.
“Alright. What do you suggest?”


“Explain to me, in detail, the spells you have placed on her
and their correlations. I need to have at least a revival spell, stasis spell,
and a healing spell that I can use on her. If we can’t think of one that works,
we’ll devise one.” 


Seaton’s jaw dropped a little, and he spluttered. “You think
that we can just devise any spell that we wish like that?” He snapped his
fingers in illustration. 


I met him look for look. “Are you suggesting that one of the
most powerful Royal Mages in history and an acknowledged genius in the magical
field can’t create a spell if they’re of a mind to?”


For a moment, he appeared nothing but flummoxed. Then he
threw his head back and roared with laughter. “I adore your arrogance,
Davenforth! And you know, you might be right at that. Alright, let’s say we can
do that, if we need to. You really think that you can use those spells on her,
if she goes down again?”


That was quite possibly the least tactful way of implying my
natural power not up to the task. I strangely enjoyed the bluntness even as it
instinctively put my back up. “Having brute power at your disposal, I suppose
you never learned to appreciate the nuances magic is capable of.” 


“I take that to mean, ‘Yes, you sodding tosser, I can do it.’
” Seaton grinned, not at all insulted. “Alright, let’s have an in-depth
analysis of the work that I’ve put on our girl.” 


‘Our’ girl, was it? “Edwards would hardly appreciate being
referred to as such.”


“Good thing she isn’t in hearing range, isn’t it?” Not in
the least apologetic, Seaton opened a bottom drawer, heaving out a journal thick
enough to kill a man. He flipped to the latter third of the book, went through
several pages, then settled on one before handing it over. 


I accepted with both hands, not wanting to drop it, and was
glad for the caution. If it weighed less than thirty pounds I’d be surprised. I
saw in a glance what it was: the designs for each spell on Edwards. He had
inscribed it in layers, so that I could examine each layer individually.
Penmanship aside, it was precisely written. 


The second page in, I found the one thing I rather hoped I
wouldn’t. “So she does have an Immunity Spell on her.” 


“You’ve seen it?”


“Just a glimpse, the night she went down.” 


Seaton let out a pained groan, rubbing at the bridge of his
nose as if warding off a headache. “If Belladonna still lived, I’d kill her
just for that thing alone. If you keep reading, you’ll see that she tweaked the
Immunity Spell some, made it even more ‘durable’ in a sense.” 


That sounded foreboding. I went back to where I left off,
reading as instructed, and a chill chased its way up my spine as the words
unfolded before me. Immunity Spells normally protected a person from magical
attacks. It defended largely against three classes of attacking spells: Static
(such as hexes used to protect an area), Aerial (any spell that could be cast
and shot at an opponent), and Potions. This spell had been tweaked to add
‘objects intended to harm.’ It was vaguely worded but it seemed obvious what it
was designed to do.


The words burst out of me before I could check them. “Do you
mean to tell me that a man wielding a knife couldn’t stab her, but a thrown
rock would break her arm?” 


“Stupid, isn’t it?” Acid dripped from every word as Seaton
glared at the spell’s properties. “Knives, even bullets, won’t have a prayer of
working on her. But throw a rock at her, she goes down instantly. As long as it’s
not something man-made, something designed to hurt a person, the spell won’t
recognize it as a threat. Anything completely natural is not recognized by the
Immunity Spell and ignored. Which is good, in a way, but the stupid part is
that because of the spell, we have a hard time treating her. All of the healing
spells have at least one element in it that could technically be considered a
poison, after all.”


Most medicines were that way. A drop of it worked for
healing, but anything more could act as a poison. Humans understood this.
Immunity Spells did not. “Seaton, if Belladonna were still alive, I’d help you
kill her.” 


“Aggravating, isn’t it? So yes, Davenforth, by all means
let’s figure out how to do this list of spells you’ve got. While you’re at it,
do figure out how to either negate or cancel the Immunity Spell, there’s a good
fellow,” Seaton tacked on with a sugary sweet voice that dripped saccharine
honey. 


Lifting my eyes, I curled up one side of my mouth in a
smirk. “Challenge accepted.” 


Delighted by the glare, Seaton grinned back at me. “You
know, Davenforth, I have the feeling we’ll be grand friends.” 


“Don’t get ahead of yourself, Seaton,” I retorted primly,
enjoying the banter. “I haven’t decided whether I like you or not yet.” 
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The city and all its criminals, of course, couldn’t rest for
long. I’d barely left Seaton’s office before being tracked down by a beat cop
and given the message that a scene needed my expertise. I’d also been assured
that all of my tools had been taken to the site, so without further ado, I
traveled directly there. 


I’d almost wished they hadn’t been able to locate me. 


“Doctor Davenforth,” Detective Berghetta greeted with an
outstretched hand. He looked only a little rumpled, no blood on him, which
indicated he hadn’t been on scene for long. It would be impossible to stay in
this alley without getting at least a little blood smeared somewhere. 


I accepted the handshake. “Berghetta. This looks ghastly.”


“Between me and you, Doctor, it’s nigh on the worst I’ve
seen.” Lowering his tone so that none of the other beat cops or technicians
could hear him, he added, “And I’m frankly relieved I got you instead of
Sanderson. I know what he’d say before he even steps foot on scene.” 


“ ‘Death by magical misadventure?’ ” I parroted with a
slight roll of the eyes. “Yes, he does cater to that hypothesis more than he
should. This, I think, would take more stupidity and magical hexes than most
people could afford.”


Berghetta grunted in agreement. 


I pulled out a pair of gloves, sliding my hands inside as I
took a good look around. We were in the mouth of an alley that resided one
block down from the docks, two blocks over from the red light district, and
down the street from the most notorious gambling den in the city. Hardly the
best part of the city. Still, even this place, saturated with crime though it
may be, had likely never seen something of this ilk before. 


The alley was filthy, thick with refuse, rotting food, piss,
vomit, and several other things that I didn’t want to identify. I looked
carefully past it all but couldn’t ascertain where the victim might be. There
was no body. Blood everywhere, splattering the ground, walls, enough to fill
three people with, but I noted the distinct lack of corpses with a blink of
surprise. “Has the victim already been carted off?”


“No bodies,” Berghetta denied with a grimace. “Not even body
parts.” 


I regarded him with considerable astonishment. “I now
understand why you wanted me instead of Sanderson.”


Berghetta spared me a grin, although it looked a little
green around the edges. “I always want you instead of Sanderson, Doctor. But in
this case especially, I want a real answer.” 


Grimly, I nodded in understanding. This wouldn’t be
pleasant, and I’d likely have to use a judicious amount of cleaning spells
afterwards, but I waded in anyway. I started with the nearest pile of blood,
panning my wand slowly over it. A report of the findings lit up the journal’s page
in my other hand and my eyes bounced between the two. “Confirmed human blood.
Male, late forties, not a healthy individual. He was battling a blood disease.”


Swearing aloud, Berghetta admitted, “I half-hoped it was
animal blood and this some elaborate and badly done joke.”


Didn’t we all wish for that? “I’m afraid not.”


Moving on to the next pile, I scanned it, feeling my stomach
sink and twist at the results. “Female, late forties, heavily intoxicated.” 


Berghetta swore some more, loudly and with more volume. 


I paused in my search and half-turned to face the heavy-set
detective. “Where is Doctor Landgrave?”


“On the opposite end of the city, different crime scene,” a
young beat cop I recognized piped up. He stopped carefully shifting refuse
aside to look up, revealing a face I knew, although I couldn’t put a name to
him. “He told me, when I went to fetch him, to not call for him unless we found
an actual body.”


I spread a hand, accepting this, as truly he couldn’t do
much. My spells could reveal as much with the blood as his tests could,
possibly more. It depended on the rate of decay. These look depressingly fresh.
“Berghetta, these aren’t more than a day old, my results indicate—”


Everyone on scene stopped when the Shinigami Detective
appeared. I noted the reactions, the open fear on their faces, the way they
shifted as if to put more distance between themselves and the woman in their
midst. Even Berghetta, seasoned as he was, put his back to the wall, watching
her cautiously. 


Fools. Belladonna was the most evil witch in a century,
responsible for all sorts of heinous crimes, but that didn’t make the woman who
killed her a monster, too. 


Edwards didn’t look at all surprised by this reaction, just
resigned and sad. She kept her face smooth, but her eyes gave it all away. The
axiom that the eyes are the windows of the soul had a spark of truth to it. 


What in the devil was she doing out of bed? I thought I’d
left her with enough paperwork to keep her occupied. Apparently not. I took
quick note of her complexion, and her color looked a bit too high, as if she
were on the edge of running a fever, but her posture was good. She gave no
indication of sway. I’d let her be, for now, only put my foot down when it
became clear she’d overdone it. 


Perhaps because of their reactions, perhaps because of the
sad resignation on my partner’s face, I greeted her more familiarly than usual.
“Jamie.”


Every policeman on scene flinched again, doing a double
take. They looked at me as if I had sprouted a second head. I steadfastly
ignored them. 


Edwards herself looked a little suspicious at my greeting
but came forward, carefully stepping around the worst of the mess. “You look
far too happy to see me, Davenforth.”


“Come see what you make of this,” I invited.


“As long as you understand I won’t help you clean it up,”
she warned, still moving forward. 


If people had been befuddled on my reaction to her before,
it didn’t compare to now, seeing how naturally she interacted with me. I
carefully hid a smirk, pointing her instead to the smears of blood. “I’ve determined
so far that there are two victims, female and male, and confirmed it’s human
blood. There’s no corpse or part of a corpse that we can find.” 


Standing at my side, she took in the scene, then went down
to her haunches for a better look. “Weapon?”


“Undetermined.” I indicated the detective hovering off on
the wings, for all the world resembling a prey near a hungry predator.
“Detective Berghetta suspects magic of some sort but I haven’t found anything
to prove that hypothesis.” 


Twisting about, she looked up without regaining her feet.
“No magic in this alley at all?”


“Aside from the usual,” I clarified. Pointing to the top of
the wall, I indicated the hex painted on the side. “There’s two strong fire
suppressant hexes, one anti-burglary here below it, but nothing else.” 


She rocked back up to her feet, carefully maneuvering
further into the alley. She stopped and peered at either wall or pavement
several times, humming tunelessly, then finally stopped halfway down. “Ah.
Found it.” 


I refrained from asking the obvious question and instead
moved to her side. She pointed confidently to the wall at neck level, a spray
of blood against the grey brick. “Here. They were murdered here. Sharp object,
likely a knife or something easy to dispose of.” 


Whispers traveled among the beat cops at this pronouncement,
as if she had used black magic to determine this. I shot them all a despairing
look, and abashed, they ceased. When I reached her side, I stared at the area
for a long moment, but saw nothing that would indicate the site was the
original starting point. “What science are you using this time?”


“Science of gravity.” Gesturing me in closer with a waggle
of the fingers, she pointed to a single drop of blood. “You see how it has a
tear-drop shape? When blood sprays, it does this. It hits in such a way that it
points to the source.” 


“Does it truly?” Surely she’s not jesting. 


“Not pulling your leg, promise,” she said while raising a
hand as if in oath. “It really does that. Now, see this long spray here up top?
Arterial spray. So, someone cut the jugular, and they did it fast enough that
it sprayed out. Only thing that will do that is a sharp object. Hence, knife.” 


Laid out like that, logically and scientifically, I could
find no fault. “Just one victim?”


“Seeing two different sprays. One going one direction, then
another, so likely they were standing close to each other when it happened.
Whoever did this is quick.”


“And the other blood smears?”


“From the signs I’m seeing,” she indicated two scuff marks,
and the other blood trails, “I think someone panicked after killing these two.
They dragged the bodies to the mouth of the alley, where they sat for a while.”


I turned to regard the area she pointed to, the very first
patch of blood I had examined. “Hence why the blood pooled there.” 


“Yup. Then, I’ll bet you, they called a friend who came by
and helped them get rid of the bodies. No bodies, no trace evidence, harder to
link it to the murderer.” She shrugged as if it all was a foregone conclusion. 


I ran another spell, to match the blood, and indeed it was a
perfect match. “Indeed. Berghetta?”


With an odd expression on his face, he picked his way to us,
although he stopped two feet away. He didn’t know what to make of this, the
companionable and knowledgeable woman at my side. I felt it fortunate that
Edwards had joined us as she did, allowing us both to show that while she might
be an infamous killer, she wasn’t deranged. 


“Did you catch all of that?” Edwards asked him. 


Pronouncing each word carefully, Berghetta confirmed, “I
did.” 


“Nothing else I can help you with here,” I informed him.
“I’ll write up the report and leave it on your desk.” 


He nodded again, as if he didn’t trust himself to speak. 


As if sensing things were about to become awkward, Edwards
turned to me and said brightly, “If you’re done, can you come with me? I want
to go looking for our wounded thief.”


Something about the way she said this roused my suspicions.
“Are you physically up for that?”


“Hey, I passed the five finger rule this morning, I’ll have
you know.”


Knowing very well what she meant by this, I assured her
dryly, “Understand that if I have to teleport you back to your apartment
because you’ve overdone it, I’ll never let you hear the end of it.”


She flapped an uncaring hand at me. “Yes, yes. Can you trace
it now?”


“Of course. I’ll have to fetch it from the lab first. Why
are you anxious to catch the thief?”


“Because the trail is getting steadily colder?” she offered
artlessly.


Snorting, I retorted, “As if blood trails ever grow cold.
Very well, let’s go hunting. Berghetta, anything else you require from me while
I’m here?”


He shook his head, still watching us with that odd
expression. You’d think I’d just tilted the world under him, or overturned some
world-established view he’d held. 


I closed up my case, replaced my tools in the appropriate
slots in my bag, then shoved it onto the police wagon. I had enough wand and
seeking hexes on my person to do what Edwards wanted without having to cart
equipment about the city. The technicians processing the scene could take care
of this for me. I took a moment to teleport to the lab, retrieving the vial,
then teleported back. I normally only did such magic in emergencies, but we
were clear across the city and I didn’t want Edwards to tire herself out. She
might only have enough energy in her to locate the thief.


With a wave, I encouraged her to leave with me, and we
walked companionably side by side, leaving the worst section of the city for
the market streets near the docks. Only when we had a good block behind us did
she speak. 


“You did that on purpose.” 


I regarded her with false confusion. “I beg your pardon?”


Giving me a knowing look, she repeated, “You did that on
purpose. I’m used to my reputation, Henri.” 


There were several ways that I could respond to that, but I
settled for the simplest. “Stupidity irks me.”


Linking arms with me, she faced forward, grinning all the
while. “If you say so.” 


“Now, we’re not going to capture anyone tonight,” I said,
deliberately changing the subject. “We’re going to find their location, then
raid them with proper backup in the morning.”


“Yes, yes.”


So long as she understood we were not going into a firefight
with just the two of us. We stopped at the corner, where I pulled out the vial
and unstopped it. Wand in hand, I waved it over the top and spoke the Blood
Hunting incantation. 


The blood lit up in small glowing orbs, flowing out of the
jar and dancing ahead, lighting the path to follow. I frowned, as I didn’t like
what I saw. “Edwards. We might have a problem.”


Alert, she stared at the trail. “Not working right?”


“The spell is functioning correctly, but do you see the
color of it? It should be a bright red, almost a carmine.” 


“That looks kinda more brown than red to me,” she said
doubtfully. “Maybe because we’re in poor lighting?”


“Perhaps,” I allowed, but I didn’t believe that to be the
case here. “We’re actually not far. Let’s go slowly.”


She moved at my side like a lithe shadow. I recognized now
partially why she had so much grace to her. After reviewing her spellwork, I
knew that one of the spells on her increased agility and speed. She literally
had the speed of a gryphon in her muscles. Seaton informed me she had mixed
success using that speed, as of course the human muscularity was not designed
for such, so while she could put on bursts of speed with good success,
maneuvering remained tricky. 


I felt a little better now in not being able to keep up with
her. Turned out there was good reason for it, aside from my lack of daily
exercise. 


Kingston never really slept. Especially not this part of the
city. There might be streets that were quiet at this time of night, such as the
market district, but here? With gambling dens down the street from bars, and
shabby hotels across the street from all night restaurants? It still had a
crowd and likely would until dawn broke. We passed more than a few pedestrians,
some the worse for drink, but none of them tried to engage us. 


Perhaps indulging Edwards and doing this now was not the
best choice. If we did stumble into some situation, she would be hard pressed
to find the energy to deal with it. I readied a shielding spell on my lips,
ready to drop it down on us in an instant if I felt any danger. 


We made three turns, the lighting becoming even more
intermittent as the street lamps here did not always work properly. The air
grew colder, as well, as darkness fully set in. The spell highlighted another
turn, which we took, and then it flared briefly before steadying out into a hum
again, pointing dead ahead. “The two-story house at the end of the street.”


“In there, huh.” She peered ahead, eyes narrowing.
“Interesting. I’m seeing no signs of life. Henri, can you do any kind of spell?
Something to tell us if the place is occupied.”


“I can.” I dropped the hunting spell, stoppered the vial,
then pocketed it. The cadence of a reveal spell rose and fell from my lips. I
waited for a response, got nothing, and my unease doubled. “No one living is in
that building.”


“But our wounded thief is in there. Yikes, I don’t like
this. Henri,” she chewed on her bottom lip for a moment, “I know you’re worried
about my stamina, but I think we better go in there and double check.”


If I said no, she’d sneak back here later. I knew she would.
Resigned, I instructed her firmly, “Stay right next to me. I’ll put up a
shielding spell if I even suspect something’s off.”


“Okay.” 


With severe misgivings about this whole adventure, we
nevertheless crossed to the house in question. It was a sad thing, with an
overgrown yard of weeds, damaged wooden trim, and a porch that frankly did not
look safe to put weight on. I crossed it gingerly, wincing at every squeak of
the wood under my weight. It would be my luck to go through a floorboard now
and get stuck just as the criminals pounced. 


Edwards stayed just on my heels, as promised, her gun at the
ready. I nudged open the door, cast a quick mage light to float just off to the
side, as the interior of the house was pitch black. We moved cautiously
forward, eyes trying to penetrate the darkness of the rooms, but I saw nothing
more than furniture sagging from years of use and neglect and wallpaper falling
in strips off the walls. 


Crossing the foyer, we went right into a sitting room of
sorts. A long couch, fireplace, a few chairs, a busted table off in the corner.
Grimly, I pointed to the couch. “Well, there lies our answer.” 


Staring at the dead thief stretched out over the sofa,
Edwards swore. “That wasn’t supposed to be a fatal shot! I hit him in the arm.”


“You might have nicked an artery,” I offered, already
bending cautiously to take a look. “He’s been dead for days, I can tell from
the odor alone. Yes, you nicked an artery. He bled out within a half hour.” 


She cursed some more, aggravated, although she had the sense
to still keep a lookout around us. 


I doubted the thieves stayed after their companion died.
They would have buried him otherwise. The stink of a rotting corpse alone would
have forced them into at least moving him elsewhere. Still, I appreciated her
caution. “Let’s leave and call this in. I’ll put up a warding spell to keep the
area clear until the coroner can come.” 


Growling, she headed for the door. “Our one good lead to
track them down, dead. And it wasn’t supposed to be a lethal shot!”


That last statement grated at her, I could tell. The tone
and look in her eyes spoke of grief. For all her cavalier attitude in Belladonna’s
death, Jamie Edwards was not naturally a killer, and senseless deaths disturbed
her.


Voice rough with emotion, she snarled, “This the perfect end
to a perfectly rotten week.”


I could not disagree.  
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What a perfectly terrible idea. Why had I even mentioned it?



I stood outside Edwards’ door, dressed in an evening suit,
ready to go to my parent’s townhouse for dinner. I, of course, had a gift for
my sister and brother-in-law in hand, but my mother made sure I invited Edwards
to attend as well. (Deities only know why.) 


Tracking down our dead thief and dealing with the aftermath
robbed Edwards of whatever strength she’d gained through recuperation, sending
her back to bed. After two days of being cooped up in her apartment, Edwards
seized upon the invitation with a fervor that alarmed me, declaring she would
go no matter what. 


Resigned, I gave a rap on her door. Did Edwards even own an
evening dress? I’d never seen her in anything but trousers. 


The door opened with its usual abruptness, framing the woman
standing just beyond it. My jaw dropped and my eyes involuntarily went from
head to toe and back again. 


Yes. The answer was yes, Jamie Edwards did indeed own an
evening dress, and she looked positively stunning in it. 


It shone a deep red, nearly blood red in color, satin and
cream lace touches at the bodice and along the skirt hem. It set off her dark
hair and eyes vividly. She even wore her hair properly up, for once, in a soft collection
of curls at the top of her head. 


“Cat got your tongue?” Edwards asked, amused. 


Something certainly had. “My dear friend, you astound me. I
had no idea you would conform to this society’s ideal of feminine dress.” 


“I do on occasion. It’s like playing dress up or going to a
costume party for me. Fun in its own way.” She retreated to the kitchen counter
long enough to fetch her purse and a small wrapped gift in silver paper. “Shall
we go?”


Despite the fact that I had issued the invitation, I had my
doubts on whether she had fully recovered. “Are you sure you’re well enough to
go out?”


“I’m like Lazarus,” she informed me cheerfully, gently
shoving me backwards so she could close and lock her door. “I always rise on
the third day.” 


Lazarus being some figure in her world famous for rising
from the dead? I’d gotten better at constructing what she meant from context. “It’s
been six days.”


“Close enough,” she dismissed, her cheer not diminishing a
wit. She gave every impression of going without me if I tried to stay in.


“Very well.” I extended an elbow to her, which she took with
grace, and I escorted her properly down the stairs and bundled her into the
enclosed carriage. I gave a tap to the roof, indicating we could go, and with a
slight lurch, we set off, the sound of the wheels and clip-clop of hooves on
the paved streets muted enough that we could comfortably converse. 


“You’ll meet only my immediate family tonight,” I informed
her. “My father, Rupert, is a retired army officer. He chose to serve for
twenty-five years instead of living off his inheritance, which frustrated my
mother, as it put him in the line of danger several times. I think you’ll get
along well with him, as he has a similarly dry sense of humor.


“My mother, Ophelia, comes across as a socialite without a
brain in her head but don’t be fooled. She can be sharp when she wants to be.
She has a depressing tendency to meddle when things don’t go as she expects, so
if she starts on you, signal me. I’ll play interference.” My parents I could
explain, but my sister I didn’t have a ready synopsis for. “I only have one
sibling, Emilia, who is three years my senior. She’s lovely, like our mother,
but has a more brisk manner to her. I found her to be bossy and domineering
when younger, meddlesome once we both became adults. We aren’t close, but our
relationship has improved now that we’re in separate domiciles.” 


“Sounds like many families I know.” 


“Indeed so. Emilia is married to Regis Robichard, whom we
all call Reggie. He’s the quintessential ‘good natured chap’ in many ways. A
textile manufacturer, he’s a self-made man, not someone from old money. I find
him more approachable because of that. He doesn’t come with any of society’s
silly preconceived notions.” 


Edwards indicated the gift in my lap. “You mentioned the
dinner is to celebrate something?”


“Ah, yes. Emilia and Reggie have been trying to conceive for
the past five years of their marriage and they happily announced they are
expecting this week. The dinner is for them.” I thought I’d mentioned that, but
perhaps not. “You brought a gift as well, I see.”


“Hostess gift,” she explained with a tap of her fingers to
the box. “Some of those gourmet chocolates you like so much.”


The gesture was very thoughtful and one I hadn’t expected. So
many of our mannerisms were automatic and engrained I didn’t think to mention
them to Edwards until the twelfth hour. “You bring hostess gifts on your planet
as well, I take it?”


“We do. Or we’re supposed to. People don’t always think of
it. What did you get them?”


“A baby rattle. It seemed the safest option, as we don’t
know the gender of the child yet.” Magic could determine it, but my sister was
only two months along, it was a bit early for that yet. 


Her eyes studied me for a moment. “You look…relieved?”


“Relieved and happy,” I admitted easily. A glance out the
window confirmed we were nearly there. I knew this street well, having grown up
on it. “My parents dearly wish for grandchildren. My sister was impatient to be
a mother. Not having one for five years put a strain on everyone’s
relationships with each other. I’m relieved that strain is now gone.” 


“If that’s the case,” here she looked confused, as well she
should be, “why am I invited to what should be a very private celebration?”


I ticked the points off on my fingers. “Because you’re my
partner, my mother adores company, and you’re famous. And we’re here.” Not
waiting for the coachman, I opened the door and stepped down before turning and
offering my hand. 


Edwards took it, not out of politeness, but actual need. Her
balance wavered a little as she tried to maneuver eight layers of skirts
through a narrow coach door. We both heaved a soft sigh of relief when her feet
found firm ground once again. 


Brook, the butler that had served our family for at least two
hundred years, came outside and waited patiently on the front stoop of the
three-story brick townhouse. Most Brownies went silver as they aged but he’d
apparently decided to go gold, as his hair, beard, and eyebrows had a more
bronze tint to them than the last time I’d seen him. At barely three feet, we
towered over him, but I knew better than to try to hunch to greet him. Brook
put great stock in proper posture. “Brook.”


“Master Henri. I am delighted to see you in such beautiful
company.” He turned a smile on Edwards, which looked moderately alarming with
such sharp teeth. 


“Edwards, this is Brook of Blooming Hills, our most esteemed
butler.” I’d learned from an early age to introduce him that way. The Brownie was
not above kicking shins. “Brook, may I present Detective Jamie Edwards.” 


Brook took her hand and bowed over it. “Miss Edwards.”


Quite to my astonishment, she dipped into a curtsey, so
smoothly done I would have mistaken her for a Kingston native if I didn’t know
better. “Mr. Brook. A pleasure.”


He gave her a smile of approval. “Please follow me. The
Master and Mistress are both quite excited to meet you tonight.” 


I heard what he didn’t say. “Emilia and Reggi haven’t
arrived?”


“And when is Miss Emilia ever on time?” Brook responded
easily as he led us through the door. 


From the corner of my eye, I observed Edwards as she took in
the front foyer. It did lean a little toward the ostentatious with the
checkerboard black and white tiles, chandelier, and curving staircase making
its way grandly toward the upper floors. She barely blinked, however, proving
that material things did not move her. 


Secretly pleased, we went through to the parlor, where
indeed my parents waited with obvious impatience. Father stopped pacing in
front of the open hearth immediately on our entrance, and my mother popped up
from her favorite chair near the garden window. 


“Miss Jamie Edwards,” Brook announced briefly before giving
a short bow and letting himself out of the room again. 


“Oh my, how lovely you are.” Ophelia went straight to Edwards
with arms outstretched, catching Edwards’ free hand with both of hers. Tone
mock-scolding, she continued without seemingly catching her breath, “Really,
this son of mine, he could have mentioned that you have such excellent style.
Thank you for coming, Detective. I’m Ophelia Davenforth and this is my husband,
Rupert.”


We’d barely been here a minute. Did I need to intercede
already?


“Thank you so much for the invitation, Mrs. Davenforth,” Edwards
replied with a charming smile, returning the grip. “I’ve long wanted to meet
Henri’s family, as he’s told me stories about you, but I’m quite afraid I’m
intruding this evening. I understand you have wonderful news to celebrate
tonight.”


I blinked at her. Since when was Jamie Edwards charming? 


Ophelia lit up in delight. “Think nothing of it, good news
should be shared.”


Rupert came to stand at his wife’s side, extending a hand,
exchanging proper greetings with Edwards. “Very good of you to come, Detective.
You’ll need to regale us with the tale of how you and Henri became partners.
Last I heard, he didn’t need one.”


“He doesn’t,” Edwards gave me a soft smile, “it’s me that
needs one. Your son stepped in to fill the gap rather than make me struggle
along on my own. I am delighted to tell you that he’s been a perfect gentleman,
not to mention a lifesaver, ever since we met.”


I felt my cheeks warm under this praise. 


“Well.” Ophelia seemed lost for words for a moment, a rare
feat in and of itself. “Thank you. And you’re welcome?”


Laughing, Edwards agreed with a nod. “Both work. I brought
you a small token as thanks for dinner. I’m not sure if you’ll like them, I
just chose Henri’s favorites.” 


My mother took the box from her and lifted the lid. “Oh my,
Kingston’s Chocolatier’s specialty. You didn’t have to, my dear.” 


“I also owe him,” Edwards admitted easily, still displaying
charm and ease. “I stole some of Henri’s chocolates several days ago.” 


Father had the gall to laugh. “Nothing more sacred to him
than his sweets. He must like you quite a bit. But here, come, sit down and
chat while we wait for my eldest to finally arrive.”


I watched Edwards join my parents on the couch and realized
that this woman was like an onion. Clearly there were layers I hadn’t
discovered yet. 


Brook appeared out of thin air, like usual, to take the
sweets from my mother. They’d reappear later at the dinner table, no doubt,
arranged on some fancy tray because Presentation Is Important according to the
Brownie. 


Settling in a chair nearby, I observed carefully, ready to
intervene if necessary. Two things quickly became apparent to me. One, neither
of my parents possessed the slightest inkling that Edwards hailed from another
world. Two, my partner apparently had donned some sort of persona that allowed
her to navigate the conversational waters without mishap. She was Edwards, and
yet not, instead some version of the woman who could pass society’s standards
without blinking an eye. Who had taught her all of the skills necessary to do
so? Seaton, perhaps?


And how did she come to possess the ability to act outside
of her norm and do it so comfortably that even I, who knew her, became almost
fooled? 


A memory came to me, a time when she’d told me she had been
trained similarly to the Kingsmen. They served as the ruling monarch’s eyes, ears,
and hands in diplomatic situations. Their services excelled over a normal
policeman’s. If she was trained to be like them, then…I felt my perception of
her tilt, taking on another dimension. Hearing the words hadn’t penetrated, but
seeing her in action now, I realized she must have been a very good agent on
Earth. 


Perhaps Jamie Edwards had been the only one to survive
Belladonna’s workshop of horrors simply because she was the only one who had
the skills to survive being in this world afterwards. Perhaps it was a kindness
on fate’s part, instead of punishment. 


Emilia and Reggie came swirling in like a heralded storm, as
usual. I gave Emilia a quick overall study as she entered. We shared our
father’s coloring of dark hair, dark eyes, although her skin tone remained
light like our mother’s. My sister glowed more than normal, although I saw no
other change to her. Then again, it would be months yet before she started
showing. She came straight for me, crushing me in a tight embrace, and then
bounced back to scold, “You are entirely unreachable when there’s good news to
be had.” 


“I’ve had nothing but emergencies for the past few days,” I
shot back sarcastically. “Blame fate. Reggie, good to see you.  Congratulations
to you both.” 


My brother-in-law beamed, his ruddy skin more pronounced
than usual because of his high spirits. He shook my hand, grip firm as usual,
although I noticed the calluses on his palms had softened considerably. Perhaps
he finally felt comfortable leaving the physical work for his employees? “We’re
all pleased as punch, ourselves. Emmy’s due in just shy of seven months, the
doctors say. When it comes time, you’ll do the scan to tell us gender, won’t
you?”


“I’d be pleased to,” I assured them both. “For now, let me
introduce my partner. This is Jamie Edwards. Edwards, my sister Emilia and her
husband, Reggie.” 


I could tell from Emilia’s expression she was taken aback by
Edwards’ appearance. People heard ‘Shinigami Detective’ and the reputation that
came with it and pictured some brute of a woman that could bench press small
elephants. I certainly had until I’d caught my first glimpse of her. 


Edwards forestalled any impending interrogation by greeting
them with a smile. “Congratulations to you both. I understand that this child
has been five years in the making.”


Reggie let out his booming laugh. “You can say that again!
Good to meet you, Detective. Although I hadn’t heard Henri had a partner,
that’s news to me.” 


“Do tell us how that happened,” Emilia encouraged, eyes
avidly curious. 


“Let’s go in and sit down to dinner,” my mother said, arms
spread and gently shepherding us in the right direction. “We’re all quite
curious ourselves.”


I sidestepped and managed to get Edwards slightly separated
from the throng as they made their way into the connecting room. In a low
voice, I asked, “Now tell me when you learned to be charming.” 


“I’m trained in interrogation techniques,” she deadpanned
back at me, eyes twinkling and a smile flirting around her mouth. 


“Excellent,” I responded in the same dry tone. “You’re about
to get one.” 


Chuckling, she swept ahead of me as if not even worried.
Mentally bracing myself, I followed her. 


Hopefully the evening wouldn’t become interminable. 
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I thought the dinner went very well, actually. His
mother only asked three ridiculous questions of me, his sister mellowed when
she realized I wouldn’t eat her face off, and his father found it grand that a
woman could be a marksman. I had to step out in the backyard for a friendly
shooting competition with him to prove it. It perfectly scandalized his mother
and she reveled in the drama of it. 


It was fun, too, seeing where Henri pulled his looks
from. The dark hair and high forehead from his father, the curls and blue eyes
from his mother. He seemed to pull more strongly from his mother’s genetics, as
he certainly didn’t have his father’s height. Like myself, he was an
interesting blend of both genetic lines. 


Strangely enough, the evening reminded me of time spent
with my own family, despite the fact that Henri’s family didn’t resemble mine
at all. Well, we both have older siblings and two parents, but other than that
they weren’t at all alike. I enjoyed it, but it made my heart ache for home. 


Perhaps that was why the nightmares were especially bad
that night. Or perhaps it was because I’d been sleeping and cooped up for
almost six days straight. Inactivity always made the nightmares worse. I
recognized the symptoms of borderline PTSD, although of course no one on this
world would. It made me actually wish for a shrink. 


Three in the morning, the phone rang. I jarred awake,
coming to and realizing I had a hand on my gun and a foot on the floor out of
reflex. Disgusted with myself, I took a moment to wipe the sweat from my
forehead and steady my nerves. Then I went into the kitchen to answer the
phone. 


“Edwards.”


It was Henri. I’d recognize that mellow baritone
anywhere. How much noise had I made that I woke him out of a sound sleep? “Hi,
Henri.”


“I heard troubling noises coming from your
apartment. Are you well?”


“Just bad dreams. Nothing to worry about.”


There was a pregnant pause and I could just hear that
overactive brain of his kick into high gear. “I can come up and keep you
company if you wish.”


The offer was a kind one, but I didn’t like people
seeing me vulnerable, even with a good friend like Henri Davenforth. “I’m
alright, it was just a dream. Thank you, Henri, but go to bed.”


“Alright. But if you change your mind, I’m here.
Good night.”


“Night.” I hung up the phone and stared at it for a
long moment. I’d worried him. I knew I had. What was I doing, putting off
treating this condition, worrying my friends unnecessarily? I was the captive
of an insane woman for months, that would send anyone into a bit of a tailspin.
I’d accidentally killed a man and his death haunted me, taunting me in dreams
about what I could have done to prevent it. All of that was understandable, but
at the same time understanding was not accepting. Was I incapable of admitting
when I needed a little help?


Maybe it was time I looked into finding that shrink. 
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Despite all expectations, dinner had passed pleasantly and
none of my family looked sideways at me, as if expecting me to share my own
‘good news’ of impending nuptials. I owed that last part to Edwards, as she
diffused such notions in how she told the tale of us partnering. 


The night after the dinner party, I heard those thumps and
guttural noises again in the middle of the night. This time, I recognized them
for what they were. Nightmares. I felt more than a little frustrated that even
though Edwards obviously suffered from them, she wouldn’t come to me. She
obviously wouldn’t go to anyone, as I heard no one enter her apartment. 


It made me resolve to find some sort of solution for her. If
she wouldn’t come to us, maybe I could find a way to go to her. 


Aside from the restless nights, the entire weekend passed
quietly by. I, for one, felt very grateful for it, as enough had happened
during the week that I needed a day of recuperation. None of us expected the
thieves to move soon, as they had just lost a member, but watchmen had been
set. Just in case. 


What with the easy nature of the weekend and so forth, I
sauntered into work on Gather Day morning with a smile on my face, feeling
energetic enough to tackle the stack of work that no doubt awaited me. 


I wondered if Edwards’ ‘Murphy’ had a law for this. 


“DAVENFORTH!” Sanderson burst into my lab, nearly purple
with apoplectic fury, his magic in such disarray that it made his thinning
brown hair stand on end. For such a small man, he certainly could make a
dynamic entrance. He was so incensed that ropes of muscle peeked out from under
the cuffs of his sleeves, which quite impressed me, as Sanderson was one of the
most soft-shelled people I knew. “What is the meaning of this?!”


I glanced idly at the piece of paper he waved wildly in the
air, not at all alarmed at the wild gesticulations. Sanderson came bursting in
at least once a month, frothing at the mouth about something. Perhaps the full
moon set him off. “Do clarify,” I requested in a bored tone. 


“That partner of yours is doing something completely
nonsensical.” He waved the paper about again like a matador taunting a bull.
“She’s demanding that all officers know how to do some resuscitation technique
that is complete rubbish and, to top it all off, she’s equally demanding that
the female officers be allowed a one-week training camp in hand-to-hand combat!
Can you imagine the indecency of it?! As if a woman has the strength to subdue
a man!”


I actually hadn’t heard about the last part. I had no doubt
that Edwards, if she so chose, could put any man on his back. Through sheer
willpower if nothing else. “If you’re so irate about this, why are you ranting
about it to me?”


“She’s your partner, isn’t she?” The way he spat ‘partner’
made me think he meant ‘lover.’ “Control her!”


Normally Sanderson failed to get much of a rise from me. For
one, it’s bad for my blood pressure. But it would be like getting angry with a
flatworm. It had limited intelligence and understanding of the world, so getting
angry at it would serve no purpose except to make you look like a fool. But the
way he spoke now got my blood boiling and I left my stool so quickly that the
back legs snapped sharply against the tile floor. 


“First of all, Sanderson, I am not in the habit of
‘controlling’ women. Especially not ones with the training and competence to
put egotistical pigs in their place.” 


A crowd started gathering outside in the hallway. I couldn’t
see them, but I sensed them, with their breathing and whispers to each other.
We normally gathered an audience, as people enjoyed the show, and I normally
ignored the idiots. This time, I took advantage of them. Sanderson tried to
splutter something out, and I raised my voice, drowning out his attempts to
speak. “Secondly, I have seen that woman raise a drowned man with her
resuscitation technique. I myself used it on her when she collapsed this week
and know for a surety that it works. By teaching all of you, she gives the
sailors and dockmen in Kingston a better chance of survival should they ever
fall in the water. We should be thanking her for sharing that knowledge, not
berating her for it!”


Sanderson had the gall to look surprised. “It actually
works?”


“Try listening before condemning an idea, Sanderson,” I
snapped with considerable asperity. “Now, I have never seen Edwards take
someone on in hand-to-hand combat, but I have no doubt that if she wants to
take a man down, then he will go down. That is not a woman to be trifled with.”



“While you’re not wrong,” Edwards herself stepped into the
room, brushing past Sanderson as if he didn’t exist, “it’s not something that I
can manage just because I’m me. I’m trained in martial arts, and they were
invented so the little guy could beat the big one. Since I’m sensing resistance
on this idea, shall we have a demonstration?”


Spinning to face her, Sanderson sneered, “And how do you
intend to prove your point?”


Edwards went nose to nose with him and I noted in amusement
that she had two inches on Sanderson in her boots. “Penny McSparrin can put you
on your knees and you won’t be able to either stop her or get back up again.” 


Sanderson scoffed. “Penny McSparrin couldn’t hurt a fly
without help.” 


She didn’t smile, but I knew that shark-like expression on Edwards’
face. Nothing nice followed afterwards. I had to bite the inside of my lip to
keep from grinning like a jackanapes. 


“You will buy lunch for all of the female officers for the
duration of the training week if she can do it,” Edwards challenged, thrusting
out her hand. 


Being a complete fool, Sanderson accepted the hand, sealing
the deal and returning her look with a superior tilt of his chin. “And you will
issue a public apology for this nonsense and buy me lunch for a week.”


“Done.” Edwards released his hand and called out to the crowd
in the hallway, “Someone call Penny in here!”


Having a feeling how this would go, I moved some of my more
delicate equipment to the side, then put up warding and cushioning spells until
we had a clear 8x8 square feet to serve as a sparring ring. Sanderson sneered
at my efforts, but Edwards winked at me, clearly approving. 


I possessed no idea how she’d managed to teach Penny McSparrin,
of all people, on fisticuffs. Sanderson might be a moron, but he was correct in
that McSparrin wasn’t the type to be physically rough with people. On her
cases, if she encountered a situation where she needed to confront an abuser, a
patrolman always went with her. 


McSparrin entered with open confusion and perhaps an edge of
trepidation. Edwards waved her inside the room and explained simply, “Sanderson
needs schooling. Without letting him catch you, put him in a hold.” 


The blonde visibly perked up and gave Sanderson a feral
smile that brought images of thumb screws and boiling lye to mind. “With
pleasure.” 


“Don’t break anything,” Edwards belatedly added. 


Sanderson didn’t even take off his lab coat, just strode
into the middle of the cleared space with an affected air of boredom, as if
this was all beneath him. He couldn’t quite conceal the anticipation of
embarrassing both women. 


Because I contain a sadistic streak in me somewhere, I put a
black box on the table and activated it, ready to record the event. I would
make sure Sanderson had no way to wiggle his way free of this later. 


Besides, blackmail was always handy. 


McSparrin entered the area with a straight back but she
didn’t stand directly facing him. Instead she went a little to the side,
settling into a stance I’d never seen before. Her legs were apart, knees
slightly bent, one arm up, the other down level with her stomach. A guard
stance, unless I missed my guess. 


I felt familiar enough with fighting techniques to be able
to evaluate the way she stood and found little to no openings. Just what style
did Edwards teach her? 


“Go,” Edwards said calmly. 


Sanderson barged forward like a bull in a china shop,
recklessly reaching for McSparrin’s arms to subdue her. McSparrin sank a foot,
lunging forward, her arm deflecting his attempt with a smooth motion, the other
punching him directly in the sternum. Sanderson’s attack faltered as he
stumbled sideways, gasping for breath. In a split second, McSparrin was on him,
pivoting about on her front foot, taking his arm with both of hers and pushing
all of her weight forward. Sanderson went down hard on both knees, his arm held
at an awkward angle, his face pressed intimately with the tiles. 


The watchers froze, a few of them gasping out incredulous
curses. 


Sanderson spat out his own curse, sounding a little out of
breath still, and struggled to rise. When that didn’t work, he tried to press
forward and wriggle free. It only pushed him harder into the ground. 


“How is she doing that?” someone asked, the words softly
spoken enough that it might have been rhetorical.


“She’s using pressure points against him.” Edwards strode
forward, using hands to illustrate as she explained. “You see her hold here, on
the wrist? That tilts his arm forward so that it’s at the full extent in the
socket. Then her hand here, at the elbow, locks the arm in place so he can’t
move. Now, in this position, she can dislocate his shoulder, break his elbow,
and break his neck.” 


Even I felt a little alarmed at this. “She can kill him in
that position?”


“By either stepping on his neck or ramming him head first
into a solid object,” Edwards responded calmly, as if we weren’t discussing a
man’s possible murder. “There are different levels to this hold. That said, if
she so chooses, she can just continue to stand there and hold him until help
comes if she doesn’t wish to do any lasting damage. Longest I’ve held someone
in that position was thirty minutes, but it can go longer.” 


“Let me up, you tart!” Sanderson snarled. It was less than
impressive because he couldn’t look up from his position on the floor. A turtle
had more dignity. I tilted the black box a little, properly capturing the
sight. 


“You know, Dr. Sanderson, I’m not inclined to do that,” McSparrin
informed him primly. “You’ve been insulting and demeaning to me ever since I
joined the police. I do good work here, I’m just as valuable as any other policeman,
and I just proved that I can hold my own in a fight. I think you owe me an
apology, and I certainly expect you to act like a gentleman from now on.” 


Sanderson choked, appalled she had the guts to call him out
on his behavior. 


I couldn’t let this pass and cleared my throat to get her
attention. “I’m afraid I must disagree with you, Officer McSparrin. Your
abilities are in fact superior to some of the officers serving. You are worth
more, not less.” 


She shot me a smile that would have put any sunrise to
shame. “Thank you, Dr. Davenforth.”


“And don’t worry about his conduct,” I assured her, tapping
the black box meaningfully. “I have the whole incident recorded.” 


That delighted smile turned positively evil. “In that case,
I’ll let go.” She deliberately opened both hands and stepped back, but didn’t
bother to offer him a hand up. 


Sanderson scrambled to his feet in an undignified lurch,
frantic and belligerent. “Davenforth! You can’t show that to anyone. That’s
blackmail!”


I gave him a genteel smile that would have made my mother
proud. “It’s only blackmail if I have to use it. Sanderson.”


More than one poorly disguised laugh came from our audience.
Sanderson flushed, belatedly realizing he should have done this ‘demonstration’
in private, as it didn’t matter if I had a recording or not. We had plenty of
witnesses to carry the tale. Seeing no way to salvage the situation, he stormed
out, pushing his way roughly through people as he went. 


“I’ll bring you daily bills!” Edwards called cheerfully
after him. Turning to Penny, she raised a closed fist. “Good job, Penny.” 


“I was a bit nervous,” she admitted frankly, flushed with
success and beaming. She bumped her closed fist against Edwards’ in some
bizarre exchange. “I’ve only spared against you and RM Seaton after all.” 


Of course Edwards had dragged Seaton into this.


“You did great,” Edwards assured her. 


Three loud claps brought everyone’s heads around and it was
only then that I realized Captain Gregson had been lurking in the hallway. How
long had he been watching? “I trust, gentlemen, that I don’t need to speak to
anyone else about how important this training is for our female officers?”


Gerring dared to clear his throat. “About that, Captain, I
do have one question.”


Cocking an eyebrow, Gregson met the young officer with a ‘do
tell’ expression. “Yes?”


“Can I be one of the girls?” Realizing how that may have
sounded, he cleared his throat and back-pedaled. “I mean to say, sir, can I
join in on the training?”


Gregson looked slightly surprised at the question, but after
a beat, he nodded approvingly. “That’s entirely up to the training officer. I
have no objection. Detective Edwards, would you be willing to teach Officer
Gerring as well?”


“We’d be delighted to have him,” Edwards answered with a
welcoming smile to Gerring. “The more the merrier, in my book. Gerring, we
start training next Gather Day. In fact, Captain, anyone and everyone is
welcome except Sanderson. I can’t train a closed mind.” 


I blinked at this description, finding it incredibly apt.
Sanderson did indeed have a closed mind. 


“We’ll have to take that in shifts, if you find there’s more
than Gerring who wants to go,” Gregson informed her. “I can’t have the station shorthanded.
If anyone else is willing, either speak with me or Detective Edwards. For now,
dismissed, you all have cases to solve.” 


The crowd broke up and people went back to their jobs. 


“Henri,” Edwards said decisively, “I think I owe you lunch
for being so wonderful.”


“My treat,” McSparrin joined in, appearing equally
determined. “Sanderson has been a thorn in my side ever since I joined up. I
owe you one for having my back on this.” 


Go to lunch with two beautiful women whom I happen to like?
“I’d be delighted.” 
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The first training was delayed for various reasons, but
when I finally did get to hold it, it went swimmingly well. We held it at the
Academy’s training grounds, and because of that, I actually had more than the
dozen female officers serving in the city attend. The female cadets also
joined. And Gerring, of course. I do like that boy. He reminds me of something
out of a Marvel comic book with his looks, but he’s a sweetie, that one. I
could only train them in the mornings for a week, but by the end of it, they
all knew how to subdue people, dislocate, disarm, or in a pinch, break a few
bones. No man’s going to get one up on my girls, not after that.


 


I frankly feel sorry for anyone who messes with
Gerring. His reflexes are no joke. 


 


Thank you, Henri, for the recommendations on the
restaurants. We made sure to go to the most expensive restaurants, don’t worry.
Sanderson paid through the nose. 
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A knock came on my lab door, a
little tentative in sound. I expected both Edwards and Seaton at any moment, so
this knock did not bring about any sense of anticipation. I did not need more
work handed to me just as I readied myself to go out. I looked up, then had to
quickly reorganize my thoughts as Officer McSparrin gave me a little wave.
“Officer McSparrin. May I help you?”


“Actually, Doctor, I think I can
help you.” She came in and offered me a sheet, which I took, although she gave
me no time to read it. “Had a woman report in just this morning. I couldn’t
find either you or Jamie, so I took her statement down and her directions. She
thinks she might have seen that girl you’re looking for. Eda Robbins, that her
name?”


“It is indeed.” I took the
statement and read through it with avid interest. As witness reports went, it
was brutally short and to the point with little information. A girl that
resembled the sketch had been seen early this morning as the fish market near
the docks opened. The woman who saw her owned a stall near the corner of
Seaside and 5th. “Did this Mrs. Banner say if she had seen the young
woman before?”


“Said she seemed familiar, as if
they’d passed by each other dozens of times, but it wasn’t until she saw the
wanted poster out that she made the connection. Wasn’t sure if she’d seen the
girl before, but she might live in the area.” McSparrin shrugged as if I was
meant to take this statement with a grain of salt.


I intended to, but still this was
heartening. “We’ll certainly stop by and speak to this woman directly. Thank
you, Officer McSparrin. I was beginning to think that our search for this young
woman would prove to be fruitless.”


“Me too, Doctor. You look ready to
go out?”


“We’re hunting down the people on
that list you and Edwards compiled,” I answered, glancing toward the door.
Really, what kept those two? “You’ve narrowed it down to fifty for us, which I
truly appreciate, as that’s a much better suspect pool to work from.”


“You’re welcome, sir.” She lifted
her shoulders in a brief shrug. “I didn’t mind the work and I learned a lot
from Jamie while we did it. She’s a fount of information, that one.” 


“She is indeed.” Belatedly I
realized I should have said something else. “You are welcome to join us. RM
Seaton will be assisting us on the hunt as well.”


Her face briefly lit up before it
fell again. “It’s kind of you, Doctor, but I’ve got three cases of my own to
handle this morning. Next time, though, count me in.”


“I will, and I’ll keep you posted
on the results for this one,” I promised. 


Another rap at my door, this one
quick and sure as Edwards’ head came about the portal. “Henri, let’s go. Hi,
Penny. Bye, Penny.”


“Coming.” Gathering up hat and my
bag, I exchanged a quick good bye with Officer McSparrin (who was laughing at
my partner’s antics) before hurrying to catch up with my impatient partner. 


To my absolute dismay, I found her
sitting in one of those accursed motor cars outside. She was, thank all
deities, not behind the wheel. Seaton sat in the driver’s seat, and he gave me
a cheerful greeting as I went down the front steps. “Davenforth, come on, hop
in. Don’t worry, I won’t let Jamie drive us. She’s a maniac, she’ll kill us
all.”


Edwards smacked him on the arm
with the back of her hand. “Like going thirty ever killed anyone.”


If I have to get in one of these,
at least Seaton seemed sensible about speed. With grave reservations, I climbed
into the backseat. This one, unlike the others, actually had a top to it. It
was nothing more than canvas and poles, but it kept the wind from buffering my
hat about, which I appreciated. The sky looked slightly overcast, promising
rain at some point, and we’d all appreciate the cover if the heavens did choose
to douse us. 


I could not protest the use of the
car as we would be driving the width and breadth of the city. Fifty names were
not something we could casually cover with public transportation. Thanks to
police resources, we had addresses for some of those names, but certainly not
all. Our only goal today would be to eliminate all that we could and hopefully
narrow it down even further to the true rogues. 


Sitting on the edge of the seat, I
leaned forward so that my head came in between the two in front. “I received a
report from Officer McSparrin right before we left. A witness has come forward
for Eda Robbins. She states that she’s seen the girl in the Fish Market this
morning.”


Edwards turned sharply, making the
leather seats squeak, her voice rising. “This morning? Already? It’s barely
eight!”


“Robbins was spotted just as the
Fish Market opened, which I believe happens at six,” I explained patiently. “We
should head there first.”


“Yes, let’s do that,” Edwards
agreed quickly. “Did the report say where?”


“Of course. Seaton, corner of
Seaside and 5th.” 


Seaton took the next right turn,
heading toward the docks. “I hope this really is your girl. Witnesses are
unreliable most of the time, right?”


“Notoriously so,” Edwards sighed,
amused and vexed in equal measure. She rolled her eyes to the heavens before
recounting, “I took five statements to a bombing once. Not one account matched
another. That’s not untypical, but in a world like this, when you usually only
have witness statements to go off of, it makes it incredibly challenging to
figure out what actually happened.”


“If not for magical
reconstructions and science, we might not ever get to the bottom of the
matter,” I agreed sourly. Any policeman after a year on the force found how
fickle the human memory could be. 


“Ah, that must be her.” 


Jarred out of my thoughts, I
twisted a little to see where Edwards indicated. A woman with a plump build,
greying blonde hair, and rubber boots stood behind a fish stand, calling out
her wares and prices. 


As Seaton parked the car, and we
climbed out of it, I prayed fervently that we might be given more information
to go off of. Otherwise we’d be forced to search out all of these names in the
hopes of catching Eda Robbins, and I heartily did not want to use that method
if we didn’t have to.  
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“There has to be a better way to
do this,” I said to the world in general. 


“My dear chap,” Seaton said authoritatively,
seated at my elbow, “it is a Royal Mage’s duty to hunt down rogue magicians,
and you’ll notice that none of them have done such in recent memory until the
rogue in question becomes too famous to ignore. We operate that way for a very
good reason. Trying to track down every magician who has possibly gone bad is
like searching for that proverbial needle in a haystack.”


“Needle’s easier to find, trust
me,” McSparrin groused at the other end of the bar. She sat on the stool with
her elbows planted on the edge of the counter, looking as weary as the rest of
us, although she watched Edwards’ movements with open fascination. “Jamie, what
are you cooking?”


“Swedish meatballs,” Edwards
responded brightly. 


My attention went to her very
capable hands as they rolled together small balls of meat. She’d offered over
lunch, after three frustrating days of hunting down people, to make us all
dinner. I’d promptly agreed, as had Seaton. McSparrin, never experiencing
Edwards’ cooking before, had shown a little more reluctance to the idea
although she’d consented readily enough in the end. 


I sat in my friend’s kitchen,
watching as butter melted and seasonings were added and firmly ordered myself
not to drool. “Don’t worry, McSparrin. Our friend here is an alarmingly good
cook.”


“Alarming?” Edwards objected good
naturedly. “Alarming to what? Your waistline?”


“Precisely. If not for the fact
that I am now chasing after you all over creation, I’d have grown out of my
trousers altogether.” I spoke only half in jest. I had, in fact, lost two
inches and now was forced to wear a tighter belt because of all the
unaccustomed exercise. Some would doubtless say it was good for me. I preferred
not being constantly footsore. 


Seaton chuckled and retrieved the
list from his pocket. It had more crease marks than any paper had a right to,
and it flopped open easily under the slightest twitch of his fingers. “You can
complain all you like, Davenforth, but that footwork did pay off. Of our list,
we only have six unaccounted for. It’s a smaller number than I initially hoped
for.” 


We truly had done good work in the
past few days. Between the four of us, we’d managed to find most of the people
on that list. Some had chosen to not use their meager magical talents and went
into other honest professions. We gladly marked them off our list and made a
note for the Magical License Registry so these people would not be bothered
again. Some, of course, had not stayed in Kingston and moved elsewhere. We
tracked them down through the Kingston Post Office, the only place that kept
forwarding addresses on every living soul in this city. 


Others had more depressing reasons
for not acquiring a license and working in the magical field. A few were
recently deceased, others incapacitated with some crippling condition, and two
of them failed to get the license simply because they couldn’t afford the fee.
Seaton himself paid for those two and then promised to enroll them in a course
that would teach them personal finances. 


The idea of a bankrupt magician
seemed unfathomable to me, but, well, there were all sorts in the world. 


By the end of our search, we were
left with six. Those six we could not locate, no matter what method we thought
up. I hoped with every fiber of my being that all six were not rogue magicians,
but I was realistic enough to acknowledge that at least some of them probably
were. 


McSparrin leaned over to read the
list, as if she hadn’t already done so over a dozen times. “Six people. One of
these is our thief?”


“Likely so.” Edwards put in the
last of the meatballs into a skillet and covered it with a lid, her movements
easy and efficient. “I’d hoped to get the list a little narrower than this, to
have it match up with our criminal database, but no dice.” 


“It might not have helped you
yet,” Seaton informed her, folding the list up and replacing it in his pocket,
“but it has certainly helped me. I know who to look out for. I’ll pass this
list along to my own people and see if we can’t track them down. Rogue
magicians always pop up sooner or later.” 


“Seaton,” I drawled, “it’s
precisely because we don’t want him to pop up sooner that we’re trying to find
him.” 


He gave a shrug and a flip of the
hand as if to say, ‘nothing I can do about that.’ 


Harrumphing, I let this go.
“Edwards, how much time does this need?”


“Hmm, about fifteen more minutes,”
she answered as she lifted the lid and gave everything a judicious stir. 


“Then if you’ve no objection, I
vote we have dessert before dinner.” I got to my aching feet, heading for the
door. “I have a box of Kingston Chocolates in my apartment. I feel that after
our efforts, we deserve sugar.”


Edwards lifted a hand skyward.
“All in favor?”


Seaton’s and McSparrin’s hands
shot up. 


“Motion carried,” Edwards informed
me, shooing me toward the door. “Go fetch them.”


Apparently she wasn’t worried
about any of us spoiling out appetite. I wasn’t either, not after the hunger
that we’d worked up today. As I left and went down the stairs, I couldn’t help
but reflect on Seaton’s opinion that the magician and his gang would pop up “sooner
or later.”


I wasn’t sure which I preferred: sooner
or later. 
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I stepped into the conference room in the precinct expecting
to be the first, only to find Seaton already ensconced at the head of the
table. “Seaton. You’re quite early.”


Seaton gave a shrug and smile. “Leland had something
specific he wanted me to do.”


“Ah.” He needn’t say another word. Seaton’s distaste for his
fellow Royal Mages rivaled mine for Sanderson. It also explained why he didn’t
have the usual elaborate costume on, but a simple white shirt and navy blue
suit. He likely put on the first thing to hand and escaped while he could. 


I closed the door behind me and took the seat at his right
hand, belatedly realizing that without Edwards or McSparrin in the room, this
was an opportune moment to talk about something sensitive. “I’ve studied
Edwards’ situation somewhat since our last meeting.”


Seaton’s eyebrows rose sharply. “I’m quite surprised to hear
it. With everything going on, I assumed you hadn’t the time.”


“I’ve turned it into an evening project,” I explained. For
this, I had made the time. “I haven’t quite made the headway I hoped to, but I
did have an epiphany of sorts last night. Seaton, have you attempted to cast
spells toward her, not at her? I mean to say, have you tried attaching spells
to her environment instead of her personally?”


“Like her coat, or something she’s wearing?” Seaton asked
the words slowly, and he sat up straight in his chair, mouth parting. “No.
Silly me, why didn’t I think of that? The Immunity Spell likely wouldn’t
activate since the spell isn’t aimed at her personally.” 


“My instincts say this will work. It does limit our spell
choices, but we should be able to use shielding magic on her to various
degrees.” I tapped an irritated rhythm with my fingers against the table top.
“Of course it doesn’t solve the problem of healing spells. Those are invasively
personal.” 


“I know,” Seaton commiserated, shoulders slumping again. “If
we could just find a healing spell that didn’t use any elements even hinting at
poison.”


“We might have to make it.” We likely would. “At any rate,
that’s more or less my progress at the moment. I would dearly love to run some
tests to see if my hypothesis is accurate.”


“I would as well,” Seaton agreed immediately. “Let’s find a
time to do this. If nothing else, after this case is solved, we should spend
quality time on the question.”


I nodded, perfectly amiable to the suggestion. “I agree.”


Edwards chose that moment to enter. “Hello, boys. I see you
beat me here. Did you start without me?”


“How could we?” Seaton responded, mock chidingly. “We’re
just talking shop.”


“Good, good.” She slung herself into the seat opposite mine.
“That means we’re just waiting on Penny.”


McSparrin chose that moment to enter, slightly flushed and
out of breath as if she had sprinted here. “Sorry I’m late,” she apologized,
coming in and shutting the door. “Had a last-minute situation to deal with.” 


Edwards’ awareness sharpened. “Problem?”


“No. Blighter won’t be able to strike a woman with his arm
out of socket,” McSparrin said with dark satisfaction. “What did I miss?”


“Not a thing,” Edwards assured her, waving her to one of the
few empty chairs. Whoever had designed the conference rooms in this building
assumed that no more than six people would need to meet. “We are in fact just
getting started.” 


Seaton decided to do something useful with all of that magic
he carried about and dismissed the lights, instead bringing up a real-time map
of Kingston. It sat on the conference table, nearly spilling over the edges,
showing not only buildings but pedestrians, street cars, even a few ships
coming into dock. In theory, I knew how to do the same spell, but the power to
do a map of this detail while simultaneously scanning and displaying the
movement of the city at the same time? That was completely beyond my abilities.



Seaton might be a bit of a ‘drama queen’ but no one could
deny the man’s power or skill. 


Officer McSparrin looked more than a little gobsmacked at
the display although Edwards didn’t bat an eye, which suggested she’d seen this
before. “Cor, ain’t that something.”


The Royal Mage beamed at her, glad to get a reaction from
someone. “Jamie was all set to tromp around the city, investigating the
buildings. I convinced her this was faster and less tiring for the feet. Now,
our possible targets are these: the palace, National Treasury, Regis Art
Museum, and the Royal Museum.” 


I wrote them on the board as he listed them off. Of course,
each building became a shade of red as he pointed it out, making it easier for
both women to locate each building in a glance. It was a kindness as neither of
them knew every aspect of the city like we two Kingston natives did. 


“That’s some targets,” McSparrin said slowly, perturbed. “We
sure it’s them?”


“You don’t need that powerful of a Sink unless you’re aiming
for something on this level. And they obviously understand wards very well, as the
device they created was perfect for getting around minor ones,” I explained,
writing down the last target on the board with chalk. 


Edwards left her chair and came around the table, hand
extended. “Henri, chalk.” 


I handed it over, not at all sure what she aimed to do. Then
I realized, belatedly, that it did limited good to list these out when she
couldn’t read them. I pointed to the first one and translated softly, “Palace.”



Shooting me a thankful look, she wrote underneath it in
smaller lettering. Fortunately, I’d left ample space in between. I found it
fascinating, as usual, to see her written language. It just looked so blocky,
all lines, with few circles. It seemed efficient, though, I granted it that.
She wrote in six letters what took me ten.


“You keep saying palace,” McSparrin asked, face scrunched
up, “but do you think they want to attack the royal family?”


“We’re not sure what their aim is.” Edwards stopped writing
long enough to turn and answer her directly. “That’s part of the problem. It
could be another theft. It could be something else entirely. Right now we’re
making assumptions just based on the power of the Sink. They went through
considerable effort to assemble those parts, so we have to assume they had very
good reason. Is this another heist? We don’t think they’ll strike the palace,
as that’s something only a terrorist would do, and these guys aren’t on that
level. But we’ve listed it and will watch it just in case.” 


“The meeting is to see if we can pare this down to two or
three viable targets to focus our manpower on.” Seaton pointed an illustrative
finger toward the train station. “I, for one, am not convinced that’s not a
target.”


I didn’t follow this logic at all. Then abruptly it made
sense and I felt like an imbecile. “Yes, of course, how stupid of me.” 


McSparrin looked between the three of us, not following. 


Edwards explained succinctly, “Getaway. They have to get out
quickly. Buying a ticket and patiently waiting in line? That will get them
caught. If they can just tear through the wards and hijack a train, their odds
of getting out are much higher.” 


“Oh. Oh, that’s not a good thought, that one,” McSparrin
stated faintly. “That’ll cause all sorts of trouble.”


Nodding grimly, Seaton agreed, “Understatement, my dear
officer.”


“So we have five potential targets, really.” I frowned down
at them, ready to admit I felt a little out of my depth. Investigation was not
precisely my forte either, not in this sense. 


“I’ll be surprised if it’s the Regis Art Museum.” Edwards
finished with the chalk and handed it back to me before returning to the table.
With her hands, she drew lines along the streets. “See how blocked in it is?
It’s smack up against the eastern wall, and there’s not good flow over there.
East gate is under construction, so there’s no easy out through there. They’d
have to go either north or south, which means crossing most of the city.”


“Not to mention that the Regis has never depended upon the
wards to keep the art safe,” Seaton added, tone certain. “I’ve visited there several
times. Very tight security in there. A small thieves group would stand no
chance trying to haul off several paintings, not with a Sink alone.” 


Edwards snorted, agreeing. “They can’t handle two policemen
chasing them without getting injured. Museum guards surrounding them? Too much
for this group. I vote we put an alert out at the museum and let them take care
of it if they really are attacked.”


I agreed immediately. “I can also vouch with some authority
that the museum’s guards are paranoid professionals. They’ve had two break-ins
in the past three years and the current director is adamant it not happen
again. He’s hired some of the very best, and it’s rumored his guards are the
best paid in the city. There won’t be a possibility of an inside job there.” 


“So, alert them, let them take care of it?” Edwards looked
around the table, saw nothing but agreement, and moved on. “So, really, it’s
the palace, train station, Royal Museum, and the National Treasury we need to
worry about. Train station we covered, but why these two?”


“The Royal Museum does rely on magical protections,” Seaton
explained. “It’s part of the reason I insisted in being part of this meeting. I
know that place well. I’m in charge of renewing the wards on it.” 


Now that was news to me. “How often? Lunar cycle, annually?”


“Lunar cycle,” Seaton answered promptly, then to the women
explained, “Every full moon. The wards are partially connected to moonlight to
power them, which means they falter during a new moon, at its darkest. We are
unfortunately approaching a new moon in the next few days.”


Edwards leaned on the table, her hands planted inside
several buildings, which sent that area of the map into a dizzying spin, not
that she seemed to notice or care. “You think the thieves know this?”


“Likely. They seem to understand wards on some level, and
all the most powerful wards are based on lunar and celestial events. Sunlight
to power them through the day, moonlight to power them through the night. It’s
the only sensible way to get strong wards operating full-time.” Seaton tipped a
hand back and forth. “Now if you were to ask me whether or not they’ll strike
the night of a new moon? That I can’t answer. In truth, they can go in two days
before or even two days after and get a similar effect. The Sink will operate
just as efficiently in taking my poor wards down.” 


I made a face, hoping he wouldn’t say all of that. “Seaton,
really, why didn’t you use annual based designs?”


“On a building of that size?” he protested, more amused than
chagrined. “You think very highly of my power, old chap.”


“If two Royal Mages worked in tandem, that would be a snap,”
I riposted, not at all put off by this easy dismissal. “Would it kill the three
of you to work together?”


“I’d rather have my eyes gouged out with a dull, rusty
spoon,” he announced cheerfully. 


I rolled my eyes. The ill accord between the three Royal
Mages was legendary; even I’d heard of some of their ridiculous spats, but surely
national safety took precedence over their squabbles. 


“So, can I assume that the palace and train station are also
under a lunar ward?” Edwards asked, tone indicating she already knew the
answer. “Lovely. They’re all going to be vulnerable at the same time?”


Pointing at the palace, McSparrin asked uncertainly, “Can
the palace handle its own?”


“Yes and no.” Seaton’s cheerfulness vanished and he
grimaced. “I have alerted them to the danger, and they’re certainly being more
careful than usual, but there are pockets of the palace grounds that don’t get
much in the way of traffic, and are unfortunately positioned just right for an
easy exit. It was planned that way just in case we needed to quickly evacuate
the royal family, but in this instance, it’s making matters easier for our
thieves. There’s a section here,” Seaton plucked out the palace compound and
expanded it so we could see it in more minute detail, “that houses the National
Treasury and Kingston Tower.”


“Wait.” Edwards threw up a hand to stop him. “I never keep
this straight. Which one has the money in it?


“The National Treasury is our nation’s currency deposit and
bank,” Seaton answered patiently. “The Royal Museum is more like a museum of
all the collectibles, antiques, and pricey curiosities the country has
accumulated in the past six hundred years.”


“They don’t display it all at once, but rotate it around,
showing different pieces at different times of the year,” I tacked on. “Most of
it is actually stored in the very comprehensive basement under the building.” 


“The National Treasury is right next to the east side of the
palace wall, meaning they can get in and out within minutes and,” Edwards
waited until Seaton restored the original map before continuing to trace the
path, “head straight to the train station not four blocks away.”


McSparrin let out a low whistle. “Royal Museum only two
blocks the other direction from the train station. Doesn’t that make it easier
than the National Treasury?”


“I give it even odds either way,” Edwards concluded,
flopping into a chair. “Despite the Royal Museum being under its own wards. Who
thought putting those two very lucrative buildings near a train station was a
good idea?”


I looked her dead in the eye and drawled, “Tourists.”


“Economy,” Edwards groaned, sinking even lower into her
chair. “Of course it was all made for economical reasons. Well, for security
reasons, this was a stupid idea.” 


“Rubbish one,” Seaton agreed. “But that’s our situation.
What shall we do?”


“Watch both National Treasury and Royal Museum, put the
train station on high alert, and wait.” Edwards glared at the map as if it had
personally insulted her mother. “You said they’re likely to hit near the new
moon? Then we don’t have much time before they strike. Sherard, can you handle
alerting the palace?”


“Of course, my dear.”


“Good. Henri and I will talk to the Royal Museum.” The
determined jut of her jaw indicated she knew that wouldn’t go over well.
“Meeting dismissed, for now. Henri, shall we update the captain before we go?”


“By all means.” Let’s get the easy meeting done first. 
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Captain Gregson took our report with mixed feelings. Mixed
in that he oscillated between approval at our progress and dismay at where our
investigation led us. “You’re quite sure on this? It can’t be some other target
in the city?”


“It’s a matter of power,” I explained, sitting toward the
edge of my chair, as I didn’t feel that we’d be in this office for long. “If
they wanted to hit a target that wasn’t as well protected, quite honestly their
spectral energy device would have done the job. They don’t need to take down
the wards for the whole building, just a part of it—a doorway, a window, and it
would suffice to grant them entrance. Instead, they threw that device away the
moment it ceased to be useful.”


“It means they’ve got a bigger score in mind,” Edwards
picked up the explanation smoothly, a finger tapping impatiently on top of her
knee. She, too, sat near the edge of her seat. “Sometimes thieves get caught up
in the notion of ‘THE score,’ the last heist they must do in order to retire.
Something big enough, lucrative enough, that they can settle down somewhere in
comfort. It’s usually a pipe dream, of course, but it ensnares their minds more
often than not. I have a bad feeling that this group has fallen prey to the
idea.” 


“Which is why you’re focusing more on the treasuries.”
Gregson frowned at the opposite wall where a map of the city hung framed. “Art
is too bulky to easily move while on the run. The other two offer more portable
items of equal value.” 


“Or priceless,” I agreed, more than a few items coming to
mind. “RM Seaton has agreed to go speak to the National Treasury on our behalf,
but a word from you might go a long way as well.”


Gregson did not look pleased at this idea, merely resigned,
and I didn’t blame him. Likely the meeting would not be pleasant or
particularly helpful. “You two are heading for the Royal Museum, then?”


“For our sins,” Edwards drawled, equally resigned. 


“Just explain one thing to me,” Gregson requested. “You’re
certain that the Sink will break through the wards regardless? Then why are you
so set on this timeline of them doing it this week?”


I realized belatedly I hadn’t explained that part very well.
“It’s a matter of timing. A Sink will work even if the wards are at their
strongest. But it will take time to break them down. A Sink’s ability isn’t
instantaneous. It’s called a Sink for a reason—it drains all of the magical
power naturally, but gradually, not all at once. If they tried to use the Sink with
the wards at their strongest, it would take at least an hour. Perhaps two.” 


Gregson absorbed this with a slight frown. “And at its
weakest?”


“Twenty minutes, max.” I gave him a slight shrug, palms
splayed. “You see why we’re convinced of the timing.” 


“If they want to get in and out quickly, it has to be this
week. Otherwise they risk too much by loitering about in the open for an hour.”
Gregson rubbed at his temples. “It’s good logic. I can’t disagree.” 


“Captain, want to meet afterwards for dinner and drinks? I
imagine by the time we’re done, shift will long be over.” 


“Alcohol sounds like a splendid idea.” Gregson only perked
up a little at this suggestion. “Where shall we meet?”


Edwards turned to me, putting the question in my court. I
thought for a moment before offering, “Three Square Plates?”


A favorite haunt of the policemen, Gregson knew it well and
a smile almost crossed his face. “I’ll meet you there at 6 pm. Hopefully.” 
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Director Giles Truman III ran the Royal Museum and had for
the past decade. I knew of him, but as we only vaguely ran in the same social
circles, we’d had very little exposure with each other. 


I hadn’t realized how blessed I was in this matter until
now. 


Director Giles Truman didn’t care for females who didn’t
dress appropriately. He didn’t care for women that dared to tell him how to
perform his duties. He especially didn’t care for ‘doomsday preachers’ that
showed up on his doorstep and heaped dire predictions on his head. A weremule
by nature, he wore the strictest of suit coats, tie and shirt available,
complete with polished half-boots that covered his hooves. And I knew very few
weremules or werehorses that bothered with the very expensive and fragile
shoeboots. The way that his long ears quivered in outrage, the habitual
clearing of his throat, and the tic near his left eye, all suggested that he
wished for us to go straight to the underworld. 


We were not offered seats in his office. We were not offered
any refreshments. He stayed planted in his doorway and refused to budge, words
polite, tone eviscerating. “I assure you our wards are quite capable of
deterring any group of penny ante thieves—”


“Did you miss the part about the Sink?” Edwards cut through
with a smile that couldn’t melt butter. “A Sink powerful enough that even the
palace is putting my guards in place because it threatens their wards?
Are you suggesting, sir, that your wards are superior to the ones that protect
our good queen?”


That got him right in his goat. His ears swiveled even
harder, as if he had just swallowed several expletives. “I am of course not
suggesting any such thing.”


“Royal Mage Seaton told me directly, not an hour ago, that a
Sink can rip through these shields like a knife through rice paper.” I made my
tone firm, hard and unyielding. “Since he is a Royal Mage, I assume he knows
his business, unless you want to call him in and question him on the matter?”


Truman gritted his teeth in an audible grinding of molars.
Likely because he heard the threat for what it is. “I would never dream of
questioning a Royal Mage’s competence.”


“Excellent, because we’re certainly not interested in
calling your competence in question,” Edwards said brightly, clapping
her hands together as if that settled the matter. 


I barely concealed a wince. If the air got any colder
between these two, I’d have to go fetch an overcoat and muffler or risk
frostbite. 


Truman’s anger vibrated him to the point he openly shook
under the strain of not lashing out. I couldn’t see it, but I heard his tail
smack something behind him, sending it to shards in the middle of the floor. 


Trying to intervene before this came to a matter of blows, I
hastily stepped in. “Director Truman, your building is one of two possible
targets. We would be just as relieved as you are if the thieves didn’t strike.
However, in the interest of preventing the worst possible outcome, doubling
your guards for the next week is a sensible precaution, is it not?”


“You may take that up with the head of security.” Truman’s
patience snapped at that point and he retreated into his office, where he
slammed the door shut behind him. 


Edwards blew out an explosive breath. “Wow, what a jerk! He
really couldn’t look past my wearing pants, could he?”


“Even if you had been in skirts, I doubt it would have made
a difference,” I shook my head in exasperation. “He’s the type that can’t stand
having a woman tell him what to do. Well, let’s go track down the head of
security and hope that he’s a more amiable fellow.” 


She gestured for me to lead the way, which I did, down the
stairs and toward the lower floors. The top floor was reserved for offices, but
basically the other floors were designated for the exhibitions. Let’s see. If
my memory served, the security office resided on the main floor. 


“You know,” she idly stated as we clumped down the stairs,
“it occurs to me that we keep calling it a ‘spectral energy device’ or
something equally cumbersome. We need to come up with a nickname.”


I normally would agree but the smirk on her face suggested
she didn’t mean this seriously. “And what do you have in mind, my dear
detective?”


“Sparky,” she said brightly. 


A laugh caught in my throat and I almost choked on it.
“Sparky?!”


“Sparky sparky boom boom?” 


“Edwards,” it grew difficult to keep a straight face, “why
is your nickname for the device longer than the actual name we’ve been calling
it?”


“Okay, you have a point.” She pretended to ponder this for a
moment, a finger playing with her bottom lip, pushing it up and down.
“Ghostbuster.”


“But it’s not busting ghosts, it’s busting wards.” For some
reason, my very reasonable objection got a long-suffering look. “What?”


“I’m a very funny person,” she complained to the world in
general. “Is it my fault we’re working off different pop cultures?”


Ah. That must have been a reference to something. “We could
just call it Ghost Gun.”


“That is entirely obvious and not at all fun.” 


We exited the stairwell at that point, gaining the main
floor. I opened it, noting that not many visitors came at this hour of the
afternoon. I only saw perhaps a handful wandering in or out of the main doors.
“We’ll ponder it more over dinner.”


She accepted this with a shrug. 


The Security Office (declared so by the very impressive
plaque hanging by the door) sat midway through the main floor, obviously placed
to have easy access to anyone in distress. I headed straight for it, opening the
door without knocking, and strode through. 


If the office was any indication, not much trouble occurred
in this building. My lab had more square footage than this place did. A lost
and found bin seemed to see the most action, as it threatened collapse in one
corner, directly in front of the door. A counter divided up the rest of the
room, preventing people from just barging in. A bored young man in a black
uniform that had gone sloppy through a day’s wear looked up, pushing his cap up
a little but did not rise from his very relaxed position at his desk. “Hello.
Can I help you?”


“We need to speak with the head of security,” Edwards
responded, already pulling out her badge and flipping the leather holder open
so he could see it. 


He barely spared it a glance. “Sure thing. Hey, Chief!”


I winced at the yell. Clearly, he had no idea of
professional conduct. 


There was a snort, a growl, and some banging from some back
corner of the office that I couldn’t see. I cocked my torso around a little and
realized that there were two other, smaller rooms sectioned off by walls and
doors. From the back one, a dwarf stormed out, tugging at his belt irritably,
bushy beard acting like a ship’s prow as he moved. “Stevenson, don’t yell for
me unless it’s an emergency!”


Unmoved by this, Stevenson just gave an unperturbed, “Sure
thing, Chief. Cops want to talk to you.” 


Belatedly realizing we stood there, he moved forward with
outstretched hand, which I had to bend a little to reach. “Slade of Blooming
Fields, Head of Security.”


“Dr. Henri Davenforth, Magical Examiner for Fourth
Precinct,” I responded, trying to keep my thoughts off my face. “This is
Detective Jamie Edwards.” 


“Doctor, Detective.” Reclaiming his hand, he demanded in
typical dwarven brusqueness, “What can I do for you?”


“We have evidence suggesting that the Royal Museum might be
attacked this week—” Edwards started her explanation. 


“Got the strongest wards right here in the city,” Chief
Slade cut through kindly. “Not an issue here, Detective. Only the Royal Palace
has better wards.”


“They’re the second possible target,” I riposted, trying to
hold onto my temper.


That, finally, seemed to break through whatever brush off he
had mentally planned. With a blink, he visible switched mental tracks. “And
what makes you think that they can get through my wards?”


“Because Royal Mage Seaton says they can.” Edwards gave him
a thin smile. “I met with him this morning and he said that our thieves have
come up with a magical method of getting through even the strongest wards. Do
you know what a Sink is, sir?”


Slade blanched. “Deities preserve us, how did a bunch of
thieves get their hands on a Sink?!”


“They made one.” I wasn’t interested in getting into the
details. “We’ve been chasing after them for a month or so, and right now we
only know two things for certain: one, they have a viable Sink. Two, your wards
are lunar based, and their weakest point happens this week, during the new
moon. We assume they’ll strike at some point.”


The dwarf looked visibly perturbed. “I don’t like the sound
of this at all. Why don’t you come in, give me more details?”


Glad to finally find a listening ear, I relaxed a hair.
“We’ll give you as much information as we can. You’ll double the guards this
week, I hope?”


“Only have four,” Slade said helplessly. “Me and Stevenson
for day shift, two others for night shift. The wards are our main protection.”


Edwards and I shared a speaking glance. “Then I trust part
of the conversation will entail how to augment your guards with policemen?”


“I sure hope so, Doctor.” Slade’s face set into grim lines.
“I’ve been Chief of Security here for nigh on twenty years without one theft. I’d
certainly hate to break that record.” 
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We met Gregson at the restaurant a little later than six,
only to find that he had already started on the drinking. In the decade I’d known
this man, I’d seen him imbibe exactly three times, including today. I settled
into the chair next to him with a commiserating, “That bad?”


“I hate politics. If I didn’t have six kids to support,
you’d never have convinced me to take the desk,” he groused into his beer,
expression haggard and more than a little aggrieved. “Tell me it went better on
your end?”


That didn’t sound reassuring. Had he managed to get people
convinced or not?


Edwards slung into a chair opposite the two of us, taking in
the restaurant with an approving nod. “I haven’t been here before. It’s nice. Well,
Cap, the director is not worth the powder to blow him up with. I’ve never seen
such a useless sack. But the Chief of Security—Slade’s his name—was very
concerned about what we had to say. He doesn’t have the manpower to beef up
security and wants to borrow some patrolmen. We said he could. That okay?”


“That’s fine,” Gregson assured her, perking up a little, so
he no longer sat slumped over his beer. “I’ll leave it to you two to coordinate
with him. He can have up to eight.”


Our plans had been made with ten or more in mind, so we’d
have to modify them a little, but it should still be feasible to cover all
entrances with that amount of manpower. “Understood.” I caught the bartender’s
eye and gestured for two more glasses, getting a nod in response. I didn’t know
whether it safe to ask or not, but dared the question anyway. “Did the National
Treasury not agree to increase security?”


“Eventually.” Gregson went back to slumping over his beer.
“Thanks to your friend Seaton. He had to browbeat it into them. It wasn’t
pretty.” 


Just as glad I didn’t have to fight that battle too, I gave
him a commiserating, “Cheer up, the hard part is over.” 


“You’d think the hard part is catching the thieves,” Edwards
remarked sarcastically. “But nooo, it’s always getting everyone to cooperate in
order to catch the thieves, that’s the kicker. It wasn’t until I wore the badge
that I realized a lot of criminal shows are a lie. Scooby Doo
especially.” 


I filed that under the heading, ‘Earthlings, Nonsensical
Statements’ and kept the conversation moving even as our drinks arrived. I
informed the waitress, “Thank you, three dinners here please. Tonight’s
specials.” As she moved off, I returned to the conversation at hand. “We’ll
have protections in place by tomorrow. I hope that’s soon enough, we can’t seem
to organize them any faster than that.”


“At the very least, everyone is now alerted, which is as
much as we can do tonight. The Police Commissioner has to sign off on all of
this and he never responds to any requests once he leaves the office.” Gregson
nursed his beer a little more. “I’ll be at his desk first thing in the morning
with the request.” 


“Hopefully that won’t entail an argument too.” 


Edwards knocked on the table with her knuckles for some
reason when I said this. I gave her a look askance and she explained sotto
voice, “We knock on wood when people say things like that, to ward off bad
luck.”


Ah. Perhaps I should pick up the habit, proving that it
works. “For tonight, let’s eat admittedly excellent fare, put the day’s
troubles aside, and hope for the best.” 


“Here, here,” my colleagues agreed, raising their glasses in
a toast. 


Gregson settled back in his chair, less gloomy and more
alert than he’d been before. “While I have you two sitting here, I want to ask
the obvious question. How do you feel about forming a permanent partnership?”


Perhaps that question was obvious to him, but it caught me
completely by surprise. “Gregson, I’m not a detective. I don’t have a
detective’s training.” 


“She does,” he rebutted, inclining his head toward Edwards.
“Here’s what I realized. We have more than our fair share of magical crimes in
our precinct’s area. I’d say a good third of our cases involve magic, sometimes
in very strange ways. I could cater to both of your skillsets: only give you
the cases where magic is involved. The brass has been playing with the idea of
doing a Magical Investigation Division for some time. I could let you two be
the trail blazers, prove whether or not it will work.” 


I looked to Edwards to see how she took this. She sat
perfectly straight, anticipating, and appeared thoughtful, lips parted in a
gesture of growing delight. “Cap. You mean I get to keep him?”


Her obvious happiness in keeping me as a partner made me
flush in turn. Did that mean I got to keep her, too? I strove to keep my tone
professional, but I had a feeling I fooled no one at the table, least of all
myself. “I certainly have no objections. We’ve worked well together.”


“Regular Abby and Gibbs, that’s us.” Edwards did an aborted
happy dance in her chair. “Although, that means you’ll be writing all the
reports, at least for the foreseeable future.” 


I waved this away as an inconsequential matter. Reports were
part and parcel of my duties, I thought nothing of it. “Gregson, this does
bring up a valid concern: who will take over my duties? I can’t work both at
once. And if you say Sanderson will cover for me, I will flip this table over.”



Lifting both hands in a placating manner, he assured me,
“Sanderson will not be required to do anything for you. Part of the reason why
I’m suggesting this is because the precinct will be expanding. You’ve noticed,
I’m sure, that the building next to us undergoing renovations? I didn’t want to
say anything until it became official, but we’ve been approved for an
additional twelve patrolmen, eight detectives, and another Magical Examiner as
well as another coroner.” 


This was news to me, as for the past year we’ve been swamped
with work and had no relief in sight. “How did you manage that?”


“It came down to census numbers.” Gregson paused as our food
arrived and smiled. “Steak? It’s steak night?”


“It always is this day of the week,” I responded in
amusement. “Why do you think I ordered the specials?”


Edwards laughed, a warm, rich sound. “Of course you have
their menu memorized. Pass me the sauce.” 


I did so, then prompted Gregson before he could get
sidetracked by the food, “Census numbers?”


“Census shows that we have about twenty people a day moving
into our area,” he responded, eyes and attention on the steak under his hands
as he cut it up. “Which doesn’t seem like a lot, but that means we’ve had over
seven thousand people move in this year alone. They’re cramming people into
every nook and cranny.” 


“And we do not have a large enough police force to handle
that kind of growth.” I hadn’t realized the growth that high. I’d seen quite a
few apartment buildings go up, and new faces come into the neighborhood. But
seven thousand people? In just one year? “How long does city planning
anticipate that this trend will continue?”


“No idea. We have three major corporations putting their
factories and main business buildings here, hence the boom, so we’re not quite
sure how many people will move into Kingston. When the dust settles, it’ll be
quite the boost in population, that we’re all sure of.” Gregson shrugged before
putting the first bite of steak in his mouth and moaning in bliss. “No one does
a steak better than here.”


“Christopher’s comes close,” I disagreed. “Although it’s a
close tie, I grant you.” 


Gregson’s expression clearly stated he did not agree but let
it ride. “At any rate, if you both are good with it? Yes? I didn’t expect
anything different. Then I hereby dub thee as partners,” he lifted his arm straight
out as if it were a sword that he knighted us both with, fork still in hand,
“that shall not be rent asunder.”


Chuckling, Edwards played along with a gracious tilt of the
head, as if she were some grand lady. “I thank thee, kind sir.” 


“Davenforth, you’ll have to play double duty a little for
the next three weeks, then get the new man up to speed,” Gregson tacked on, as
if doing two jobs at once was a matter of afterthought. “That alright?”


I wanted to say no, I truly did, but then I thought of
leaving my lab in Sanderson’s hands, or letting the new man be corrupted by
that moron’s incompetence, and shuddered. “That will be fine. I’ll manage.” 


Gregson lowered his tone, focusing on Edwards. “How are the
language lessons going?”


“Better,” she answered, perking up with a proud smile.
“Sherard’s been teaching me. I no longer butcher short sentences. My spelling’s
still iffy, though.” 


I hadn’t realized she’d progressed that far. Our native
tongue was not an easy one to learn. A thought I had entertained before came to
me and I decided now might be the opportune moment to voice it. “Perhaps we can
exchange lessons?”


For a moment, she didn’t catch my meaning, then her eyes
went a little wide, head canting to the side. “You want to learn English?”


“I’ve seen you write things in your native tongue several
times.” I strangely felt like defending myself although not quite sure why.
Perhaps because a small part of me felt like a boy wanting to learn a secret
code. “It’s intrigued me.” 


This offer pleased her and even though she shrugged assent
as if it were not an important matter, her smile grew. “I’m game if you are. We
have twenty-six letters in the alphabet unlike your insane seventy-six.” 


Only twenty-six? “How in the devil do you manage to spell
all of the words, with all of the necessary nuances and meanings, with only
twenty-six letters?”


Tone maddeningly dry, she drawled, “We manage.”


Gregson watched us, his eyebrows slowly climbing, inferring
things that had no business being inferred. Why did everyone look at me like
that while I’m with Edwards? Of course I think she is an incredible woman, but
that didn’t automatically mean that my feelings went off in THAT direction. 


People fixated entirely too much on romance. 


I steadfastly ignored the look on my captain’s face and
started in on an immediately excellent dinner. 


“Well, Henri, your family is going to be pleased.” Edwards
cut into her steak with obvious relish. “Your mother told me only yesterday
that she hoped we’d stay partners.” 


I nearly choked on my steak. “When did you talk to my
mother?”


“Hmm?” With an innocent blink, she responded, “Over dinner.
She took me to that wonderful place on Main. What was it called? Catherine’s?”


“Catherine’s Tea Shop,” my mouth filled in automatically. Of
course my mother had taken Edwards to a favorite restaurant. 


“That’s it,” Edwards agreed, quite comfortable being taken
to dinner by a male friend’s mother. “She’s quite something, your mom. We laughed
most of our way through dinner.” 


Gregson couldn’t keep a lid on his curiosity. “And, ah, was
that the first time you met her?”


“No, I had dinner with his family last week,” Edwards
corrected easily. “Pass me the salt, will you? Thanks. We were celebrating his
sister’s pregnancy. They’re all very excited about it.”


“I have no doubt,” Gregson’s eyes cut to me in a meaningful
look that I chose not to acknowledge, “as they’ve been hoping for grandchildren
for nearly five years. Congratulations, Davenforth, I’m sure you’re all happy
with the news. Everything’s going well so far?”


“Fortunately. It’s too soon to do a gender reveal, so don’t
ask. I’m sure my parents will do a grand announcement when we do know.” And
when Emilia was a little further along. With a first pregnancy like this, it
was best to give it time, especially after five years of struggling. 


“They might throw another dinner to celebrate our official
partnership,” Edwards mused. 


No doubt about it. My mother would throw a dinner to
celebrate a sunny day, after all. 
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After a late night at work, I did not spring out of bed,
trembling with energy. Quite the opposite. I dragged myself through the morning
routine, grunting when I realized I had exactly three clean shirts left.
Laundry. Laundry must happen in the near future. The consequences of forgetting
such a mundane matter would become alarming in short order otherwise. 


Yawning, I made it out the door with keys in hand, promising
myself a very large cup of coffee and three excellent cheese pastries. I’d need
the energy at work. Today didn’t promise to be any easier than yesterday. We
were gaining an additional wing to the precinct, which everyone celebrated, but
it did mean extra work on our end. We had to rearrange a few offices in order
for demolition to start, and the work load got redistributed as a result. 


This on top of spending every possible moment studying the
wards, working on other case files, and trying to track down the last of the
rogue magicians. That alone was enough of a workload for three days, but I
still needed to further research in order to solve the dilemma of Edwards’
core. There were simply not enough hours in the day and after three days of
this, I felt more than a little ragged around the edges. 


The chill of the morning against my exposed skin helped
waken me further. I knew better than to take in a deep breath of this
industrialized air, but I did turn my face up to the sun for a moment once I
reached the sidewalk. It actually had the reverse effect, reminding me of the
warmth of my bed upstairs. 


Still feeling lethargic, I started walking to my favorite
bakery. A voice I knew well, raised in song, reached out to greet me. 


“Look there she goes, that girl is strange, no question~” Edwards
sang cheerfully, her voice growing stronger as she grew closer. I couldn’t see
her yet, but I could certainly hear her. “Dazed and distracted, can’t you tell?
Never part of any crowd ’cause her head’s up on some cloud, no denying she’s a
funny girl~”


People turned to see who was singing, and their faces
expressed incredulity at what they saw. I could only catch glimpses of a
familiar head of dark hair, but if the onlookers’ reactions said anything, Edwards
provided quite the unusual sight. Finally, enough pedestrians moved that I
could see her properly. When I did, I become instantly convinced it must be an
illusion. An outfit like that simply didn’t exist, for one, but her
chosen activity didn’t make sense, either. Who chose to run along the city
streets at this early hour of the morning? 


Seeing me, Edwards waved and then stopped, right in front of
me. “Morning, Henri.” 


“Morning?” I offered, eyes roving over her from top to
bottom. She had her hair up in a high tail, the end of it still swishing a
little like a pendulum. I didn’t find that particularly strange, but the rest
of her…she wore a very loose, baggy shirt with a stretched-out hem, a pair of
loose pants in a material I’d never seen the like of, and what was on her feet?
I’d never seen footwear like it. 


“Oh, these?” She asked, as if I had voiced a query. “Tennis
shoes. You know, when people think about traveling to another planet, and what
conveniences they’d miss, and the things they’d have to invent, they never
think of tennis shoes. I certainly didn’t until I got a load of a woman’s shoe
store. Yeesh. I thought shoes on MY planet were toe-pinching uncomfortable.
Kingston’s shoe industry takes it to a whole ’nother level.” 


I decided to ask her more questions about the shoes later,
when my mind would cooperate. “What are you doing?”


“Jogging,” she said as if this were perfectly obvious. 


Shaking my head, I repeated, “Jogging?”


“Why does everyone look at me like that?” Edwards asked
rhetorically to the world in general. “Exercise, man, we all need it. Jogging
is a good way to get the cardiovascular system going. You should join me, it’ll
be good for you.” 


I would pencil that in on the twelfth of never. “I find it
curious that you jog like this even though you have enhanced stamina and speed.”


“None of which would do me any good if I don’t stay in shape.”
She beamed at me, still apparently oblivious to the looks we garnered. “We’ll
discuss it later, okay? I want to get cleaned up, ready for work. You heading
for the bakery?”


I ripped my eyes away from her outfit again. Had she asked
me something? “Ah, yes.”


“Good, get me a coffee and two cinnamon rolls, will you?”
Clapping me on the shoulder, she bounced up the stairs and into our apartment
building. 


Where did she get all of that energy? This woman
worked the same long hours I did yesterday. I barely had the willpower to get
out of the building, and she was out here running around on the streets.
Shaking my head in disbelief, I refocused. 


Coffee. Deities preserve us, did I ever need it now. 


[image: kep]


“Remind me to clarify next time with Cap,” Edwards told me,
rather, gritted out between clenched teeth as she grimly hung on to her smile,
“that when I ask for eight officers to augment security with, I do not
include myself in that number.” 


“Trust me, I’ll remind you.” I did not look forward to the
next eight hours. Today was worse than yesterday. Even Edwards’ boundless
energy wore off at noon. My only reprieve came from Penny McSparrin—who could
work three men into the ground—covering for me long enough that Edwards and I
could at least sit down for a half hour and have lunch. 


Edwards did a half-turn, taking in the main floor of the
Royal Museum with cool assessment. At this time of the evening, all of the
patrons were at their own homes, leaving this place with a kenopsia feeling to
it. Most of the exhibit’s lights had been turned off, leaving only the security
lights on, so that half of the floor lay in dim shadows. There was no clear
line of sight from one side of the room to the other which made all of us
twitchy. 


The only ones that didn’t react like squirrels with the
hives were the regular security guards, whom were used to the restricted lines
of sight. They went about their patrol route with alertness, but with less
obvious twitches at every sound. One pair went by, routinely checking each
window and entry point as they went past. 


My partner must have seen something that I did not, as she
observed, “You can tell they’ve been working together for three days. They have
most of the kinks worked out when it comes to patrolling.”


I made the same sweep with my eyes. Edwards had been more
involved in setting up the security detail than I, and this was the first time
I had been in the building since our last visit. “We’ve got one security
personnel and one policeman at each entrance, too, which is good. Chief Slade’s
idea?”


“I believe it was.” Edwards walked toward the front door and
offered a hand. “Gerring. Glad you’re here.”


“Thank you, Detective.” Gerring beamed back at her,
handshake firm. 


I read the name tag on the security guard’s pocket and
offered a hand. “Harlan, is it? I’m Dr. Henri Davenforth.”


“Pleasure, sir.” Harlan responded. He, like his chief, was a
stocky dwarf with a beard any lion would envy, red and bushy. I couldn’t even
see his mouth when he spoke. “Think we’ll get any action tonight?”


“From tonight until Bind Day will be the most opportune time
for the thieves to strike,” I answered forthrightly. “The wards start weakening
tonight and that will continue through Bind Day night.” 


Harlan gave a grim nod. “We’ll keep a sharp lookout, then,
sir. Detective Edwards says there are at least four thieves.” 


“We’ve seen four,” I corrected. “One was killed. There’s
quite possibly more, as we suspect a rogue magician is involved with them
somehow.” 


Gerring, having more information on this case than most of
the beat cops, blinked. “First I’ve heard of a fifth person, sir.” 


I exchanged a glance with Edwards on this and she gave me a
small dip of the head, encouraging me to go ahead. “We believe they have a
rogue magician in their midst. Or at least, someone with the magical talent and
slapdash schooling necessary to pull this plan together.” Neither man liked
this answer, and I didn’t blame them. 


“As soon as you see any suspicious activity,” Edwards
instructed, “immediately sound the alarm. I don’t care if you’re not certain. I
don’t care if it turns out to be a false alarm. Do not take them on without
every person in this building available as backup.” 


Getting grave nods, I relaxed a fraction. “Good. I’ll spread
the same instructions to the others.” As I walked away, I whispered to my
partner, “You didn’t mention that to them?”


“As you said, we haven’t seen the magician in the previous
thefts. I didn’t give it good odds he’d show up tonight.” 


“There is a seventy-five percent possibility he’ll be here
tonight.” 


Edwards hissed in a breath, like a surprised snake. “What?
Why?”


“Because it’ll take a magician’s know-how to create and
dismantle the Sink.” I paused and waited for the obvious to hit. 


For a half beat she paused, eyes taking in all of the
priceless artifacts, some of them magical, on display all around us. This floor
alone took up most of a city block and there were another four stories above
our heads, not to mention a basement below our feet storing even more. “Crap.
If they took a Sink through the wards, it would destroy everything in the building
they came to steal. They’ll have to dismantle it.”


“Correct. It’s also why you are allowed to be on guard here.
A Sink has a limited range, even a powerful one that the thieves concocted.
Still, I advise you to not get closer than ten feet if it is active.” All of
this was why I didn’t fight the order to come and stand guard tonight. I’d
likely be here tomorrow night as well. I didn’t dare leave this to regular
policemen, not with these odds. 


She slowed and came a step closer to me, our shoulders brushing,
her voice so low I could barely hear her. “Henri, I’ve been afraid to ask, but
I think I better. If I get too close to the Sink, will it tear my magical core
a new one?”


“In essence, it will drain you like a black hole.” Which was
another reason to be here with her instead of in my bed tonight. 


Regarding me thoughtfully, she pondered that for a moment.
“Is that why you volunteered to be on duty tonight? To protect all of us?”


“I did not volunteer, I was voluntold,” I informed her, chin
coming up. 


“Uh-huh. Riiiight. And I’m Mother Theresa.” A fond smile on
her face, she continued walking to the side door and the guards on duty there. 


Alright, perhaps I’d mentioned to Gregson that someone of
magical training should be on guard here. Just in case. How had she learned to
read me so well in a month, anyway? 


We talked to the guards, passed along the necessary
warnings, and reviewed the procedure of how to raise the alarm. There were two
guards at the main, side, and back entrance. Edwards and I were the ‘sweepers,’
as she termed it, meant to be constantly on the move, going from floor to floor
and evaluating the building. 


As we went up the stairs to the second floor, I did the
basic math and frowned. “There’s only six, including us. I thought you managed to
get eight policemen?”


“I did.” Her long legs ate up the stairs at an easy,
effortless pace, her words echoing in the narrow confines of the stairwell.
“Two of them are stationed across the alley, on the rooftop next door.” 


I pondered that for a moment. “I’m not sure why you
positioned them there.”


“Because, Henri, if I were them, I’d come through the roof.”
She paused on the first landing and pointed to the map that hung next to the
second floor’s doorway. “Think about it. They know that we have guards on every
entrance, right?”


“I would assume so.” 


“We can also safely assume that their girl scout has come
through the place at least once and given them the layout.”


I nodded, still following. “Also safe to assume.” 


“Then they know that the stairwell is the only way into the
building without coming near a manned door. Look at the map. The stairwell is
on the opposite side of all three doors.”


I cottoned on immediately and groaned. “I did not think this
through. Of course, logistically, it will be far easier to come down, steal
whatever they wish, and go back up again. They’re less likely to encounter any
guards.”


“A zip line, or the magical equivalent, and they can take
off with quite a haul without us realizing it. That’s also why we’re patrolling
all of the upper floors, just in case they decide to go that route.” Edwards
opened the door to the second floor and stepped through. “I’m so grateful you
guys don’t have helicopters. You’ve no idea.” 


Giving her a look, I waited. Proving that she had been
around me too long, I didn’t wait long. 


“A helicopter is a flying contraption that can carry people
or cargo, like an airplane, only a helicopter can hover in place. Like a
hummingbird.” 


I thought about a flying vehicle that could hover in place
at will for long periods of time and made a face. “You’re correct, I’m just as
glad the thieves don’t have one. Kindly don’t give the idea to Warner.” 


Laughing, she denied, “That boat’s already sailed, my
friend. But they’ll be hideously expensive to make, so only the government will
be able to afford them, at least at first. In fact, they’re quite useful for
rescue operations. Speaking of Ellie, you have her prototype, right?”


I took it from my breast pocket and gave it a little
demonstrative wiggle. The device in question couldn’t be used except by
magicians, hence why I carried it instead of Edwards. She understood its
functions better than I did, being part of the design team, but sadly couldn’t
operate it yet. I found it unremarkable in appearances, just a simple small
rectangle with a blank surface, three buttons on the bottom edge, in an
aluminum case. “Seaton has been pestering me since yesterday with it.”


“He loves new toys.” Edwards shrugged, amused. “I can’t
figure out if it was kindness on Ellie’s part to lend us these or if she’s
using us as lab rats.” 


“My opinion errs on the side of lab rats.” Warner’s delight
and insistence that we use these for communication had been more than a little
suspect. 


“To be fair, she’s been working on these for three weeks. I
don’t blame her for at least proving concept before she goes through the
headache of figuring out how to make them useable for us muggles.”


“I’m sorry, what?”


“Henri, I swear I will teach you all of the Harry Potter
references, whatever it takes.”  


The prototype vibrated in my hand, startling me so badly
that I nearly dropped it. Hastily I pushed the central button, turning my
device active, and then a second button to activate voice-to-text recognition.
“Davenforth here.” 


On the small screen, precise cursive writing scrawled silver
over black. “Davenforth, it’s Seaton. Something strange just happened over
here at the palace.”


Ice cold premonition raced down my spine. “What happened?”


Edwards leaned in close to read the screen as well, although
she struggled to translate.


To spare her, I started reading the texts out loud. “The
Ghost Gun was fired over here at the wards. It didn’t take them down, of
course, it didn’t have the power to do so. But it certainly created some pock
marks.”


Edwards jabbed a finger at the voice-to-text button and
protested, “Jamie here. How do they have another Ghost Gun, when they chucked
their gun at my head!”. 


I blinked at the words as they scrawled out. How had she
managed to do that? It shouldn’t have translated her words. Unless just by my
holding the device, it possessed enough magic to respond to her commands?


Shaking the thought off, I dutifully read Seaton’s response:
“Of course you’re listening in, Jamie. Yes, I know, but they apparently had
a second one.” 


“No,” I corrected, thinking quickly, “it’s the second one
they threw at her. Remember how the numbers changed, became more powerful after
that first theft? I will bet you anything that they built a better gun after
the first theft. They used the prototype on the palace tonight.” Which I would
have realized, if I had bothered to think about it for more than two seconds. I
kicked myself mentally for making such imbecilic assumptions. 


Edwards started swearing, what I don’t know, as the
translation spell couldn’t keep up with her. She jabbed the button again so she
could respond. “So did they actually try to get in? Have you seen any sign they
used a Sink?”


“None. I think it’s a diversion. They wanted our
attention here.”


Her head came up, a hunting dog signaled, and her lips
peeled back from her teeth in a way that terrified me. “They’re here.” 


Alarmed, I demanded, “You’re certain?”


“I’ll bet you my left eye they’re here. Sherard, send what
help to us you can. Henri, let’s go up.” So saying, she took off in a mad
sprint up the stairs that I couldn’t hope to emulate. 


“She just took off running, didn’t she?” Even through
text I could sense his frustration and resignation. “She’s going to be the
death of me, that woman. If you find me keeled over with heart failure, lay the
blame at her door.”


I gave it half of my attention as I struggled to run after
my insane partner. “Seaton, you’re not able to come, are you?”


“I’m trying to. I can’t leave until another Royal Mage
replaces me. Duty demands I stay planted at Her Majesty’s side if there’s any
breach of the palace’s wards. Be careful, alright?”


“I’ll try. And don’t worry, I won’t let her anywhere near
that Sink.” An unfamiliar feeling of ferocity swept through me and for a
moment, and my vision bled red. “I’ll kill the lot myself before I let that
happen again.” 


“I’m counting on you, my friend. Safeguard her.” 


“I will,” I promised, and ended the connection. 


Edwards beat me to the roof a whole story ahead of me. Even
running as hard as I could—and my body informed me it could not do any better
than this, my calves threatened legal action—I could not begin to match her
pace. It was embarrassing how much of a physical difference lay between us in
terms of stamina. She was the one fighting terminal health issues, and yet look
at how physically fit she was. I really did have to start exercising. 


I breached the door with wand drawn, a shield spell poised
on my lips, but no one stood within my line of sight. Still panting for breath,
I turned, coming around the brick alcove that framed the door, and from my
peripheral vision I caught sight of a discarded pile near the edge of the roof.
“Wankers,” I breathed, realizing what the burned husks, cracked stone and dull
weapon lying near the doorway meant. “They’ve already discarded the Sink.”


Turning back toward the inside, I slammed my hand against
the large alarm button before retreating back outside. Head snapping back and
forth, I frantically searched for my partner, breaking into a lope as I went.
Several other small structures cluttered up my line of sight on the roof,
housing different utilities, and it took me several heart-stopping moments to
locate her. “Edwards! JAMIE!”


The alarm sounded throughout the building, a klaxon siren
that threatened to send a person’s eardrums into the netherworld. I activated
the phone spell as I ran. “Call Seaton.” Where, where, where was she? 


From somewhere ahead, the report of a gun went off twice.
Which meant she’d found the thieves and was giving chase without waiting for
me. If we both survived this, we were going to have a long talk about her lack
of survival instincts. 


“HENRI!” Edwards shouted from somewhere ahead. “ALLEY!”


“—forth. Davenforth? Did you mean to call me?”


“Thieves are here,” I panted out, thighs trembling, calves
protesting from the mad sprint I had just executed. My balance went sideways a
little and I careened off a brick wall, using it to propel myself forward. 


Seaton let few some choice words. “I’m coming.” 


The spell abruptly disconnected and I was just as glad, as I
didn’t have the breath to say anything more.  


Edwards’ gun spoke again, a sharp ricochet of sound that
echoed down the narrow confines of the alley. I turned a last corner, eyes
taking in the situation. Thieves frantically gathering up loot and hauling it
over their shoulders, running away from us as they did so. One person delayed
long enough to cut three thick cables, presumably what they’d used to span the
distance between the buildings. 


I finally spotted Edwards but not in the position I
expected. Instead of hovering near the edge of the roof, trying to shoot the
thieves, she instead had backed up and assumed a runner’s position. 


For a moment her stance made no sense at all. Surely she was
not trying to…I mean, the alley was narrow, certainly, but not THAT narrow.
Even a talented athlete would hesitate to jump that distance. 


Even while my head trotted out all the logical reasons for
not attempting a jump, Edwards took off running, boots slapping against the
flat slab roof. For the third time in as many minutes, I felt my heart try to
leap out of my chest. This crazy woman, what was she doing?! Even with her
enhanced speed—and she was quite clearly using it, she darted forward so fast—that
would be an insane distance to jump! Granted, the thieves on the other side of
the roof had cut off their access, the last of the line snipped and fell even
as I watched, but that didn’t mean she should take such drastic measures! 


I had perhaps five seconds before Edwards’ feet left the
roof. Five seconds to attempt to stop her or somehow help her. I didn’t dare
use half the spells in my arsenal as it would directly impact her magical core.
It likely wouldn’t kill her but that was the best that could be said. I’d have
to do something else, something that wouldn’t touch her directly. 


A flash of inspiration struck and I turned my wand on my
partner, speaking the spell so rapidly the syllables nearly tripped out of my
mouth. “Gradus!” The spell didn’t quite track with her, she moved too
fast, and I swore and aimed again, this time just ahead of her, quickly forming
the spell again. “GRADUS!”


Transparent steps of magic and air formed directly under her
boots, supporting her. I shouted as loudly as I could, “Don’t jump, just run!”


Edwards didn’t look down or back at me, but she must have
caught my actions out of her peripheral vision as an unholy grin spread over
her features. No words passed between us as she again returned wholeheartedly
to the pursuit. She ran across thin air as certainly as she would over a stone
bridge, having complete faith the spell I cast worked as I intended. This faith
both alarmed and warmed me but I had no time to dwell on such emotions. I ran
after her, casting the spell again on my own shoes so that I could keep up. 


As I crossed the alleyway, I realized that the alarm had
called forth every possible onlooker, policeman—off duty and otherwise—and the
guards for the Royal Museum. Most of them were in the street, shouting to each
other and pointing up as they realized it had become a rooftop chase. They were
helpful down there for exactly one reason: they pointed out the direction the
thieves ran to.


I looked for the policemen posted on the rooftops and found
them unconscious and tied up, stacked along the edge of the roof like discarded
rubbish. I paused long enough to check for pulses, found them, and heaved a
sigh of relief. Not dead. I’d have to come back for them later.


The neighboring roof passed in a blur. I did see the remains
of a zip line and pulley system, obviously left behind by the thieves, but paid
it nothing more than scant attention. Edwards, again, had pulled far ahead of
me and I scrambled to cross the distance, hitting myself with a stamina
booster, which I disliked doing. I’d feel the full effects and then some
tomorrow, but right now, I had no other option. I had to catch up with her. 


Edwards didn’t try to run and fire, no sane person would,
not under these conditions. The roofs weren’t always level, some of them
steepled, others with balconies or roof top gardens, and navigating all of that
took more attention than we were willing to spare. 


I counted heads as we ran. One, two, three, four—all men.
Their scout, Eda Robbins, wasn’t with them. I cursed the luck as that meant we
might not be able to catch the full thieves ring. 


One of the thieves had more in his hands than the others,
and he was older, not as young and spry as his compatriots. He started lagging,
and on the last jump from one roof to another, he landed wrong. I could barely
hear over my own harsh breathing his yelp of pain, but hear it I did. He got
back up, hobbling along as quickly as he could manage, but not quickly enough. Edwards
hit him low in the back, bringing him sharply down. A lioness tackling a buck
couldn’t have done it more gracefully. 


They both grunted at the impact, the backpack of loot
spinning and tumbling out of his immediate reach. The older man gave a string
of curses that sounded more resigned than angry. Edwards, however, kept going,
her speed such that she couldn’t readily stop. 


If she kept going like that, she’d go straight off the roof.
Worried, I readied a spell to catch her, pull her back in. Edwards changed
angle just slightly and plowed straight into a set of smokestacks. With that
much iron, I expected it to stop her, but she went through it like a knife
through butter. She tumbled and rolled, out of sight. 


“Edwards?!” I called after her, alarmed.


“Ooops,” she responded, sounding only guilty and breathless.



I heaved out a breath. She didn’t sound in pain, so likely
she wasn’t hurt, although how she managed to demolish six iron smoke stacks
and not attain an injury was beyond my ken. That Immunity Spell she was under
certainly made her tougher than reason. 


“What oops?” Seaton called up from the street level. I could
barely see the top of his head from my vantage point. “Jamie, what did you
break this time?!”


“Me,” the thief on the ground grumbled, still nursing his
injured side.


“It’s just a flesh wound!” Edwards called back to him.


With a quick word and snap of the wrist, I spelled the thief
immobile. “Coercere. Don’t worry, Seaton, she used a collection of smoke
stacks to break her fall,” I informed him loudly and with considerable
asperity. 


Seaton, below, let out a few judicious words on the subject.
I found myself whole-heartedly agreeing with him. 


“Well, it worked,” my partner defended herself even as she
popped back into view. Edwards bounded up, gave me a nod of thanks, and took
off running once more. 


I stared after her with a sort of fatalistic resignation. Of
course, she used the same burst of speed as before. One smoke stack or a dozen,
what was the difference? Grumbling, I ran after her. 


The three other thieves had barely given a glance back at
their fallen member and my lips twisted as I realized they were perfectly
willing to abandon one of their own. The old saying is true: there is no honor
to be found among thieves. 


At the next roof top jump, fortune smiled on us. The roof I
stood on had a good half story in height over its neighbor. The thieves jumped
down, as did Edwards, continuing to run for it. I, however, realized I had an
excellent vantage point. The only thing that had stopped me previously from
firing any spells was the danger of hitting Edwards and I hadn’t been able to
gain a clear line of sight. 


Chuckling in a truly sinister manner, I raised my wand like
a conductor in front of his orchestra. “Coercere. Coercere. Coercere!”


The thieves went down like felled trees. One, two, three. 


Edwards this time used a brick chimney to stop herself,
sending it somewhat askew, although this time she was able to slow her speed at
least a little before impact. It didn’t send a part of the building toppling
sideways. She took in the swearing, sweating thieves with some bemusement
before turning, her neck craning to spot me. I waved at her cheerfully.
Laughing, she cupped a hand around her mouth and shouted, “Nice shooting, Tex!”


She’d have to translate that last part for me later, but I
took the praise in the spirit in which it was meant. “Can we stop running about
like headless ghosts now?”


Seaton, from below, started yelling again. “I can’t see what
you’re doing up there! Did you catch them? Do I need to come up?”


Edwards popped her head over the side of the roof. “Ah,
there you are. We caught them! Don’t come up.” To me, she requested, “Go fetch
the other one. We’ll drag them down to street level and deal with them there.” 


I did so with open relish. My lungs burned, my muscles
screamed, my stomach growled for want of food, and none of it mattered one
whit. It had been a hard, brutal chase, so? 


We caught them. 
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It took entirely too long to get the four thieves into
interrogation. An hour felt like a decade at nearly 11 o’clock at night. McSparrin
proved to be a true friend and helped us book everyone, cutting the paperwork
in half, and most were hauled to the jail cells. 


Edwards kept one, bringing him into the smallest of the
interrogation rooms. It only held a table and four chairs, nothing else. She’d
chosen, interestingly enough, the oldest thief to start with. I briefly
entertained the question of why she didn’t just bring all four together,
interview them all at once and get it over with. Then I realized the folly of
the idea. No, of course, she needed to get each separate story so that she
could match them up together and catch the lies. 


Although what they would choose to lie about at this stage,
I couldn’t fathom. 


The Night Fox thief sat a little slumped in the high-backed
chair, his wrists chained to the top of the table. He looked forty at most, but
a rough forty, as if life had knocked him around and then done it again for
good measure. He looked up at our entrance with bloodshot blue eyes, his face
bruising a little from where he’d been slammed into the rooftop before. He sat
gingerly, cradling bruised ribs on his right side. 


“We have a few questions for you,” Edwards informed him,
casually closing the door behind us and sliding into the chair directly facing
the thief. 


I took the chair next to her a little more gingerly as my body
protested any and all movement including breathing. 


“Got nothin’ to say,” he grumbled to the scarred table top. 


For a moment, I observed his body language. His legs were
crossed, hands folded tightly together, head bowed so he couldn’t meet either
of us in the eyes. He practically screamed that he had secrets to hide. 


“Mack Hardy,” Edwards flipped open a file and pretended to
read it. I knew she couldn’t read more than half the words, most of them the
simpler ones, and yet nothing about her expression indicated that was the case.
“You’ve been arrested—wow, quite a few times—for burglary, breaking and
entering, and…a bar fight? Seriously? At your age?”


Hardy’s lip curled up in a dismissive sneer. “Some layabout
got drunk and lit into me.”


“Right.” Edwards’ tone did not signal agreement. “But let’s
talk about tonight. Whose idea was it?”


Heaving a very tired sigh, Hardy asked, “Don’t matter much,
do it?”


“I suppose not. But we’re very, very curious on where the
idea for that Ghost Gun came from.” 


The man’s thin shoulders twitched, and he shot her an
incredulous look. “Who told you what—Orin. Orin, that tosser, he told you. Told
him not to name it such a stupid thing.”


I kept my expression schooled with considerable effort. Had
we really hit upon the same nickname that the thieves called the spectral
energy device? Then again, it wasn’t a very creative name—perhaps it was
nothing more than a mildly lucky guess. 


Whatever the case, it enraged Hardy. He sat there fuming,
although after that outburst, he had his mouth clamped mulishly shut. 


“Orin doesn’t strike me as the sharpest tool in the drawer,”
Edwards said casually, relaxing back in her chair as if we had all the time in
the world. “Neither does Billy or that other one, Wallace. I haven’t seen
Wallace before now, actually. I chased you once before, and it was dark, but
Wallace is a big man. I couldn’t have missed him. He come in recently?”


Hardy pressed his mouth even tighter together, so tightly
that his lips were white under the pressure.


“Orin’s friend, maybe? Billy’s?”


Looking away, Hardy snorted. 


“Not the case, I see.” Leaning forward, Edwards pinned him
with the least friendly smile I’ve ever seen on a woman’s face. “Hardy. Orin,
Billy, and Wallace, they’re clearly not good friends. They left you behind
without a second of hesitation, they’re already selling out secrets, what’s the
point of protecting them? You’ve got someone in the group you want to protect,
don’t you?”


Sensing a trap, not sure where she was going with this,
Hardy gave a very ginger nod. 


“Then protect them, I’m not going to torture information out
of you.” Edwards’ smile widened but did not become more genuine. “Just tell me
about the two men that obviously don’t care about you. No harm in that.” 


“That’s it?” he asked, eyes narrowed, suspicion dripping
from every word. 


“That’s it. I know Orin doesn’t have the brains to plan out
four heists like this,” Edwards flicked a dismissive hand, “you can tell by
looking at him. I bet Wallace isn’t much brighter.”


Still suspicious, Hardy only relaxed a fraction and grunted
agreement. 


Undeterred, Edwards kept talking. “So, what was the point of
bringing them on? More muscle? Or were they connected to the group already in
some way?”


“Wallace’s a brother,” Hardy said shortly. 


“Ahh, a relation,” Edwards intoned in sympathy. “That’s
always the worst. Relations are hardly ever a good deal in business. Well, I
won’t ask who thought of it, but why did you choose the Royal Museum? Why not
do a lot of little targets instead? That Ghost Gun can go through almost every
ward in this city.” 


Hardy slapped a hand against the table, anger rising, chains
rattling as he moved. “You think we’re stupid? You nearly caught us with the
mermaid tear!”


I had to bite the inside of my lip to keep from crowing. We
had a great deal of evidence on this gang, but having a confession just made
the case that more airtight. It made it easier to prosecute and it was hard not
to smile. 


Professional that she was, Edwards didn’t even blink. “So,
what, you thought it better to just prep for one big job and then leave town? Too
many small jobs increased the risk of being caught, I get it. Not bad logic,
really. I can’t say that you’re wrong. But why the Royal Museum, of all
places?”


“Closer to the train station,” Hardy finally admitted, anger
draining, leaving him tired and resigned once more. “Figured it be better for a
getaway. And they got baubles there that ain’t anywhere else. One of us heard a
rumor about that crazy witch Belladonna bringing people in from all over. Stuff
they had on them ain’t like anything people in Kingston have seen. We figure,
it’ll go for a pretty copper, right?”


My eyes threatened to pop out of my head when I realized
what he meant. They had broken into the Royal Museum to steal alien artifacts
leftover from Belladonna’s kidnapping spree? Why did the Royal Museum even have
them to begin with? My eyes darted to the woman at my side, not sure how she
would take this bit of news. 


“So you devised a Ghost Gun, stole the different elements to
make a Sink off your magician’s instructions, and broke into the Royal Museum,
all to steal this stuff secreted away in the basement.” Nothing about Edwards
indicated who she was or how personal this case had just become. “How did you
know where it was? That basement is huge.” 


“Orin had an in,” Hardy answered. “They hire people on
sometimes, short term, to move stuff around. He got in as a worker.” 


The director and I would have a very interesting talk after
this about his policy on hiring contract workers—if Edwards didn’t beat me to
it. I had a feeling from that fiery look in her eye that she’d track the man
down at her first opportunity. 


“And the parts that you needed to create the Sink with? Was
that Orin scouting out too?”


Hardy gave a single shake of the head in denial and went
silent. 


Not deterred, Edwards gave him a smile. “Ah, I see. Well,
Hardy, anything else you want to tell us?”


Again, a shake of the head. 


“Then I’ll have you taken back to the cells.” Edwards
stepped out to the hallway to signal an officer. 


I took the opportunity to lean further in and say in a low
voice. “Hardy. That woman? Is the Shinigami Detective.” 


His jaw near left a dent in the table. “Cor,” he breathed.
“You mean she’s the one that did in Belladonna?”


“Correct. Which means some of the things you took tonight?
Originally belonged to her.” I paused for a moment and let that sink in. “I
don’t know who suggested this to you, Hardy, but I have to say it has to be one
of the most misguided, imbecilic decisions of this century. The only thing that
could top it is Belladonna’s decision to bring Jamie Edwards into her lair.”


Hardy stared at her back, pale as death, and swallowed hard.



I masked a sinister chuckle behind a bland smile. 
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It took three hours to interrogate the four men, as not all
of them were as cooperative as Hardy. Orin in particular had a belligerent and
foul mouth. I almost hexed the man three times just to shut him up, and would
have, if we didn’t need information. Edwards took their fingerprints, which
they readily gave, as they didn’t understand what she’d do with them. I helped
her put them up on the slides, using the six prints we had on hand from the
first break-in. It took less than twenty minutes to find a match for each. 


After all of our work collecting, matching, and cataloguing
them, it almost felt anti-climactic to be done with this particular project. If
only the case had been as easy to solve. 


Unfortunately, none of the men would admit to Eda Robbins. They
maintained stalwart about keeping her whereabouts secret. After several hours
of this, we realized the futility of pursuing this point and gave up. We’d have
to find the girl some other way. 


Well past midnight, we went searching for our captain and
found him in the large conference room with bags of loot spread out over the
table. He and Chief Slade bent over the piles with clipboard in hand, tagging
each item and double checking that everything was accounted for. Both men
looked up with expressions of anticipation when we came in. 


“Chief,” Edwards greeted with outstretched hand, which the
dwarf took in a firm handshake. “Sorry the thieves actually got in.” 


“You caught them, I’m not mad,” the dwarf assured her with a
grin. At least, the beard moved, I assumed he grinned.


“Glad to hear it.” Turning to our captain, she asked,
“Interrogations are done. At least the initial phase. Want the long or short
version?”


“Short,” Gregson advised, looking dead on his feet but too
stubborn to admit it yet. “Save the long for the report I’ll have to read.” 


An apercu was advisable, as my energy level had hit the
negatives an hour ago. I dearly wished to see my bed before sunrise. I only
remained standing because I felt that if I sat, they’d never get me on my feet
again. 


“Short version is this: the thieves are an odd collection of
an old ring with new members. It wasn’t even a challenge to get them to turn on
each other. The new ones felt the older members were too bossy, the older ones
thought the new ones young and stupid.” Edwards splayed her hands in a shrug as
if to say, nothing interesting in that. “One of them—no one will admit to who,
which makes me think it’s the girl, Eda Robbins—heard a rumor that when
Belladonna brought in people from all over, she kept the things they had on
them. All of that loot was said to end up in the basement of the Royal Museum for
examination.” 


Chief Slade’s face went apoplectic red. “It’s those contract
workers they hire on at the beginning of every season, isn’t it? They’re the
ones that spread the story.”


“And also the in for how our thieves got into the basement
and verified it,” Edwards answered with a pointed look. “I’ll be speaking with
your director about this later.”


“Let me listen in when you do,” Slade requested, cracking
his knuckles into one hand like a fighter gearing up for another round. “I’ve
told him time and again that’s a bad idea. About time someone cracked down on
him for it.” 


“It’s a date,” Edwards promised easily. “Anyway, once they
had verified it, they consulted one of their members, the mysterious magician.
Now this part is partially conjecture as none of them will admit to it, but he’s
the only one with the magical know-how. He created the Ghost Gun, the Sink, all
of it. None of the members will talk about him directly, just allude to him,
which makes me think they’re either terrified of him or just protective. None
of them want him caught.” 


“My impression,” I couldn’t help but add, “is that they’re
protecting him. We know this man isn’t fully trained, has mediocre talent, but
is sufficiently knowledgeable enough to cause us trouble. He’s also powerful
enough to gain a level of position in the underworld.” 


Edwards inclined her head toward me. “I agree. Anyway, they
didn’t want to do a small series of jobs with just the Ghost Gun as they were
afraid it would get them caught eventually. They wanted to do one big score and
then get out of town. Right now, we have confessions for all three robberies,
fingerprints to prove they stole the kris from the Evidence Locker, and enough
evidence to make sure they stay in jail a very long time.”


Rubbing his temple, Gregson blew out a gusty sigh. “Good
work, both of you. I’d say you’re done for the night. Go home for now. I’ve got
others looking for the girl and the magician. You can focus on finding them
tomorrow.”


I’d need a full night’s sleep at least to recuperate, so
agreed immediately, “Thank you, Captain, we will.”  


“That will be fine.” Gregson held up a staying hand,
“Edwards, I know you’re dead on your feet, but can you help us match up a few
things first? There’s a few things on this table that we’re not sure about and
we want to match them up quickly with the inventory list.”


Neither man could go home until that was done. Technically,
I was not sure if we could go home until that was done, as it was directly part
of our case. Resigned, I didn’t move, just braced my hands against the table to
help take some of the weight off my aching feet. 


Edwards realized the same and immediately agreed, “Of
course. What items are you having trouble with?”


Gregson pointed to a small canister on the table that was
red with white lettering going up the side. “What’s this?”


“Cherry Coke,” Edwards responded promptly, eyeing the can
longingly. “I don’t suppose I can drink that?”


I regarded the can with some puzzlement. It looked perfectly
sealed. “You can drink that?”


“You can, and it’s delicious.” 


Gregson deadpanned, “It’s also evidence. So, no.”


“Spoilsport.” Edwards made a face at him but let it go.
“What else?”


Slade pointed to something on his inventory sheet. “We’ve
got two entries for a small, white tube in unknown material but there’s no way
to figure out which one is which.”


Edwards lifted a tube no longer than her finger and held it
up. “Chapstick. It’s for moisturizing your lips.”


With a grunt of satisfaction, Slade found the entry and
marked that off while Gregson tagged it. 


Lifting the second tube from the table, she said, “Tampon,
and no, I’m not explaining this as I refuse to have the ‘birds and bees’ talk
with three grown men.” 


Ah. Some sort of feminine thing, then. I let that one go. My
eyes landed on a book, of a slightly different size than the normal dime novel,
and with a very boldly colored cover on it. There was a young boy, and a
machine of some sort in the background. Picking it up, I flipped it open to the
middle and found it to be a comic of some sort, although with more action
scenes than I have seen in comics. Other machines of different designs faced
each other and…was this supposed to be happening in space? That was a planet in
the background, was it not? “Edwards, what is this?”


She glanced over, saw what was in my hands, and groaned. “Of
course you pick up the Gundam Wing manga. Henri, we do not have the several
hours I require in order to explain Mecha to you, okay? Let’s save that for our
next dinner conversation.” 


Gregson pulled her attention back to the table. “Edwards,
what about this? The bottle with the clear looking gel in it.” 


“Ah, that’s hand sanitizer.” 


“And this?”


They kept going through that vein and bit by bit, I could
piece together what items came with Edwards into my world—things that a woman
would carry with her on her way home from work. A candy bar, a canned drink, a
book, beauty products, something called a cell phone, a wallet with currency
I’d never seen the like of, all in a black leather purse. It made me sad to
realize this was the only connection she still had with her world and yet she
didn’t have access to any of it. 


“Is that it?” Edwards asked the men. 


Jarred out of my reverie, I looked hopefully up.


Gregson shooed us out with a hand. “That’s it. I’ll have McSparrin
put this into the Evidence Locker. Go home.” 


Gladly. I crooked my elbow toward my partner. “Do allow me
to escort you home, Detective.”


Batting her eyelids at me, she crooned in a falsetto, “Why
Doctor, I do appreciate the courtesy.” Dropping the strange accent, she
admitted, “And let’s take a cab. I’m beat.” 
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I stumbled into the precinct six hours later, feeling
anything but bright eyed and bushytailed. As much as my body craved rest, my
mind wouldn’t let go of this problem. It wanted the rest of the thieves caught.
I called in this morning only for Gregson to report that further questioning of
the thieves still hadn’t revealed their hideout and they were no closer to
finding the missing members. 


Frustrated, I chose to come into work early and put my own
intellect to the problem. I came in armed with nothing more than a coffee and a
half-eaten pastry, only to find that my partner had somehow beaten me in. She
sat at her desk, poring over a file, her own coffee sitting almost untouched at
her elbow. Seeing her with the case files in front of her gave me pause as I
knew she would struggle mightily to read them. What was this about? 


“Henri, I had two thoughts,” she greeted, pointing
imperiously to the chair situated near her desk. 


“Good morning to you as well, Edwards,” I greeted
sardonically, taking the chair. After yesterday’s unusual amount of exercise,
my muscles protested any kind of movement and even sitting didn’t quite feel
comfortable. My nose twitched as something that smelled of sausage and eggs
drifted across the desk. 


She must have caught my sniffing as Edwards rolled her eyes
and reached for the paper sack on her desk. “You would put a bloodhound to
shame, Henri. Here.”


I took the cylindrical tinfoil offering and unwrapped it at
the top, but it didn’t look like anything I’d seen before. A thin bread wrapped
in itself met my eyes and the scents of sausage and eggs grew stronger. “What’s
this?”


“A breakfast burrito and you’re going to love it. Eat, and
I’ll explain my thoughts.” 


Not being one to turn down food, especially not when she’d
made it, I dug in heartily. Ahh, better than the pastry. My body craved real
food, not sugar this morning. 


With me situated, she launched in. “I noticed something odd
in interrogations last night. Did you catch it? Not one man used a pronoun to
describe their magician. I walked away from each interrogation without knowing
if the magician was even a man or woman.” 


I paused mid-chew and frowned. No, surely they had said man.
Hadn’t they?


“I can read that look on your face and you’re wrong,”
Edwards denied with a shake of the head. “We kept saying he. Him. The
man. They never did. I scanned the reports this morning with Penny’s help and
not once did they say man. I think it’s a woman.”


Swallowing my bite, I cleared my mouth to be able to speak.
“Keep going.”


“Remember what Hardy said? He said someone in the group
brought Wallace on. That Wallace was a brother. But none of the last names of
the men we’ve caught match. Hardy, Kuberski, Vogelsang, Burtchaell, Hinks. None
of these guys are related to each other. What if the magician is the one that
brought a brother on?”


Feeling the need to play devil’s advocate, I pointed out,
“There could still be another member that we haven’t accounted for. Someone who
isn’t the magician. We’re not clear on the size of this group.”


“I know, I know,” she said in irritation, flapping a hand as
if to accept and dismiss this. “But what if they’re related to the magician in
the group?”


I paused, swallowed what was in my mouth, and carefully
framed the words before launching them. “None of the men we’ve caught are
magicians.”


“I know.” Animated and excited, she nearly bounced in her
chair. “You see where I’m going with this?”


“You think Eda Robbins is the magician?”


“I do. She’s the only one we haven’t caught, and we know for
a fact that Eda Robbins is just a name she’s using. It’s not her real name. Is
any part of what I’m saying wrong?”


“I don’t see a logical fallacy yet,” I allowed. “And?”


“I’ve been going through our list of rogue magicians, the
ones that we couldn’t pin down, and there’s an interesting name on here. A name
that matches at least in part with one of our thieves. Sydney Hinks.”


Leaning in sideways, I stared at the name she pointed to,
mind whirling. “Such as Wallace Hinks? Sydney is a gender-neutral name. I’ve
known both males and females with that name.”


“Exactly!” she said triumphantly.


“You think Sydney Hinks is Eda Robbins?” I had to admit the
pieces did seem to fit. 


“There’s something that always bothered me,” Edwards
admitted frankly. “Something about Eda Robbins going in to do the scouting
alone. We can confirm she did that twice, once here and again at the
Conservatory. But wouldn’t it take a magician to properly scout the place? She
wasn’t just looking to see where the goods were located so they could do a fast
smash and grab. They also had to properly examine the wards on the building.”


I sat there stunned as the obvious smacked me in the face. Was
this how Sanderson felt all of the time? What a revolting feeling. 


A growing smile took over my partner’s face. “You think I’m
right.”


“You’re right and I’m an imbecile.” Standing up abruptly, I
charged for our captain’s door and flung it open without even attempting to
knock. “Gregson. We’re morons. Except Jamie, she’s a genius.”


Gregson looked as if he had caught a cat nap at his desk and
nothing more. His dark circles had circles, scruff on his jaw, and the look he
shot me suggested that it had better be good or he would rip a strip off my
hide for my appalling lack of manners. “What?”


“Eda Robbins. We know who Eda Robbins is.”


Half of his growl disappeared in an instant. “Who?”


“Sydney Hinks. Brother of Wallace Hinks, one of the thieves.
We had her listed as a possibly rogue magician, but of course didn’t connect
her to Eda.” 


Gregson swore aloud, half admiring. “And Edwards figured
this out?”


My partner popped half-inside the doorway, leaning casually
on one shoulder, a smug smile on her face. “Just now. I swear my brain works
better when I’m sleep deprived.”


“Good job,” Gregson praised, heartfelt. “Get an updated
warrant out for her arrest immediately. I’ll update the wanted posters myself.
Davenforth, by any chance, can you use her brother’s blood in order to find
her?”


“You know that’s an old wives’ tale,” I complained to him,
clutching my breakfast burrito in my hand. I dearly wanted to finish eating it.
Edwards had been correct, I loved it. “Even though family shares certain
attributes in their blood, the spell doesn’t recognize similarities, it will
find the exact match to itself and nothing else.” 


Holding up a hand, Gregson stayed me before I launched into
a more comprehensive lecture on the topic. “I know, I know, I keep hoping for a
different answer. Deities, I wish we could. Even though we have a name now, it
doesn’t help us locate her.” 


Edwards fully stepped into the room, nudging me inside as
she went, then closed the door. “Gentlemen. I want to try something that’s a
little hinky.”


“Hinky?” we parroted back to her in confused unison.


“You’re both aware that my senses are a little enhanced? I
noticed some interesting smells yesterday. I think if I can get a good whiff of
them, I can narrow it down to a neighborhood at least. With enough manpower, we
might be able to find her.”


Gregson stared at her long and hard, eyes narrowed in a
speculative manner. “That sounds just crazy enough to work. Do it.” 


With a casual salute to him, she nearly skipped out of his
office. 


I had a feeling, with the way things were going, that if I
didn’t eat now I wouldn’t see another meal until late this afternoon. I didn’t
ask my partner any questions as we walked, just focused on eating as quickly as
possible. 


Edwards went straight into the holding cells, gathering up Donelson
as she moved so that he could open the cell door for her. Donelson did so with
a questioning look at me, which I couldn’t answer, as I had my mouth full. 


“Hinks, stand up,” Edwards commanded. 


When he didn’t move quickly enough, she grabbed him by an
arm and pulled him upright, then motioned with her hands to stand still. Hinks
stared at her warily, leery of whatever she wanted now, but obediently stood
still. 


Closing her eyes to half-mast, Edwards leaned in so that her
nose barely had two inches of clearance, and she breathed in deeply. “Sea
brine. Gas.” Another deep breath. “Mead. Opium smoke but it’s very faint, he
didn’t come in direct contact with it. Sulfide, ammonia, smells like a paper
mill.”


I’d lived in Kingston my entire life. I knew every inch of
this city even if I didn’t frequent parts of it that often. My mind absorbed
the information that she handed to me, each piece of the puzzle spinning and
interlocking until it formed a picture. “I know where she is. Dockside, near
the factory district. There’s a street of abandoned buildings there slated for
demolition in two months. Sunrise Avenue.”


“No!” Wallace blurted out, taking a half-step toward me
before checking himself. 


“Got her,” Edwards purred, eyes flashing in victory. “Henri,
done with breakfast? Good. Let’s go catch a thief.” 
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I alerted Seaton before we even left the precinct. Part of
my rationale was that we would need manpower that could combat a rogue
magician, and the police force was not trained up to that. Partially, as well,
rogue magicians fell under the Royal Mages’ jurisdiction.  They were responsible
for finding and prosecuting such individuals. Despite her crimes, Kingston’s
Magical Council took precedence in such matters. 


Seaton met us just at the edge of Sunset Avenue, right as
the street began, a smile on his face and the brightest purple coat I’d ever
seen on an individual. He had a wrapped turban on his head, his mustache had
been teased up into circles on either side of his mouth, and he looked unjustifiably
well rested. Unlike the rest of us. 


“I have a containing ward set and ready to put up,” he
greeted as soon as Edwards parked the car. 


I felt so grateful for the thing to have stopped that I
didn’t point out to her that she had half-parked on the sidewalk. Getting out
was my top priority. 


Slinging herself out smoothly, Edwards took in the street in
all directions. This early in the morning, most had left for work, and what few
shops were on this street had their doors firmly closed against the stench. I
put a filter spell over my nose in order to combat it, as the odor was strong enough
to induce vomiting. I want to keep the contents of my stomach where they were,
thank you.


Taking a close look around, Edwards gave a slow nod of the
head. “I can see why they’re slated for demolition. These houses are barely
standing.” 


“Originally these were built as row houses for the factory
workers,” Seaton explained, leading us to the edge of the street corner.
“They’re at least a hundred years old and weren’t constructed well to begin
with. Kingston City Council made KS Paper Company agree to tear them down next
month and rebuild them, although I understand they whined mightily about the
costs. Anyway, I have eight magicians stationed all up this side of the street
and two blocks over. Even if she’s not precisely in this street, we should have
her. I did a quick locating spell, and we have a number of squatters in this
area, so I’m not sure where she is, precisely.” 


That didn’t surprise me. Kingston unfortunately had its
share of homeless. “Then what is your plan? Raise the shield and smoke her out?”


“Raise the shield and go in after her, if need be.” Seaton
rubbed his hands in anticipation and I was reminded, sharply, that despite his
carefree mannerisms and costumes, this man held the title of Royal Mage. No
university dropout would be able to get the better of him one-on-one. But.


“You realize,” where I found the patience to keep my tone
level, I didn’t know, “that Eda Robbins was the one that likely performed the
distraction at the palace? That she did so with a Ghost Gun, which she likely
still has?”


“That’s a lot of likely’s from you, old chap.”


I rolled my eyes to the heavens and prayed for patience. 


“We’re going in with you,” Edwards informed him levelly.


“Of course, wouldn’t suggest otherwise.” Seaton raised a
whistle from around his neck and gave it a sharp blow, the sound high and
piercing. 


It must have been a prearranged signal as a barrier snapped
into place almost instantly with us inside. Fortunate, that, as I would not
have been able to muscle my way through it. It was nigh impenetrable. 


Pointing a wand at his throat, Seaton announced in a booming
voice, “THERE IS A ROGUE MAGE IN THIS AREA. WE HAVE NO INTENTION OF JAILING
ANYONE SQUATTING HERE. COME OUT TO THE STREET AND SIT PEACEFULLY AND WE WILL
NOT PROSECUTE YOU.”


Several seconds ticked by before one door tentatively opened
a crack. A small voice creaked out, “Who ye be?”


“Royal Mage Seaton, at your service.” Seaton gave an
elaborate bow. “Who might you be?”


“Annie’s me name.” The door opened a little wider, revealing
a woman well advanced in years. She barely had a hair on her head, just white
wisps, mouth curved in from lack of teeth, and a distinct hitch to her gait as
she took two cautious steps out onto the porch. “Ye not here for us? Truly?”


“Just the rogue magician,” Seaton promised her with the
kindest tone I’d ever heard from him. “But Miss Annie, I can take you to a much
safer place. A home for people who need a roof over their heads.”


Wearily, shoulders hunched, she shook her head sadly. “Those
places cost money.”


“Not this one, I promise you. I support it myself.” Seaton
went directly to her, extending a hand. “Come. Let me take you from this place.
It doesn’t have much longer before its torn down.” 


Annie didn’t know what to make of this strange man in purple,
but she saw something that made her believe him. She took the hand and let
Seaton help her down the rickety stairs and to where we stood. 


“Wait right here while we search for her, alright?” Seaton
gave her a smile as he retrieved his hand. “I’ll escort you properly to your
new home afterwards.” 


Perhaps only half-believing him, Annie gave him a doubtful
nod. “I’ll wait.” 


Seaton gave her another smile before turning to go up the
street, repeating his words before. I moved to follow him, but noticed that
Edwards paused and leaned in to whisper something to the old woman. Whatever
she said put a smile on the elderly face. 


I waited until she caught up with us before asking, “What
did you say?”


“That she could believe him. That I had been homeless too,
not that long ago, and Sherard helped me.”


This made little sense to me. “Edwards, surely your
circumstances are entirely different from hers.”


She gave me a sad smile before focusing dead ahead. “Trust
me, Henri, we all have different circumstances. It doesn’t change the outcome.
Homeless is homeless. The pain of that is universal.” 


Those words shut me up, as I had never once known the lack
of anything. I didn’t know how to empathize with what she said. I glanced back
at Annie, waiting hopefully on the corner, trusting in two strangers that she’d
only just met a moment ago. I didn’t understand that kind of hope and despair,
but perhaps it was time that I tried. Perhaps a police officer, of all people,
needed to understand it. 


Seaton boomed out his message once more, cajoling this time.
A half dozen heeded the call and came out, very tentatively, and ready to bolt
at the slightest provocation. Seaton met them with smiles, encouraged them to
come further out still. I heard clatter as someone escaped out the back and
tried to run for it. 


Alert, I tracked the movement with my ears, my head
swiveling that direction. “Is that Hinks, do you think?”


“Possibly,” Edwards allowed. “Let’s get the innocents out of
the way first.” 


My nerves stretched out to a painful level as I watched Seaton
charm people out of the houses. Finally, he stopped, did a headcount, and
signaled to us. “That’s all, I think.”


Relieved, I raised my own wand and did a scan. “The runner
went directly west.”


The words barely left my mouth before the ward around us visibly
flinched and faltered. Alarmed, I looked sharply about but it only lasted a few
seconds before the ward snapped back up with an audible hum. 


“Sherard.” Edwards looked about with wide eyes. “What was
that?”


A wolfish smile on Seaton’s face, he strode directly for an
opening between two of the houses. “It appears you were right, Davenforth. She
does, indeed, still have a Ghost Gun.”


“She fired it at the ward?!” Edwards exclaimed, jogging
after him. “Why didn’t it go completely down?”


“Because this isn’t a static ward,” I explained, hustling
after them, wand up and at the ready. “It’s a living thing, being held by
continuous sustenance. She can break the flow temporarily but not destroy it.” 


We cleared the back row of the houses, the yards choked with
weeds, and fought our way to the other side of the street. Turning the corner
of one dilapidated house, Seaton stopped dead, wand casually held at his side.
I stepped beside him, ready to shove Edwards back at the first sign of that
gun.


Finally, Sydney Hinks, aka Eda Robbins, came into view. As
described, she was a pretty woman with a highbrow, dark hair, and almond shaped
eyes. She looked rather the worse for wear, and I would venture a guess that
she had not been able to bathe in at least a week. She turned sharply at our
entrance the gun swinging up and toward us as she moved. 


Several things happened all at once. I realized she meant to
fire at us and raised my wand, readying a shielding spell. I had no real faith
that it would work, but it was the only thing I could think to do to protect
the woman behind me. 


Seaton made to rush her, moving directly in front of me, his
wand lifting sharply as he started a spell. Edwards spat out a curse and moved,
which direction, I wasn’t sure, as I didn’t dare turn my head to look.


All of it happened in seconds, barely enough time for any of
us to react, and then the beam of the gun rushed toward us in a haze of light
green energy. 


Seaton’s spell shattered before it could even form and he
cut his losses, throwing himself to the ground to avoid the worst of it. I
grimly held on as the spectral energy hit me straight on. My shield didn’t
hold, shattering like glass, and the energy sparked and flowed about me in a
strangely soul-shivering manner. I understood well the meaning of the phrase
‘like someone walked over your grave’ as it felt exactly like that. 


While my shield did break, it did not fail completely. The
force of it knocked me backwards a few inches, stumbling and out of balance,
but the energy seemed to dissipate some as well. I’d anchored the shielding
spell in four corners, praying it would at least slow the tide, and apparently
had half-succeeded. 


But had I protected my partner? 


Hinks didn’t wait for us to gather our wits again. As soon
as she’d fired the gun, she took off running once more, dropping the gun behind
her. I whirled, looking for Edwards, only to realize that she wasn’t behind me.
Alarmed, I called out, “Edwards?!”


“Busy!” she called back. “Don’t worry, boys, I got this!”


I finally caught sight of her, running straight down the row
of houses, using that inhuman speed of hers. Swearing, I cast a stamina boost
on myself, intending to chase after her. I could hear Seaton doing the same. 


Edwards turned sharply, changing the angle of pursuit as Hinks
ducked and swerved, throwing random spells at the detective chasing after her.
I saw the trajectory of Edwards’ route and shouted an inarticulate noise of
alarm, as it would mean a direct impact into one of the houses at that speed. I
knew Edwards wouldn’t be able to slow down enough to maneuver around it. 


So she didn’t.


With a whoop, my insane partner crashed right through the
houses, demolishing several walls in the process, sending the already fragile
house caving in on itself. 


Seaton, running now at my side, laughed. “Immunity spells
sure are something.”


I didn’t roll my eyes, I needed to keep a clear line of
sight, as I obviously had no intention of following Edwards’ exact path.
Because I was not insane. Still, the urge to smack sense into these two was
strong. 


Rounding the corner of a sagging porch, I finally got eyes
on Edwards again just in time to watch her put on another burst of speed. Hinks
panicked, throwing every attack spell that a college dropout could at her
pursuer. It bounced harmlessly off Edwards, thanks to the Immunity Spell, and
did nothing to bar the inevitable.


Edwards tackled the woman to the ground like a wrestler,
sending them both crashing to the ground.


“Good show!” Seaton called to her, slowing his pace and
casually tossing out a binding spell on Hinks. 


I offered Edwards a hand up, which she took, her eyes still
on the struggling woman wriggling about on the ground like a worm on a bait
hook. I regarded the thief as well, glad to see her finally restrained. 


Behind me, something wooden gave a dying screech as it
toppled, making an ungodly racket. I turned to see the last of the house
Edwards had crashed through collapse in on itself. Then I turned a look of
disbelief on my partner, who didn’t seem at all the worse for wear, aside from
a few tears in her jacket. 


Catching my expression, she shrugged, hands splayed
innocently. “What? They’re slated for demolition anyway.”


“I think,” I tried very hard to frown and not laugh while
saying this criticism, “that you rely on that Immunity Spell in ways that you
should not.” 


“Maybe,” Edwards drawled. 


Tears of either frustration or rage poured down Hink’s
cheeks and she nearly shook under the force of her emotions.


Seaton hauled her up, expression impassive, like a statue.
“Will you come peacefully?”


“Ain’t got no choice, do I?” she spat. Turning her face
away, she stayed still, still vibrating, as if wanting nothing more than to run
again.


Edwards strode forward, pulling a set of cuffs from her
pocket and slapping them expertly onto each thin wrist. “I’m honestly surprised
to find you still in town. You must have realized that your gang was caught
yesterday when they didn’t show up last night. Why didn’t you run then?”


“We were supposed to split up afterwards, each go a
different direction, then meet back here within a day. Shake whoever might be
on our tail. I knew you’d caught some of them, but I thought at least one
escaped.” Shaking her head in disgust, Hinks sneered, and the expression aged
her ten years. “Useless, the lot of them.” 


No honor among thieves, indeed. She’d only waited because
she herself had not been part of the heist and thereby had no loot from it. I
felt distinctly unsympathetic to her plight. 


Seaton apparently echoed my sentiments as his face became
hard. “Sydney Hinks, I arrest you for violations against the Magical Code of
Ethics. You’ll come with me peacefully or be gagged and restrained. A councilor
of the law will be appointed to you if you cannot afford one.”


Hinks stared at him, defiant but with a thread of exhaustion
in her tone and stance. “Let’s just go.”


Seaton took her by the elbow and ushered her out toward the
waiting Kingsmen. I watched them go and couldn’t help but think it was such a
waste. Hinks didn’t have much in the way of magical ability but she clearly had
talent for engineering. Her Ghost Gun was marvelously intuitive. No one had
invented anything like it. Why couldn’t she have applied that talent in a more
constructive way?


With Hinks in custody, Seaton doubled back and asked, “No
one’s hurt?”


“No, but gentlemen,” Edwards planted her hands on both hips,
mouth set in a peeved line, “we need to have a little talk about keeping out of
my sightlines. You both went directly in front of me. I could have gotten a
shot off if you two weren’t in the way.”


I’d been so focused on protecting Edwards from that Ghost Gun
that this hadn’t occurred to me. It should have. She was a trained fighter,
after all, of course she had a good chance of shooting Hinks.


Seaton, I felt gratified to note, looked just as abashed.
Appeased that we saw her point, Edwards continued in a less clipped tone, “If
we’re to work together in the future, then we obviously need to train with each
other. I don’t want this kind of bungling to happen again.”


Wait, she expected this situation to happen again? Or
something like it? I felt horrified at the thought. There was far too much
running in these types of scenarios; surely we could plan better for future
arrests. 


Seaton, on the other hand, perked up like a puppy with a new
bone. “Training together sounds splendid. We’ll get together and decide on a
time and place, alright? I need to go and make a formal report now.”


“Go, go,” Edwards encouraged. “And I can practically hear
what you’re thinking, Henri, and no, you can’t plan your way out of chasing
down the bad guys. Criminals run, it’s what they do. You’re going to have to
start jogging with me in the mornings.”


I was an intellectual. Intellectuals did not mindlessly run
about without a purpose. “We’ll see.”


Snorting, she let this go. “I, for one, will sleep better
with them all behind bars.” Clapping a hand to my shoulder, Edwards led the way
back toward the car. “Thanks in advance for all of that report writing,
partner.” 


Groaning, I realized that I would indeed be stuck writing
reports all day. Normally I wouldn’t mind, but being sleep deprived as I was,
it would be an onerous chore. “I’m dragging an anchor and you want me to think
for both of us?”


“Dragging an anchor?” She frowned at me, her pace slowing.
“I thought that meant impeding someone else’s work.”


“It also means when you’re too fatigued to work properly,” I
explained. “I think you owe me a second breakfast if I’m to be doing your
typing.”


“Second breakfast? What are you, a Hobbit?”


Here we go again. I stopped on the cracked sidewalk and gave
her a quirk of the eyebrow. “And what, pray tell, is a Hobbit?”


Linking her arm in with mine, she pulled me along toward the
car. “Ah, Henri, that will take some time to explain. It involves little
people, magical rings, orcs, and volcanoes. Allow me to begin the epic tale of The
Lord of the Rings.”


Since I found all of her stories vastly entertaining, I fell
companionably into step with her. “Does this epic tale involve breakfast
burritos?”


“Just for you, Henri. Just for you.”  
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This idea might be ill-advised. 


I stared down at the carrier in my hands, doubting my
instincts all over again. I had only a vague description to go off of, this
might not even match what she missed from her home world. And this type of gift
was normally reserved for close family or lovers, which I am neither. 


A plaintive sound came from the carrier and I growled in
response. “Yes, I’m aware that I’m being indecisive.”


“Move,” a voice commanded in a high-pitched tone. 


Tosser. Why did I decide to do this? 


A little voice in the back of my head trotted out all of the
arguments like a litany: Because you’re afraid that she’s too terribly
alone. Because you know that she’s having nightmares regularly but doesn’t feel
secure enough with you to come for comfort or help. Because you want her to
feel like she belongs here—that even if things are a little different, there’s
still a place for her here. 


I ruthlessly informed myself to shut up. It wasn’t helpful.
All of these…these…feelings were deucedly inconvenient. I didn’t even
understand what I felt half the time. Sometimes I wished I could outsource
emotion or at the very least scoop it out into a bowl and pass it to Edwards
and ask, ‘What is this, because it’s possibly ruining my life and I think it’s
your fault?’


“Move,” the voice commanded again, with an edge of a growl
in the tone this time. 


Drawing in a breath, I commanded my insecurities to go jump
into a snake pit. Whether this was a good idea or not would be determined
shortly when I arrived on Edwards’ doorstep and presented the creature. 


Before I could have any further time to reconsider, I
marched out of my apartment, upstairs, and to Edwards’ door. I gave the door a
firm knock as if to belie my own uncertainties. 


As usual, she answered within seconds, throwing the door
open wide, a smile automatically lighting her face. “Henri. To what do I owe
the pleasure? And what’s this?” Her eyes drifted down to the wooden case in my
hand. 


“I’ve brought you something,” I said unnecessarily as I
stepped inside. 


“I can see that, but what is it?” 


Without a word, I knelt and opened the case on the floor so
the creature could step out. I barely watched his exit, instead acutely tuned
to Edwards’ reaction. 


Her eyes took him in within a split second and then flared wide
with surprise, jaw unhinging. “Th-that’s a cat!” she spluttered. 


So this did look like the creature she missed? I felt a
little better hearing that. 


Before I could utter a word of explanation, she dropped to
the ground, nearly on her belly as she reached tentatively out with her
fingers. 


The Felix stepped further toward her, dainty nose sniffing
rapidly before he touched it to her skin. Proving that she was indeed
comfortable with creatures barely eight pounds, she stretched a little further
and crooked two fingers under his chin, scratching gently. A rumbling sound
erupted from the Felix’s throat, which I took to mean approval, judging by the
way the creature’s eyes gently closed to half-mast. 


“He’s darling,” she whispered, completely transfixed. “Such
a sweetie, aren’t you?”


The Felix blinked at her, apparently decided that he liked
this human, and went right into her arms, extending his front paws so that he
could make it easier to be lifted. Edwards did promptly that, scooping him up
and stroking his fur in a rhythmic way that had him purring even harder. 


That expression of absolute joy and wonder on her face eased
every concern I had. She loved him instantly. I breathed a little easier. 


“Henri,” she breathed, eyes finally coming up to mine, “He can’t
be natural. He’s purple.”


“Magical construct,” I confirmed for her. “His creator was
Royal Mage Jules Felix, hence his breed name: The Felix. When you gave me the
description of the cat you missed, I thought it rang a bell, but it took me a
little time to properly research why it sounded familiar. The Felix was
designed some three years ago, and it’s not a wide spread pet, as normally only
magicians are inclined to have one. As a familiar, generally.” 


“A magical construct?” Edwards peered down at the creature
so blissfully content in her arms. “So, does he function more like an animal or
a magical artifact?”


The Felix finally deigned to take part in the conversation.
“Animal.”


Edwards jumped, nearly dropping him. “Wait, you talk?!”


Giving her a patented you-are-being-obtuse look, the cat
ignored this and rubbed impatiently at her hand. Edwards automatically resumed
rubbing behind his ears. 


“He’s intelligent enough to have conversations with, but
usually not inclined to do so,” I informed her. “The Felix’s inclination is to
be lethargic. While he will demand affection, as he’s doing now, often he’s
content with his own company as long as he has a sunny spot to lie in. They
feed off of sunlight. As long as you provide him with clean water, he’ll manage
himself just fine.” 


Edwards stared at me hard. “As long as I provide him? You
seriously brought him here for me?”


Something about the way she looked at me made me bashful for
a moment. I shrugged and looked away, unable to meet her eyes. “He’s yours, if
you care to keep him.” 


“Of course I do, but—whoa!” Edwards startled again when the
Felix abruptly turned in her hands and dived toward the floor. She stared at
him as he walked off and huffed out a breath, amused. “Clint it is.” 


I followed just fine until this last statement. “I beg your
pardon?”


“Character from Earth, Clint Barton. He’s famous for wearing
purple, having a smart mouth, and jumping off high perches at random. The cat
reminds me of him, in personality. So I’ll call him Clint.” With no warning
whatsoever, she threw her arms around me and drew me into a tight hug. 


For a moment, I floundered, then my hands naturally found
their way around her back so I could return the embrace. The pattern of her
breaths indicated she might be crying but I felt no tears against my shirt. 


“You brought him to me because you wanted me to feel less
alone here,” she whispered against my ear. “You went to find him to give me
someone to come home to.” 


“I’m afraid for you,” I answered in response, the words
pulling their way free. “I want to give your heart some stability. I don’t want
you to feel alone here.” 


“Ah, Henri,” she pulled back enough to smile at me, eyes
bright with unshed tears. “How can I ever feel alone when I have you?”


My heart gave a painful squeeze in the best possible way
hearing those words from her. Again, I felt flooded with emotions that I
couldn’t label, certainly didn’t know how to manage, but I knew that I wanted
to feel them again. I’d do anything to keep that look of joy on her face. “Should
I send him back, then? Since I’m sufficient.” 


Edwards threw her head back and laughed. “Don’t you dare!
I’m keeping you both.” 


I found myself not displeased at the idea of being kept by
her. 


With a quick kiss against my forehead, she whispered, “Thank
you.” Only then did she retreat enough to give us a foot of space between us,
but her hand caught mine, drawing me further inside. “Come, sit, tell me more.
How in the world did you find him?”


Following her lead, I settled on the couch with her, a Felix
situated comfortably between us, demanding attention from us both, and found
myself perfectly, blissfully content.
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Days of
the Week


Earth – Draiocht


Sunday – Gods Day


Monday – Gather Day


Tuesday – Brew Day


Wednesday – Bind Day


Thursday – Hex Day


Friday – Scribe Day


Saturday – Rest Day


 


Months


Earth – Draiocht


January – Old Moon


February – Snow Moon


March – Crow Moon


April – Seed Moon


May – Hare Moon


June – Rose Moon


August – Corn Moon

September – Harvest Moon

October – Hunter’s Moon

November – Frost Moon

December – Blue Moon






 


Werespecies: werehorses, wereowls, weremules, werefoxes


Carmine berries: NOT A STRAWBERRY, JUST NO. CAN WE SAY GAG.
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Honor Raconteur grew up all over the United States and to
this day is confused about where she’s actually from. She wrote her first book
at five years old and hasn’t looked back since. Her interests vary from
rescuing dogs, to studying languages, to arguing with her characters. On good
days, she wins the argument. 


Since her debut in September 2011, Honor has released over 30 books, mostly of the fantasy genre. She writes full time from the comfort
of her home office, in her pajamas, while munching on chocolate. She has no
intention of stopping anytime soon and will probably continue until something
comes along to stop her. 


Her website can be found here:
http://www.honorraconteur.com, or if you wish to speak directly with the
author, visit her on Facebook.
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