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An artist in Seattle who delights in shortbread and schemes.

A historian in Ipswich who generally prefers the Stuart period.
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ONE


FRIDAY, 4TH OF NOVEMBER—7:31 P.M.

The air was crisp and the sky black as coal by the time Vesper reached the museum.

She dragged a thumbnail along the leather strap of her satchel, taking in the scents of petrichor and damp leaves in the night air before glancing from the invitation in her hand to the pillared building looming before her. In the dark, her eyes lingered on the two large sconces flanking its entrance. Their flames were a conspicuous violet blue, and as much a source of light as they were a daunting reminder.

Here, there was sorcery at work.

A pair of uniformed guards stood waiting at the top of the stairs. The men certainly weren’t sorcerers—no true sorcerer would ever degrade himself with such a lowly occupation—but they were both staring down at her with folded arms and frowns that promised trouble. Vesper sighed.

Better get this over with.

She fixed a practiced smile in place as she started up the stairs, ignoring the evening’s late autumn chill. By the time she reached the landing, she was nearly out of breath and decidedly less composed.

“Good evening, miss. Name?” One of the guards, a pale and burly redhead, looked her over with an inscrutable expression.

“The last name is Evans.”

The second guard, bronze-skinned and shorter, skimmed his paper, then glanced past her. “Miss Evans? You don’t have a gentleman escorting you?”

“As it happens, I don’t.”

The second guard frowned. “You here for the exhibition?”

“I am.” Vesper held up her invitation. “I’m a reporter for The Basalton Globe, here to cover the event.” She tried to sound cheerful as she said this. In her professional and personal experience, men were far more agreeable when women sounded cheerful.

The redheaded guard still looked uncertain. “I’ve never seen an article in the Globe written by a woman.”

“That’s because I use my initials: V. L. Evans.” Vesper smiled again. “It’s simpler, and my editor appreciates that it takes up fewer characters per page.”

The guards exchanged a look, and Vesper braced herself. She could guess what was about to happen. The skeptical guards would ask her to wait while one of them consulted with an equally skeptical supervisor. There would be follow-up questions, requests for additional information, and then a great deal of discussion while the three men debated her credibility. She might eventually be admitted into the exhibition, but she’d almost certainly be late.

Unless she took matters into her own hands.

“I hope you don’t mind me asking.” Vesper addressed the redheaded guard. “But I was wondering, how many years did you serve as a captain?”

The guard started. “Pardon?”

“For the Victerran Army,” Vesper went on. “I wasn’t sure at first, but your cravat gave you away.”

The second guard furrowed his brow. “His cravat?”

Vesper pointed to his partner’s uniform. “It’s tied with a sovereign knot. An infantryman might’ve chosen a four-in-hand or a barrel knot, but the more complicated sovereign knot is a regulation standard for army officers.” She cocked her head. “You don’t look old enough to be a major or a colonel, which leaves me to presume you are—or were—a captain. The fact that you’ve taken a security job suggests you’re either a reservist or no longer on active duty, but judging by the way you slightly favor your left knee, I’d guess you were medically discharged.” She paused. “Am I close?”

The redhead tensed. “You a sorceress, miss?”

Vesper preened. She was no sorceress, but she had other skills sharpened from years of training and practice. It had taken her less than a minute to sum up the ex-soldier. Privately, she wondered what he might deduce from looking at her.

Maybe the guard would have guessed that she shared her brown skin and dark curly hair with her great-grandparents, who’d emigrated from the Calida Isles decades ago. Perhaps, if he’d been an observant man, he might have noted the frayed hem of her blue dress, a bargain purchase from a local thrift shop. If he’d been paying especially close attention, he might have even noticed the faded gray ink smudges on the side of her palm, an inescapable consequence of being both a writer and left-handed. She beamed, tactfully drawing his attention back to her face.

“My grandfather served in the Victerran Army,” she explained. “He taught me about sovereign knots when I was a little girl, before he died.”

Both guards’ expressions softened, and Vesper tried not to resent the fact that it was sympathy for her loss, not respect for her intellect, that had won them over. Still, in a negotiation, sympathy could be as helpful a tool as any. Stettner had taught her that. Vesper bowed her head.

“I was so hoping to attend the exhibition,” she murmured. “But if it’s a problem…”

“It’s no problem, miss.” The second guard rechecked his list. “I see your name here. Head right in. The exhibition starts in twenty minutes.”

Fifteen minutes. Vesper schooled her expression as she nodded in polite thanks and skirted past. Her hand was on the museum’s door handle when one of the guards muttered under his breath.

“Odd girl, that one.”

Vesper flinched. What two security guards thought of her shouldn’t have mattered, but this wasn’t the first time she’d been reminded that she was … well, different. It wasn’t from a lack of effort; in nineteen years, she’d tried to be what society expected of her: demure, poised, charming. In the end though, she always seemed to fall short of those expectations, pulled between the desire to be herself and the desire to be acceptable. She felt it then: a familiar anxiety that fluttered in her rib cage like a trapped bird. What if she always felt like this? What if she was always the odd girl? She took a deep breath and steadied herself.

Focus. You’ve got a job to do.

Vesper straightened, calmer. She took another deep breath and put her anxiety back into its cage before pulling open one of the museum’s doors, and stepping into warm, gleaming light.



The Basalton Museum of Art was more lavishly decorated tonight than Vesper had ever seen it.

Festive garlands of crimson, gold, and burnt-orange leaves bedecked the pillars in its main atrium. She counted at least six ice-sculpture installments depicting woodland creatures, and several tables piled high with hors d’oeuvres on polished silver trays for the guests milling about the room. In contrast to the chill outside, the air here was pleasantly temperate, and scented by a saccharine fragrance that reminded her of freshly baked apples. A harp’s dulcet tones reached her over the din of conversation, but no harpist sat beside the instrument, even as its strings plucked merrily along. Vesper shook her head. Sorcerers loved few things more than showing off their power with these sorts of parlor tricks, especially when many of them were gathered in one place. Her gaze lifted to the atrium’s ceiling and she noted that it had been enchanted to depict a starry night sky. Another reminder of the might of sorcerers.

Her eyes sifted through the guests until she spotted the first of her two assigned interview subjects. She wove through the well-dressed attendees until she was standing behind a man in a black suit, then tapped his shoulder.

“Mr. Gladwell?”

The man faced her. He was of average height and build with wavy blond hair, a cleft chin, and light unwrinkled skin that placed him in his early forties. Vesper had seen Mr. Gladwell’s photograph plenty of times in the social sections of various local newspapers, but in person he was even more handsome. She caught a whiff of burnt cedar on his person, and privately wondered if he smoked cigars often. Confusion crossed his face as his pea-green eyes settled on her.

“Sorry to bother you.” She extended a hand. “My name’s Vesper Evans, and I work for The Basalton Globe. I’m covering the exhibition, and wondered if I could ask you some questions about the invention you’re planning to showcase tonight.”

Francis Gladwell flashed a dazzling smile and shook her hand. “The Globe, you say?” His voice was deep and resonant. “It would be my pleasure.”

Vesper pulled out her pen and notebook, opening it to a fresh page. “This will be the first time you’re sharing one of your inventions with the public,” she began. “What can you tell me about it?”

Mr. Gladwell gestured to the stage on his right. On it was something bulky draped in black. “Tonight’s guests will be getting an exclusive look at a revolutionary new apparatus,” he said. “There’s nothing else like it on the market, and I believe it’s going to change the world.”

Vesper scrawled something into her notebook. “How long have you been developing it?”

“Oh, it’s been years in the making.” Francis waved a careless hand. “I can’t even remember when I began anymore.”

Vesper jotted that down too. “And what exactly does your invention—”

“Pardon me.”

Vesper and Francis looked up as another man joined them. Like Francis Gladwell, he wore a suit, but unlike the inventor, no smile touched his face. His skin was the color of dull ivory, and streaks of gray shot through his dark hair at the temples. Vesper guessed he might be in his sixties.

“Ah, Charlie!” If Francis was put off by the man’s cool disposition, he didn’t show it as he clapped him on the back. “Good to see you. Miss Evans, this is Charles Belver, founder of Basalton Steel.” He winked. “He’s modest, but don’t let that fool you. This here is one of the richest men in the city!”

Vesper didn’t doubt it. Moderately well-off people tended to flaunt their affluence, but the truly wealthy wore their status effortlessly, like a second, self-assured skin. Mr. Belver’s charcoal suit was understated, but she’d bet tomorrow’s breakfast that it cost a small fortune. The gentleman pointedly ignored her as he addressed the inventor a second time.

“Francis, I’d like a word.”

“Oh, come now, Charlie!” Mr. Gladwell grinned. “Surely, it can wait. I’m in the middle of an interview!”

“It cannot.” Mr. Belver gave Francis a more pointed look. “The matter is … urgent.”

Francis pressed his lips together, visibly conflicted, before giving Vesper a rueful look. “Miss Evans, I do apologize, but I’m afraid that’s all the time I seem to have. It was a pleasure to meet you.”

“And you,” said Vesper. “Thanks for your—”

The inventor had already turned back to Mr. Belver, who immediately began speaking to him in a low, stern tone. When he noticed Vesper was still there, he took Mr. Gladwell by the elbow and guided him away. Vesper sighed. She’d expected her time with Francis Gladwell to be brief—he was, after all, this evening’s guest of honor—but she’d barely gotten to ask him any of the questions she’d prepared. She would endeavor to try him again later, perhaps after the exhibition. She stowed her notebook and pen, then withdrew her event invitation. Its text was written in swooping black calligraphy, and printed on thick cream-colored paper.


The Basalton Coal Foundation invites you to an exhibition featuring inventor Francis Gladwell in the Basalton Museum of Art’s Main Atrium on Friday, the Fourth of November, at eight o’clock in the evening.



Vesper looked up. Her interview with Francis Gladwell may have been cut short, but perhaps she’d have better luck with her second one. She stopped a passing server carrying a tray of finger sandwiches.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Do you know if anyone representing the Basalton Coal Foundation is here tonight?”

The server lowered his gaze. “Sorry, miss,” he muttered. “That’s above my station.”

Vesper studied the server more closely. He was young, too skinny for the uniform he’d been given. The edge of some crude black tattoo peeked just above his collar. The longer he stood there, the more he fidgeted.

“I understand,” she said. “Thank you anyway.”

The server ducked back into the crowd, and Vesper’s eyes wandered. A few feet away, several glasses filled with a sparkling golden beverage were floating in midair. She watched as a pretty, brown-skinned young woman in a red silk dress helped herself to one of the enchanted glasses. Even from a distance, she exuded an effortless poise that made Vesper slightly self-conscious. As though she’d felt eyes on her, the young woman glanced over her shoulder. Vesper tried to look away, but clearly she’d been spotted. The young woman plucked a second glass from the air, crossed the atrium, then offered it.

“Champagne?”

Vesper hesitated, then accepted the glass. “Thank you.”

The young woman smiled. “I’m Ada. Ada Bickerton.”

“Vesper.”

“Pleased to meet you,” said Ada. Up close, she was even prettier than she’d seemed from afar. She had a heart-shaped face, painted red lips, and bright mahogany eyes. While she and Vesper had the same coily black hair, Ada’s was pinned into a sophisticated updo Vesper knew she’d never achieve with her own.

“I don’t think we’ve met before,” said Ada. “Are you with the museum?”

Vesper shook her head. “I work for the Globe. My editor asked me to cover tonight’s exhibition.”

“How fascinating.” Ada’s eyes danced. “Have you talked to anyone of note?”

“I just interviewed Francis Gladwell,” said Vesper. “But I was hoping to get a quote from someone at the Basalton Coal Foundation too.”

“Ah.” Ada sipped her drink. “You’ll want to speak to Maximilian Kite, then.”

“Kite?” Vesper knew little about high society, but she knew that surname. The Kite family was among the oldest and wealthiest in the city. Their forebears had arrived in Basalton a century ago, when it had still been a small mining town, and established the Basalton Coal Company, which remained the cornerstone of a multimillion-gild empire. Their descendants were notoriously reclusive, and rarely seen in public. Vesper certainly hadn’t expected to see one of them tonight.

“What interest do the Kites have in an inventor?” she asked.

Ada shrugged. “When you’re bored and rich, you can dabble in all sorts of peculiarities.” She pointed. “I just saw Mr. Kite over there. Good luck with him. He can be … eccentric.”

“Thank you.”

Vesper headed in the direction Ada had indicated, eyes peeled. She’d never met Mr. Kite, but she could imagine what he was like. Probably just another rich old snob. She had no real interest in speaking with him, but there was no doubt that a front-page story featuring a quote from one of this city’s most powerful men would sell more copies. The Globe could use that kind of win.

Vesper reached the other end of the atrium. There was no one in sight, but there was a table laden with several desserts. She noted a tray of powdered coffee cake squares, another filled with glazed vanilla petit fours, and a third covered in glittering golden candy apples. She peered down at the gilded fruit.

“That’s real gold, if you’re wondering.”

Vesper started. The young man standing at the other end of the dessert table was tall and lean. He had a fair, angular face framed by crow-dark curls that brushed the top of his collar. Vesper made a few quick deductions. The young man was probably close to her age, no older than twenty. His tailored blue suit and clean-shaven face suggested he belonged with this crowd, and she guessed he might be the son of some well-to-do banker or lawyer. A small smile touched his lips and Vesper realized, with some embarrassment, that she’d been staring. She cleared her throat and gestured toward the candy apples.

“Did you say real gold?”

The young man nodded. “That’s what I heard. One hundred percent edible gold.”

Vesper shook her head before she could stop herself. “That’s…”

“Innovative?”

“I was going to say indulgent.”

The young man shrugged. “Indulgence isn’t always a bad thing, is it?”

“I wouldn’t know. I rarely indulge.” Vesper couldn’t rationalize it, but the longer the young man stared at her, the more self-conscious she became. His eyes were the deep, fathomless blue of a lake in summer, and he was looking at her with unmistakable curiosity. “Can I help you?” she finally asked.

“Only if you can answer a question.” The young man was still smiling. “Why do I know every face at this party except yours?”

Vesper’s grip on the strap of her satchel tightened. “I don’t attend events like this often. I’m only here for work.”

“Work?” The young man squinted as though he’d never heard such a word before. “Are you with the service staff?”

“I write for The Basalton Globe,” said Vesper, her tone cooled by the presumption. “I’m here tonight to interview the exhibition’s guest of honor and its host. So, if you’ll excuse me…” She made a point of looking past the young man in the hopes that he might take the hint and leave. Instead, he cocked his head, looking even more interested.

“Perhaps I can be of assistance,” he said. “Who are you looking for?”

Vesper gave up and met his gaze again. “I’m trying to find Mr. Maximilian Kite, from the Basalton Coal Foundation. Someone said he was here.”

“Kite?” The young man’s mouth twisted. “That’s unlucky. You lose a bet?”

“You know Mr. Kite?”

“Of course.” The young man nodded. “Everyone here does.”

“Care to comment on him, off the record?”

The young man considered. “Mr. Kite’s a strange one, bit of a recluse. I’ll admit the man’s got style, and some might characterize his confectionary instinct as borderline genius, but…”

“But?”

The young man’s expression turned serious. “I’ve heard he doesn’t do interviews anymore. You’ll have a hard time getting him to agree to one. Of course…” He arched a dark brow. “If you’re not particular, you could interview me instead? I’m quite interesting.”

And humble. “Thank you,” said Vesper. “But I have specific instructions from my editor for this assignment. I’m sure you understand.”

“Suit yourself.” The young man picked up one of the golden candy apples and examined it. Then, without warning, he muttered something under his breath, tossed the gilded fruit into the air, and snapped his fingers. Vesper thought she saw a purple spark, then the apple began to rotate slowly in midair, as though suspended by an invisible string. She drew in a sharp breath.

“I didn’t get your name,” the sorcerer noted. There was a new touch of amusement in his voice.

“Evans.” Vesper stared at the enchanted apple. “It’s … Vesper Evans.”

“Miss Evans.” The sorcerer snapped his fingers again, and the golden apple dropped back into his hand. “It’s truly been a pleasure.” He offered a small bow, then left. Vesper kept her eyes on his retreating form until he’d disappeared into the crowd. Only when she was alone again did she exhale in relief.

Strictly speaking, she didn’t mind sorcerers, but something about that one had thrown her off in a way she couldn’t explain. She thought of the knowing she’d seen in his eyes, the way he’d looked at her like he was enjoying a private joke. She was still considering that look when the gentle clink of a knife against glass pulled her back to the present. A blond woman dressed in a teal silk gown was standing on the stage across the room.

“If I could have everyone’s attention,” she said. “The exhibition will now begin!”






TWO


FRIDAY, 4TH OF NOVEMBER—8:01 P.M.

Vesper joined the crowd pressing forward, carefully maneuvering toward its front.

She hadn’t found Mr. Kite yet, but perhaps closer to the exhibition stage she’d have better luck. A sense of anticipation grew as the chandeliers overhead dimmed. In their place, the flicker of enchanted candle lights bathed the entire atrium in soft lavender. The blond woman who’d spoken before was now joined by Francis Gladwell onstage. She waited until the atrium quieted before speaking again.

“Good evening, everyone! My name is Lara Oelrich, and on behalf of the Basalton Museum of Art’s Heritage Society, I’m pleased to welcome each of you tonight. We are so grateful for your patronage, which not only allows us to host world-class events, but also helps support the museum’s various projects, such as the recent restoration of its botanical garden and maze.” She clapped her hands together. “And now, without further ado, please join me in welcoming tonight’s guest of honor: Mr. Francis Gladwell!”

The crowd broke into polite applause as the inventor raised his hand in greeting. Mrs. Oelrich descended the stage, and then Mr. Gladwell stood alone.

“Thank you all for joining me tonight,” he began. “The work has been tireless, but in just a moment, you all will be the first to see a technological advancement that’s been years in the making, one that’s going to change history.”

Several people around Vesper leaned in, and even her own pulse quickened.

“It begins with a simple truth,” said Mr. Gladwell. “We live in a society where there is infinite power at our very fingertips in the form of arcanic energy. It’s all around us, latent, but its access is restricted to those who can afford a private education in Thaumaric, the ancient language in which incantations are written and spoken. But what if that changed?” The inventor’s green eyes brightened. “What if there was a way for everyone to speak Thaumaric and access arcanic energy the way a sorcerer does without years of expensive schooling? What if I told you that I have invented a machine that will allow just that? Ladies and gentlemen, may I present to you … the Gladwell Machine!” He pulled the black cover away with a flourish. Someone gasped, and Vesper peered closer.

The device Mr. Gladwell had unveiled looked like a small wooden box topped with a coil of wire on its left, and two long copper prongs enclosed in a glass dome on its right. A metal switch jutted out from its side, and what looked like a keyboard was affixed to its front. Vesper thought it looked rather plain, but the inventor was grinning ear to ear.

“Now, I know what some of you might be thinking,” he said, “and I’ll be the first to admit, my machine doesn’t win points for its appearance, but its capabilities are extraordinary. The Gladwell Machine is a thinking machine, a translator of sorts. One only needs to provide it with a prompt, and it can produce a written incantation in Thaumaric. Years of expensive education are no longer necessary to access sorcery.”

“Sir!” a woman in the crowd called out. “Do you mean to say that that little device can produce incantations the same way a sorcerer does?”

Francis Gladwell’s eyes lit up. “Precisely! But I can show you better than I can tell you. I’d now like to give you all a short demonstration, with a real sorcerer’s help.” He searched the atrium, then pointed. “Ah, there! Our gracious host, Mr. Maximilian Kite. Please, sir, join me.”

Vesper craned her neck as she waited to see the old man she’d been looking for. Instead, the young sorcerer she’d met at the dessert table ascended the stage with a champagne flute in hand and gave the crowd a lazy wave. The surrounding violet candlelight illuminated the smug look on his face, and Vesper stared a moment in confusion before it dawned on her.

She’d been duped.

“Mr. Kite!” Francis Gladwell shook the sorcerer’s hand. “I think it’s fair to say that you’re an accomplished sorcerer, no?”

Maximilian Kite gave the inventor an indulgent smile. “Yes, I would say that’s fair.”

“And would you mind sharing how long you’ve studied Thaumaric?”

“Nine years.” The sorcerer’s answer was immediate, and Vesper thought she detected a hint of pride in his voice.

“Excellent!” said Mr. Gladwell. “Then I’m sure you’re more than comfortable giving these good people a quick show of your ability?”

A smirk tugged at the corners of the sorcerer’s mouth. “Is this my exhibition or yours, Mr. Gladwell?”

The inventor smiled, all teeth. “Come now, Mr. Kite, humor us! Just a short demonstration. Unless…” He faced the audience. “Perhaps our sorcerer has developed a bit of stage fright?”

Several people in the crowd tittered, and Vesper watched Maximilian’s smirk falter. He looked down at the champagne glass in his hand, then seemed to make a decision.

“Very well,” he said. “A quick demonstration.” He raised his champagne glass, closed his eyes, and went still. Vesper watched his lips move as he muttered something she couldn’t hear. He might’ve been meditating, or praying. Then she saw it: a purple spark, just like the one she’d seen at the dessert table. The champagne in the sorcerer’s glass began to swirl, though his hand didn’t move so much as an inch. Slowly, it rose from the flute and into the air, hundreds of pale gold droplets glittering against the candlelight. Maximilian kept speaking, his words unintelligible, and Vesper watched as those droplets came together to form something, a shape. She made out a small round head, the point of a tiny beak, then the unmistakable lines of feathers.

A bird, she realized with astonishment.

Maximilian opened his eyes, smiled, and crooked his index finger just slightly. At once, the champagne bird spread its golden wings and began to soar around the atrium and over the heads of the awestruck onlookers. Several people sighed with appreciation, and even Vesper was quietly impressed. The little champagne bird returned to the stage, delivered a final pirouette, then dropped neatly back into Maximilian’s glass. He raised it, as though giving a toast, then bowed. At once the crowd broke into wild applause. When it subsided, the sorcerer nodded to Mr. Gladwell.

“Will that do, Francis?”

“Certainly.” The inventor looked inexplicably amused. “Thank you very much, Mr. Kite. That was quite an impressive little trick. But let’s see how it compares against the capabilities of the Gladwell Machine.” He turned to a woman standing a few feet to the right of Vesper and grinned. “Ma’am, might I ask you for a favor? Name an animal for me, any one you’d like.”

“Hmm…” The woman he’d called on—a middle-aged brunette—smiled. “Dragon.”

“Ah.” Mr. Gladwell grinned. “An excellent choice!” He moved to stand beside his machine. “Mr. Kite just conjured a bird from the champagne in his glass. Now, I don’t happen to have any champagne on hand, but I wonder if I might do something else.” He massaged his chin, as though deliberating, then snapped his fingers. “Yes, I think I’ve got it.” He typed several words onto the Gladwell Machine’s keyboard, flipped its switch, then stood back. For a moment, nothing happened, but then Vesper heard a low hum. She watched as bright purple sparks began to appear between the two copper prongs encased in the Gladwell Machine’s glass dome. They started small, then grew bigger, fizzing and popping like tiny fireworks. It looked like sorcery. The machine began to buzz, and Vesper watched as a small ribbon of paper unfurled from a slot in the machine’s front that she hadn’t noticed. Mr. Gladwell grabbed it, then held the paper aloft.

“An incantation,” he declared, “to create a dragon made not of champagne, but of fire!”

“Mr. Gladwell.” Maximilian suddenly looked alarmed. “Perhaps you might demonstrate your device’s abilities with something slightly less incendiary.”

“Now, now, Mr. Kite.” The inventor patted him on the shoulder. “You’ve had your turn, now it’s mine. Fair is fair.”

Maximilian looked like he wanted to say more, but instead folded his arms and closed his mouth. Vesper noticed that his eyes stayed trained on the paper in Mr. Gladwell’s hand.

The inventor faced the audience again. “Mr. Kite said earlier that he’d studied Thaumaric for nine years. I have not studied it for a single day in my life, and yet I’m going to show you what the power of technology can do.” He looked down at the paper, skimmed the words inked across it, then spoke in a language Vesper had never heard before. The words were strange and slick, like water running across stones in a creek. That had to be Thaumaric. She looked to Maximilian Kite, and saw to her surprise that he was now openly scowling at the inventor, as though Mr. Gladwell had said something obscene. There was a thunderous boom, then, one by one, the inventor seemed to summon the flame from each of the atrium’s candles. Ribbons of bright violet-blue light snaked through the air, gathering above Mr. Gladwell’s raised hands. Like before, a shape began to form as the flames came together, but this time Vesper held her breath. A row of teeth each the length of her finger formed; massive wings sent purple embers into the air as they unfurled. The dragon opened its mouth, and though no sound left it, she imagined its guttural roar in her mind. Her cheeks began to sting, as though she was standing directly in front of an open stove. Several people in the crowd gasped with delight and fear.

“Behold!” Francis gestured toward the fiery dragon as it writhed and coiled above him. “This is what real technological advancement looks like. This is the power of the Gladwell Machine!”

“Mr. Gladwell!” Maximilian’s eyes were on the fiery dragon. He’d gone pale. “I believe you’ve made your point!”

The inventor looked up. If he was at all concerned about the dragon, he showed no sign of it as he lowered his hands. At once, the fiery apparition disintegrated, and the ribbons of fire returned to their candles around the room. Vesper touched the back of her hand to her forehead. Her skin was still warm. She noticed that one of the chandeliers above the stage now bore unmistakable black scorch marks.

“That was only a taste of the Gladwell Machine’s potential, a parlor trick,” said Mr. Gladwell. “But make no mistake: It has the ability to do far more. Think of it! This machine can produce incantations that allow us to manipulate the natural elements and energy around us! We could modernize society, inspire advancements in every industry. It could truly change the world.”

An unexpected tide of emotion swelled in Vesper’s chest. The clapping around her began slowly, but in a matter of seconds, the entire atrium had broken into thunderous applause. She joined in. What if Mr. Gladwell was right? If what he was saying was true, his machine would give everyone access to sorcery and the limitless power that came with it. It could be the great equalizer, the thing that finally leveled the playing field between sorcerers and common folk. This was more than a history-defining moment; it was just the sort of splashy, front-page story that would get readers clamoring for copies of the Globe’s Sunday paper. She could already see the headline: Gladwell Unveils Groundbreaking Machine. She pulled out her notebook and began to write feverishly.

“The device before you is only a rudimentary prototype,” Mr. Gladwell went on. “But my company, Gladwell Enterprises, has already secured a patent for its design. My plan is to begin mass production at the top of the new year. I hope to count some of you as early investors, and of course many more of you as future buyers.” The inventor grinned. “With that, I thank you all for your time!”

Another boisterous round of applause filled the atrium as Mr. Gladwell took several deep bows. Vesper’s gaze inadvertently shot to Maximilian Kite. He was still onstage beside the inventor, clapping like everyone else, but Vesper thought his smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. The sorcerer looked strained, even uncomfortable. Abruptly, he smoothed his expression and patted Mr. Gladwell on the back. Then he stepped forward to address the crowd.

“On behalf of the Basalton Coal Foundation, I’d like to thank Francis for joining us, and for that impressive demonstration,” he said. “And now, to conclude our evening, I would ask everyone to convene on the north terrace for a special surprise.”

Vesper moved with the crowd as everyone made their way toward the set of double doors at the back of the atrium. As she walked, she continued looking over her shoulder, trying to keep her eyes on Maximilian Kite. Now that the demonstration was over, she felt a renewed pinch of irritation.

The sorcerer had tricked her.

She replayed their exchange at the dessert table with new understanding. Clearly, he’d known exactly who she was, and decided to play a game with her. She couldn’t decide which part was more embarrassing: knowing that he’d pulled the wool over her eyes so easily, or acknowledging that her skill in deductive reasoning had failed her.

A breeze brushed her skin as she stepped onto the tiled north terrace. Suddenly, she wished she’d remembered a coat. She rose to stand on the tips of her toes, searching. Maximilian Kite was now on the terrace too, several feet away and speaking with Mrs. Lara Oelrich. Vesper started toward him with new determination. Distantly, someone made an announcement—something about a slight delay due to technical difficulties—but she kept her eyes trained on the sorcerer. She was nearly upon him when suddenly he turned toward her. Vesper stopped short, confused. Maximilian Kite gave her a long, steady look, then made a beeline for a set of stairs off to the side. In an instant, he was gone. Vesper blinked.

This had to be another game.

Mr. Kite was toying with her. He wanted her to give up and go home. Vesper slipped the strap of her satchel over her head, her mind made up.

If Maximilian Kite wanted to play another game, this time she intended to win.

She steeled herself, then charged down the stairs after the sorcerer.






THREE
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Milk-soft moonlight lit the way as Vesper descended the terrace’s winding stairs.

She’d anticipated the drop in temperature, but was unprepared for the sudden hush as the noise from the reception upstairs faded. She reached the last step, then hesitated.

“Mr. Kite?”

No answer.

Vesper stared into the dark, waiting for her eyes to adjust and her surroundings to take shape. Mrs. Oelrich had mentioned a botanical garden and maze on the museum’s grounds in her opening remarks. This must have been it. A raked gravel path spidered in different directions, cutting through several neat flower beds, and a nearby pond reflected the night sky’s twinkling stars like diamonds scattered across black glass. Under different circumstances, she might have paused to marvel at its beauty.

Up ahead, a wall of towering green hedges loomed. That had to be the start of the maze, and she was prepared to bet her next paycheck that that was where Maximilian Kite had gone. If she wanted her interview, she’d have to go in after him. Another gust of wind whipped about her, and she shivered. It was getting later, colder. Really, she should’ve gone back to the terrace to try to find Mr. Gladwell again. But a pettier thing kept Vesper from turning around. It was that look, the mocking blue glint she’d seen in Maximilian Kite’s eyes on the terrace. He’d regarded her with the arrogance of a chess player who’d always known he’d take her queen. That hit a nerve. Vesper squared her shoulders with new resolve. Mr. Kite had bested her once tonight. She determined then that there would not be a second time.

Her breath fogged as she entered the maze and thick foliage rose around her. She’d only taken a few cautious steps before she found herself at a wall of green, and her first decision. Left or right? Vesper crossed her arms, deliberating. If she’d had a long piece of string, or a plate of food from the exhibition, she might have created a trail to track her progress, but all she had was her satchel and her notebook. She squinted at the ground, trying to see if the sorcerer had left any footprints in the dirt. No luck. Her hand ran along the hedges’ prickly leaves, and she remembered a fail-safe theory she’d once read about called the one-hand rule. No matter how large or intricate a maze, a person could work their way through it by keeping one hand on the maze’s wall and following it. The trick was to never take your hand off the wall. Vesper grinned.

This game was still on.

She glanced in both directions, placed her left palm against one of the leafy walls, then headed right. Near the ground, several tiny floating lights illuminated the path. At first, she thought of fireflies, but when she peered closer, she saw that the lights were purple. Even in here, sorcery was at play. Vesper stared at them, reminded of Francis Gladwell and his machine. She thought of the dragon made of fire, of the triumph she’d seen on the inventor’s face as he’d presented it to an awestruck audience. He’d called his invention revolutionary, and he’d been right. With access to Thaumaric incantations, the possibilities felt endless.

The men who worked deep in the mines outside the city could use incantations to access fresh air; the laundresses who spent their days scrubbing and cleaning clothes could use incantations to do the job faster.

Perhaps a family about to lose everything in a house fire could use an incantation and change their fate.

Vesper swallowed. Was this the dawn of a new era, a whole new future?

A sudden rustling of leaves sounded up ahead. Vesper stilled, waiting. Someone was just around the corner, and she thought she knew who.

I’ve got you now, Mr. Kite.

She edged toward the bend in the path, careful to make sure her left hand didn’t leave the maze’s wall, then rounded the corner.

“Well, Mr. Kite, it was an amusing little game, but—”

The young woman she’d come upon was fair-skinned and buxom, with strawberry-blond hair piled atop her head and a smattering of freckles dusted across her pert nose. She was wearing a beautiful emerald-green dress Vesper suspected had cost a great deal. She might have been in her early twenties, but the shock on her face made her look younger. They stared at each other a beat before the young woman spoke.

“Please.” Desperation colored her lilting voice. “Please don’t say anything.”

“Say anything?” Vesper repeated. “About what?”

“About me being here.” The young woman glanced over her shoulder. “If my parents or anyone else found out…”

Vesper was suddenly overcome with pity. She might not have fit the mold of a proper young woman, but she certainly knew the rules proper young women were expected to follow. This girl was clearly from a respectable family. The only thing that came from someone like her being found alone and unsupervised in a maze at night was scandal.

“What’s your name?” Vesper asked gently.

The young woman hesitated. “Bess.”

“Your secret’s safe with me, Bess,” said Vesper kindly. “You have my word.”

Bess’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you.”

“You should go before someone else sees you though.” Vesper thumbed over her shoulder. “The exit’s that way.”

Bess gave her an appreciative nod before slipping past. As quickly as she’d appeared, she was gone again. In her absence, Vesper wondered what exactly a high society young woman might be doing alone in a maze at this hour. She thought then of the girl’s swollen lips, her slightly mussed hair. A thought crossed Vesper’s mind, then heat crept up her neck. Maybe Bess hadn’t been in here alone at all. Maybe she’d been meeting someone here for a romantic moonlit tryst. Vesper had no experience with romance, outside of what she’d learned from a few highly informative novels. She was certainly curious about it, but the truth was that she’d never felt an attraction to anyone compelling enough to make her want to do something about that curiosity. Again, the museum guard’s earlier comment echoed in her mind.

Odd girl, that one.

Maybe her lack of romantic experience was just another thing that made her odd. She folded that thought up quickly and tucked it away.

By her estimate, it was half past eight. “Damn it, Kite,” she whispered. “Where are you?”

“Not looking for me, are you?”

Vesper swiveled. Moments ago, she’d been sure she was alone. Now Maximilian Kite was sitting on a stone bench a few feet away, his long legs crossed at the ankle. She frowned.

“Exactly what is this, Mr. Kite?”

Maximilian’s dark brows rose. “Pardon?”

Vesper crossed her arms. “First you lie to me about who you are. Then you lead me into a maze and take me on some wild-goose chase. Now you sneak up on me?”

The sorcerer cocked his head. “Did I lie about who I was, or did you make an assumption?” He examined his fingernails. “As I recall, I never said I wasn’t the man you were looking for, and you never asked my name. I even seem to remember offering to let you interview me.” He looked up and his eyes flashed cobalt. “An offer you declined.”

“Yes, but—”

“Furthermore, I never told you to follow me into this maze,” he continued. “You did that all on your own, love.”

Vesper blinked. Love? She felt a rising urge to smack that pretentious look off the sorcerer’s face, then reminded herself that smacking people was generally considered poor etiquette in polite society. She also reminded herself that smacking someone as wealthy and well-connected as Maximilian Kite would probably lead to an unfortunate encounter with local authorities. No, she was a professional. She represented The Basalton Globe, a respectable newspaper. She’d conducted difficult interviews before. She could do it again now.

“Mr. Kite,” she said calmly. “My editor sent me to this exhibition to interview its host. That appears to be you. I’m a busy woman, and I’m sure you’re a busy man. So, will you answer my questions or not?”

Her sudden change in demeanor seemed to disarm the sorcerer. He looked her over, as though doing a recalculation. Then he nodded.

“Very well, Miss Evans.” He leaned back on the bench. “Fire away.”

Vesper withdrew her notebook and pen from her satchel. In the moonlight, it was almost too dim to see the paper, but she’d make do. “Right,” she began. “First I’d like to confirm the spelling of your given name. Is Maximilian spelled with two Ls or…?”

“One L. But I prefer Max.”

Vesper made a small note. “And how old are you, Mr. Kite?”

The sorcerer grinned. “Old enough for a good time.”

“Your age, Mr. Kite.”

“I turned twenty on the eighth of September,” he said breezily.

I was right. He’s a year older than me. Vesper made another note before looking up. “What led you to host tonight’s exhibition?”

“Technically, my family’s foundation hosted it.” Maximilian sounded bored now. He was holding some of the maze’s tiny purple lights loosely in his hand, letting them dance between his fingers.

“And do you represent your family’s philanthropic interests often?”

“I don’t have a choice,” he said. “My parents are dead.”

Vesper cringed. Maximilian had used the same too-nonchalant tone that she used when she was asked about her dead parents. It was an odd thing to have in common with him, not that they’d ever bond over it.

“One last thing.” Vesper turned a page in her notebook. “I’d love to get a comment from you about the Gladwell Machine.”

Maximilian looked up. “What kind of comment?”

“I’d like to know what you thought of it.” Vesper worked to manage her rapidly dwindling patience. “What were your impressions after Mr. Gladwell’s demonstration? How do you believe his machine might benefit society?”

The sorcerer tilted his head. “Is this on the record?”

“Not if you don’t want it to be.” When Maximilian’s expression turned skeptical, Vesper straightened. “I’m a professional. If you say ‘off the record,’ I will keep my word.”

Maximilian considered her a moment. “Fine. On the record, you can say that I found Mr. Gladwell’s machine to be a ‘rousing triumph,’ or whatever else you’d like.”

Vesper jotted the quote down. “And off the record?”

Maximilian scowled. “Francis Gladwell is a grifter, and that ‘incantation’ his machine spewed during his demonstration was nothing more than a cheap imitation.”

Vesper stared. “You’re saying that what Mr. Gladwell did wasn’t real sorcery? It looked quite real to me.”

Maximilian waved a dismissive hand. “The sorcery was real enough, but the incantation that machine produced was poorly constructed. On top of that, Gladwell’s Thaumaric pronunciations were badly off. Any trained sorcerer worth his salt would be able to tell that he’s a hack.”

Vesper blinked. “That’s … quite a verdict,” she said slowly. “Most people seemed to be very impressed.”

The sorcerer rolled his eyes. “Yes, well, the road to hell is paved with easily impressed people.”

“If you don’t like Mr. Gladwell or his machine, why host this event for him?” Vesper pressed.

Maximilian pinched the bridge of his nose. “The foundation received a letter requesting funding for an exhibition at the museum. The details were vague, but I assure you, had I known what Francis was showcasing tonight, I would never have agreed to it.”

“You’re a formally trained sorcerer,” Vesper pointed out. “Does the idea of other people having the ability to use Thaumaric incantations make you uncomfortable?”

Maximilian scoffed. “Of course it does.”

“Why?” Vesper challenged. “Why wouldn’t you want more people to have access to something that could help them?”

The sorcerer’s eyes narrowed. “Because Thaumaric is a deeply complex language that requires years of intense study to master,” he said. “Simply saying a Thaumaric incantation without understanding its ramifications is irresponsible. You’re talking about truly extraordinary power.” He looked down his long nose. “And I don’t trust ordinary people with extraordinary power.”

Vesper stiffened. “That’s a rather elitist attitude.”

Maximilian snorted and shook his head. “I don’t know why I even bothered. Someone like you wouldn’t understand.”

Vesper bit the inside of her cheek. Maximilian’s words had cut more deeply than she cared to admit. Maybe it was because she was tired, hungry, and cold. Maybe it was because of the dismissive tone he’d used when he’d said someone like you. But no, the thing that had bothered her most was the look on the sorcerer’s face. It was familiar. She’d seen it on countless men’s faces in this city, every time she dared to take up space in a room they thought she didn’t belong in.

“Thank you.” Vesper didn’t bother to hide the new frost in her voice. “I’ll be on my way now.”

Maximilian looked up. “Where are you going?”

“I have what I need for my piece,” she said. “So, our business is concluded.” She snapped her notebook shut and stowed it in her bag. “Take care, Mr. Kite.”

She turned her back and started purposefully down the leafy corridor. Maximilian didn’t call after her or follow, and she was grateful for it. The more she reflected on their conversation, the more frustrated she became. Of course Mr. Kite hadn’t liked the Gladwell Machine. It had embarrassed him during the exhibition, and proven definitively that sorcerers were no better than anyone else. People like him were more than happy to stop technological advancements, so long as it allowed them to hold on to their power.

She resented him for that most of all.

A frigid gust of wind ripped Vesper back to the present, and a shiver ran the length of her body. She stopped. Anger had powered her footsteps for the last few minutes, but now her head was clearer. She should have made it back to the maze’s entrance by now. A troubling thought crossed her mind. She’d taken her hand off the wall during her interview with Maximilian. What if she’d accidentally gone deeper into the maze instead of toward its exit? Her steps quickened. It had to be nearly nine o’clock, and she had no desire to spend the night in here. She turned another corner, and the tension in her muscles eased. Up ahead, she could make out a light, another way out. She gathered her skirts and picked up her pace. The cold was settling into her fingertips, stinging her nostrils every time she inhaled. If she had time, she might be able to return to the museum and ask Francis Gladwell the rest of her questions before she headed home.

She reached the opening, then stopped.

The grassy courtyard before her was small, furnished only with a large stone fountain at its center. There were three other arched entrances, one placed on each side of the courtyard. Something clicked in Vesper’s mind.

This was the center of the maze.

A piercing shriek shattered the quiet, and she looked up, alarmed. Above, a ribbon of bright light was streaking across the night sky like a comet. She tracked its progress as it soared higher and higher, then exploded into fizzling pink and green pellets.

Fireworks.

That must have been the special surprise Maximilian had alluded to before. Vesper watched as the fireworks exploded in a brilliant ensemble, one after another.

A movement in her periphery caught her attention. Vesper glanced right, then frowned. On the other side of the fountain, something was moving across the grass, large and low to the ground. She inched around it, wishing again that she had something other than a satchel and a notebook with her. Another massive firework suddenly detonated overhead, casting the entire courtyard in eerie red light. That was when Vesper saw it, saw him.

Francis Gladwell was on all fours, his eyes glassy and bloodshot. His mouth was open in a long scream, though no sound left him. He lifted his hand as though reaching for something, then began to violently seize. Vesper tensed.

“Help!” she shouted. “Someone help!”

Time slowed as she closed the gap between them, but she wasn’t fast enough. Vesper watched in horror as the inventor convulsed a final time, then collapsed in a heap on the grass.
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Faint indigo light traced the side of Francis Gladwell’s face. For several seconds, Vesper could only stare.

It didn’t make sense. An hour and a half ago, the inventor had stood tall and proud on a stage, presenting his groundbreaking machine. Now he was lying prone in the center of a maze. Vesper pursed her lips.

Why was Mr. Gladwell here, and what on earth had happened to him?

Her gaze ran the length of his body, zeroing in on the details. The inventor’s cheeks were red; spittle wet the corners of his mouth. His gold silk cravat had been loosened and, despite the evening’s chill, a sheen of sweat slicked his forehead. His breath came slow and deep, and there was a fruity scent of alcohol in the air mixed with something sweeter that reminded Vesper strangely of licorice. She put the pieces together.

Francis Gladwell was … drunk.

She sighed. The inventor had seemed perfectly fine when they’d spoken before his demonstration, but a few quick drinks to calm the nerves paired with a few more drinks after his onstage success could explain his current condition. Her eyes found what looked to be a half-filled champagne bottle nearby, confirming her suspicions. She tilted her head.

“Uh … Mr. Gladwell?”

The inventor didn’t stir.

Vesper took a deep breath, then tried again, louder. “Mr. Gladwell, I know that you’re … indisposed, but I think it best you sit up. It’s quite cold out here, and—”

A rustling sound to her right cut her short. Vesper glanced over her shoulder, eyeing the surrounding hedges.

“Hello?”

Only a howling wind answered, but a sense of unease lingered.

She and Mr. Gladwell were the only ones in the courtyard, but it still felt like someone was watching them, just out of sight. She returned her attention to the inventor. He was losing color. Vesper knelt beside him and gently pressed two fingers against his inner wrist. He was still warm, but his pulse was faint. She weighed her options. The temperature was dropping, which put him at a higher risk for hypothermia and dehydration, but she wasn’t strong enough to carry him back to the museum on her own. That left one remaining option.

She stood and brushed the grass from her skirts.

I’ll come back. I promise.

She glanced over her shoulder a final time before heading toward the archway through which she’d first come. This time, she placed her right hand on the wall. She’d need to find the way out quickly, and she’d also need to remember how to get back to this place. Every time she turned in a different direction, she tried to commit it to memory.

Left, left, right. Left, right, right.

The longer she walked, the more anxious she became. She had no way of tracking time here, but she guessed that approximately ten minutes had gone by since she’d left Mr. Gladwell in the center of the maze. She thought of the brilliant inventor, lying alone, and tried to think of what had led him there. Perhaps he’d simply drunk too much, and wandered into it by mistake. She certainly hoped she was able to find someone soon. She was still thinking about him when she rounded a corner and slammed into something—or rather, someone.

“Oh!” Vesper jumped back. “Apologies, I didn’t…” She stiffened. Maximilian Kite was staring down at her, looking only mildly surprised. This close, Vesper could smell his cologne. She detected vetiver, a woodsy scent that reminded her of a library. It was almost … nice. Before she let herself dwell on that, she stepped back and crossed her arms.

“Mr. Kite.”

“Miss Evans.” Maximilian offered a mocking bow. “We really should stop meeting like this. People will talk.”

Vesper’s face warmed, but she didn’t avert her gaze. Maximilian Kite was studying her with an inexplicable intensity. Under the moonlight, his eyes seemed to have darkened to a deep-sea blue. She floundered, searching for something to say.

“Why are you still in the maze?”

The sorcerer shrugged. “I was on my way out.”

Vesper pursed her lips. It had been at least twenty minutes since she’d finished interviewing him. If Maximilian had truly been looking for an exit, he would have found it by now. An internal warning bell sounded.

He’s lying.

“In any case, I could ask you the same,” Maximilian went on. “Why are you still here?”

“I was trying to find help,” said Vesper. “There’s been an incident.”

Maximilian’s expression grew serious. “What’s happened?”

Vesper pointed in the direction she’d come. “It’s Mr. Gladwell. He’s fainted.”

“Fainted?”

Vesper fumbled, looking for more tactful words. “I saw a bottle of champagne near him. I think he may have overindulged.”

“Good grief.” Maximilian rolled his eyes.

“He needs help,” said Vesper. “He was unconscious when I left him, and I don’t think he should stay outside in his current condition.”

“Right.” Maximilian’s tone was terse. “Take me to him.”

Vesper turned and placed her left hand on the wall, trying to remember the way from which she’d come. She focused on that instead of thinking about the sorcerer following close behind. Eventually, a spot of light beaconed up ahead.

“Just here,” she said as they reached it. “He’s—”

In so many ways, the courtyard looked just as it had before. Moonlight still illuminated the stone fountain in its center, and Francis Gladwell was still lying prone exactly where Vesper had left him, his head turned to the side. But something was wrong. Her eyes ran the length of the inventor’s body, then snagged on a dark spot near his temple: blood. It had trickled across the bridge of his nose, past his blank open eyes, and pooled in the grass beneath him. He was too still. Vesper’s mouth went dry.

“I … I don’t understand. He wasn’t injured before.”

Maximilian shouldered past and headed straight for Mr. Gladwell. He knelt and placed a finger below the inventor’s nose. Then he looked up at Vesper.

“He’s not breathing.”

Vesper swallowed. “What do we do?”

Maximilian looked around, then murmured something and held his hand out. As though summoned, the maze’s tiny lights flew to him, gathering until they’d clustered into a glittering orb the size of a large pumpkin. He tilted his head, and the orb soared up to hover above them.

“It’s a distress signal,” he explained. “Someone will see it and come to us with help.”

“Right.”

The sorcerer looked down at Mr. Gladwell again. “You’re sure he wasn’t like this before?”

“I’m sure,” said Vesper. “He was lying there, but he was breathing and definitely uninjured. I checked his pulse myself.” She stepped closer. “I knew he’d been drinking because there was a bottle of champagne near his feet, and…” She frowned. “It’s gone.”

“What?”

“The champagne bottle. It’s gone.”

“Miss Evans.” Maximilian sounded strained now. “Did you see anyone else in this maze after you found Francis?”

Vesper went over the night’s events in her mind. She remembered an uncomfortable feeling, the sense that she was being watched. Had the person who’d done this to Francis Gladwell been hidden somewhere, waiting? The idea was unsettling, but perhaps that’d just been her imagination. She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered.

“He and I were the only ones here,” she said. “I didn’t see anyone else until I found you.”

The sorcerer shook his head. “This isn’t good.” He steepled his fingers and began to pace, muttering to himself. Vesper watched him until the question on the tip of her tongue escaped her.

“Why were you in the maze tonight, Mr. Kite?”

Maximilian looked up. “Pardon?”

“You were the host of this exhibition,” Vesper went on. “Why leave the party and come into the maze in the middle of it?”

Maximilian’s expression turned cool and imperious. “That’s hardly your business.”

Vesper had just opened her mouth to argue when she was interrupted by the sound of footsteps. She turned, and her heart sank.

Three uniformed police officers had just entered the courtyard, and she recognized the one leading them instantly. He was short and bald, with a slightly ruddy complexion. As if he sensed her discomfort, Chief Stettner’s stern gray eyes went straight to her.

“Miss Evans?” Basalton’s most senior law enforcement officer sounded equal parts wary and exasperated. “What on earth are you doing here?” His eyes cut from her to Francis’s body. “And what’s happened?”

Maximilian stepped forward. “This is Francis Gladwell. He was the guest of honor at an exhibition taking place at the museum tonight. Miss Evans and I just found him. I was the one that sent a distress signal.”

Chief Stettner was already moving. Vesper couldn’t see the police chief’s expression as he knelt and took the inventor’s pulse. When he stood again and turned to face them, he was ashen. He addressed the officers who’d come with him.

“Send for additional personnel, and a coroner,” he ordered. “This man has been murdered, and this maze is now a crime scene.”
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It was the frigid morning air that finally pulled Vesper from deep sleep.

She hugged her knees against her chest, shivering as the cold seeped through her quilt and into her bones. Slowly, she sat up in bed.

Her flat was still mercifully dim. The thin curtains drawn across its sole window allowed only a sliver of pale blue light to interrupt the dark. Vesper massaged the back of her neck and stretched. For a few blissful seconds, the haze of her mind kept the events of last night at bay. Then it all came back.

Francis Gladwell was dead. Murdered.

The hours after his death were muddled, a blur of camera flashes and shiny black police uniforms. At some point, someone had placed a blanket over her shoulders and directed her to stand at the edge of the maze’s courtyard while an officer took her statement. By the time another officer escorted her home, it had been nearly eleven o’clock. Even in sleep though, she hadn’t found relief. In her dreams, the dead inventor crawled toward her, bloodied and bathed in lurid red light. Vesper shook the image from her head, and rose.

Her apartment above the Basalton Globe’s office was modest—furnished with a twin bed, a kitchenette, and a shabby armchair. She knelt at the woodstove in its corner and kindled a small fire, rubbing her hands until feeling returned to them and her kettle was warmed. She poured a cup of chamomile tea, sipped, then took several breaths in and out. With the warmth came clarity. What would Tom, her editor, say if he was here?

Speculation without corroboration isn’t journalism, it’s gossip. A real reporter records verified information. Stick to the facts.

Vesper tried to pull out the facts, what she’d seen last night with her own two eyes. She pictured the Basalton Museum of Art’s atrium in all its splendor; the excitement on Mr. Gladwell’s face as he’d presented his invention. She imagined the brilliant dragon from his demonstration, remembered the heat on her face. She even thought about Maximilian Kite, and the brief discomfort that had clouded his face as he’d stood beside the inventor onstage.

The facts. Vesper forced herself to refocus. No speculation, just the facts.

Her satchel was propped against the foot of the bed, but it felt strangely light when she picked it up. A dull sense of dread prickled through her body as she flipped open its front flap and peered inside it.

Her notebook wasn’t there.

Vesper stared, eyes sifting over the rest of the bag’s contents. Her pens, some loose papers, and her coin purse were all accounted for, but the red leather notebook she always kept with her was gone. Dread gave way to panic. She looked up, scouring every inch of her tiny apartment. No notebook. Her strap slipped through her fingers, and the bag landed at her feet with a soft thud.

Her notebook had been a birthday gift from Tom. Bought new, it was one of the few things in this world that had belonged to her and only her. It contained two years of notes and rough drafts, everything from musings to random drawings to quotes from every one of her interviews. She’d never bothered to collect her clippings for the Globe, so her notebook had also been the closest thing she had to a portfolio of her work. It had always lived in her satchel, a familiar weight against her hip. In its absence, she felt out of step.

She shuffled over to her armchair and sank into its lumpy cushion.

Think. Think.

She’d last had her notebook in the maze when she’d been interviewing Maximilian Kite. It stood to reason that she’d simply left it there. A spark of hope rekindled. She would find her notebook. She would get it back. She slipped into clean clothes, then headed down the stairs and out the Globe’s front door.



By the time Vesper reached the museum, any warmth she’d taken from her apartment was gone.

She shivered as she made her way up the museum’s long gravel drive, trying not to think about how eerie it felt to be back. Just last night, she’d walked this very path on her way to interview a man who was now dead.

She hadn’t expected the museum to be open for its normal business hours this morning—and indeed, its front doors were locked—but as Vesper descended the front stairs and edged around the building, she was still disturbed to see the lingering evidence of last night’s tragedy in daylight. All around her there were morbid contrasts: abandoned champagne flutes tagged with crime scene markers, decorative ribbons that had been torn and displaced as party guests had hastily left the museum. The grounds themselves appeared to be vacant. She’d just started for the maze’s entrance, when—

“Hold it right there, Miss Evans!”

Vesper winced, then fixed a polite smile in place before turning to address the familiar voice. Chief Stettner was marching toward her. He was not smiling.

“Morning, Frederick!”

“That’s Chief Stettner to you,” he said brusquely.

“Of course,” Vesper placated. “Good morning, Chief Stettner.”

The police chief stopped and crossed his arms. “The museum grounds are closed to the public until further notice,” he said. “That includes members of the press.” He gave her an admonishing look. “Honestly, I’m surprised at you, Miss Evans. Returning to the scene of a crime is the behavior of a perpetrator.”

“Speaking of perpetrators, do you have any lined up?” she asked.

A furrow appeared in the chief’s brow. “It’s been less than twenty-four hours.”

“That’s not a no.” She leaned in and lowered her voice. “Chief, what can you tell me about the investigation so far, off the record?”

Chief Stettner shoved his hands into his pockets. “The medical examiner will have to finish his report before we know anything conclusive, but we believe Francis Gladwell’s cause of death was blunt force trauma to the head. We haven’t located a murder weapon yet, but—”

“What about the champagne bottle?” Vesper interjected. “The first time I saw Mr. Gladwell, it was right by his feet. The second time, it was gone. I told an officer when I gave my statement.”

Stettner nodded. “I had my men go through the entire maze with a fine-tooth comb, but there’s no trace of it anywhere. Whoever the perpetrator was, he had the wherewithal to take the bottle with him when he left.”

Vesper massaged her chin, thinking. “How sure are you that blunt force trauma was Mr. Gladwell’s cause of death?”

“I see no reason why it wouldn’t be.” The chief raised a brow. “You know something I don’t?”

Vesper turned the events of last night over in her mind. “I smelled something on him,” she said slowly. “At first, I thought it was champagne, but maybe it was something else. Before he collapsed, Mr. Gladwell was acting strangely.”

“It sounds like he was quite intoxicated,” Stettner offered.

“Maybe…” Vesper chewed her bottom lip. “But what if it was something else? What if he was drugged? What if someone put something in his drink?”

Stettner scratched his chin. “I suppose it’s possible,” he conceded. “But why would the murderer drug Mr. Gladwell, then bludgeon him?”

“It could’ve been a botched job,” Vesper suggested. “Or maybe it was a crime of passion.”

“Point taken.”

“Mr. Gladwell had just unveiled the prototype of an eponymous invention,” Vesper added. “Based on what he said during his demonstration, it would have allowed people to perform Thaumaric incantations without the need for years of study, which would have allowed anyone to perform sorcery. I don’t have any proof, but my gut tells me that it’s not a coincidence he died the same night he went public with it. Your men should look into it.”

Chief Stettner paused, considering. “We didn’t find any prototype in the museum.”

“Then someone took it.” Vesper began to pace. A theory was forming. “Someone drugged Mr. Gladwell to incapacitate him, then bludgeoned him with the champagne bottle. Then, somehow, they got back into the museum and made off with the prototype for his invention without getting caught. It’s all connected.”

“You’ve got it all figured out, huh?”

“I could,” said Vesper. “If you’d let me work this case with you.”

Chief Stettner massaged his temples. “We’ve been over this, Evans. You’re a reporter, not a police officer. You don’t have the credentials.”

“Maybe not.” Vesper didn’t miss a beat. “But I’ve learned everything I know from the best investigator in this city.”

The police chief shifted his weight, looking abashed. Tom may have been the one who’d taught Vesper about the finer points of writing for a newspaper, but she’d honed her investigative skills under Fred Stettner’s guidance. He’d taught her how to pay attention to details and patterns, how to push for answers and when to pull back. They operated differently to be sure, but Vesper could appreciate that she and the police chief always shared a mutual interest in the truth.

“Look, Evans,” he said in a gentler voice. “I appreciate your enthusiasm, but this isn’t going to be business as usual. Mr. Gladwell appears to have been connected with some pretty high-profile people, so there’s going to be a lot of eyes on this investigation. My department needs to show the city that we can be trusted to do this right and find justice for the victim.”

“I understand.”

“To that end, I’m asking you to let me do my job.” He gave her a stern look. “And I’m asking you not to interfere. I’d like your word.”

Vesper sighed. “You have it.”

Chief Stettner nodded. “Thank you. In exchange, I’ll—”

“Get me an exclusive,” Vesper said dully. This was Stettner’s standard method of keeping her out of his way. When she met the police chief’s gaze again, he looked more sympathetic.

“You should be home resting, Miss Evans,” he said. “Whatever story you’re working on can wait, your deadlines be damned.”

“I’m not here for a story,” said Vesper. That was, at least, a half-truth. “I left my notebook in the maze last night. I was hoping to get it back.”

The police chief glanced toward the maze’s entrance. “I know the one,” he said. “But I didn’t see it in the maze, and I’ve been here for hours looking for that champagne bottle. Even if I had, though, I’m afraid I can’t allow you inside an active crime scene. It could compromise its integrity.”

Vesper pursed her lips. She’d suspected he might say as much.

“Miss Evans.” Stettner lowered his voice. “If I find your notebook, I’ll see that it’s returned to you. I promise you that.”

It was the best offer she’d get. “Thank you, Chief.”

“Have a good morning.” He started to walk away, then seemed to remember something. “And Miss Evans?” New wariness clouded his expression. “Watch your back out here. My men caught some Rousers lurking around late last night. Mostly kids, but they can still be dangerous in groups. I know you’re perfectly capable, but…” Real concern touched his face. “Be careful.”

“I will,” said Vesper. “Promise.”

The police chief tipped his cap, then headed back across the museum lawns. Vesper watched him go, thinking. The note about the Thally Rousers—one of the city’s local gangs—was a good lead. Instinctively, she reached into her bag for her notebook before remembering it wasn’t there. Her heart ached at the loss. If Stettner hadn’t seen her notebook in the maze, it meant someone else had taken it. For the time being, it was truly gone. She sighed.

Without her notebook, she didn’t have the notes she’d taken from her respective interviews with Mr. Gladwell and with Maximilian Kite, which meant she couldn’t work on her assignment. Fresh guilt washed over her. That piece was due later today. The Globe needed it for the front page of tomorrow’s edition. Without it, and on such short notice, she didn’t even know if she could fill the space with something else in time. She’d have to tell Tom, and then they’d have to scramble for a different story to replace it, which Ronaldo would still have to copyedit, which meant—

“Funny, I thought I might find you here.”

Vesper stilled. She was almost sure she recognized the owner of that low voice, though she so wanted to be wrong. Slowly, she turned.

Maximilian Kite was standing halfway up the museum’s front steps, his expression smug.

“Good morning, Miss Evans. Looking for something?”

Vesper’s eyes cut from the sorcerer to the object suspended in midair, just above his open hand.

It was her notebook.






SIX


SATURDAY, 5TH OF NOVEMBER—10:02 A.M.

Once, when she’d been a little girl, Vesper had fallen out of a tree.

She didn’t remember exactly how old she’d been, or why she’d climbed so high, but she always remembered the lurching panic as her fingers had grasped for a branch that wasn’t there. She remembered the sensation of plummeting, the helplessness that had consumed her. That was how she felt now as she stared at Maximilian Kite: like she was plummeting, without anything to grasp. As though he could read her mind, the sorcerer smirked.

“Have I rendered you speechless?” He cocked his head. “Well, that’s not surprising. You’re hardly the first woman I’ve—”

“Thief!” Vesper’s senses returned to her in a red-hot blaze. She wasn’t sure what she was angrier about: the fact that Maximilian Kite had enchanted her notebook, or the fact that he had the audacity to look genuinely surprised by her anger. She stalked toward him. “You give me back my notebook this instant, or I’ll—”

“Hang on.” The sorcerer held up his other hand. “I didn’t steal your notebook. I found it.”

“Right.” Vesper glared. “I’m supposed to believe that?”

“It was in the maze,” Maximilian murmured. “No doubt it fell out of your bag while you were being questioned by the police.”

Vesper blinked. Fatigue had dulled the finer points of the previous night, but she knew it was possible that that was exactly what had happened.

“You ought to be thanking me,” Maximilian went on. “If I hadn’t grabbed it, it’s very likely that it would have been collected by the police as evidence, and then it would have taken ages for you to get it back.”

Vesper knew that that was also true, but she was in no mood to admit it. “You took my notebook,” she accused. “Why?”

Maximilian flexed his fingers. The notebook fell from the air and into his waiting hand.

“I took it because I thought you might come back for it,” he said, “and I wanted to talk to you.”

Vesper took another step toward him, and he immediately mirrored the move by taking a step up the stairs to maintain their distance.

“I’ll give it back,” he said, “but only after you hear what I have to say. Ten minutes of your time, that’s all I’m asking for.”

Vesper crossed her arms. “You have five.”

Maximilian took a deep breath. “You’re a reporter,” he began. “Professionally speaking, what do you make of what happened last night?”

The gears in Vesper’s mind began to turn. She didn’t want to play another game with Maximilian Kite, but she couldn’t ignore that distinct itch between her shoulder blades, the lure of an unanswered question she knew the answer to.

“Let’s see,” she began. “A popular inventor presents his new, potentially historic invention at a party last night. Shortly thereafter, that same inventor ends up dead in a maze with someone who’d recently admitted that he didn’t like that inventor, and might have been adversely affected by his invention.” She held up three fingers. “Means. Opportunity. Motive. As the host of the exhibition, you certainly had the means to kill Mr. Gladwell. You had existing knowledge of the maze, and as a sorcerer, you had plenty of ways to bludgeon Mr. Gladwell and hide the evidence.” She ticked off a second finger. “You had opportunity because not only did you attend the exhibition, but you were also seen in the maze both before and after Mr. Gladwell’s death.” She ticked off her third finger. “And then there’s motive. Francis’s machine would have allowed Thaumaric incantations to be made accessible to the public, which you voiced your strong opposition to just last night.” She took a deep breath. “All of that leaves me to believe that the person responsible for Mr. Gladwell’s untimely demise is most likely”—Vesper met Maximilian’s gaze—“you, Mr. Kite.”

For several seconds, the sorcerer stood motionless. Then he smiled.

“Very good, Miss Evans,” he murmured. “Your deductions and reasoning are sound and certainly well considered. There’s just one problem.”

“And that is?”

“I didn’t kill Francis Gladwell.”

Vesper snorted.

“Think about it.” His expression grew solemn. “You talk about means, opportunity, and motive. It’s true, I had all three. But if I wanted Francis Gladwell dead because his machine posed some kind of threat to me, why would I kill him last night in the maze and immediately make myself look guilty?”

Vesper found she didn’t have a ready answer to that.

“Further, I may have been the only person who told you I didn’t like Gladwell’s machine,” Maximilian continued, “but I doubt I’m the only person in this city who felt that way. You saw for yourself what that device did, what it has the power to do. I’m sure there are plenty of people who’d never want it to see the light of day, and just as many who’d want to steal it and use it for their own purposes. Aren’t those equally compelling arguments?”

Vesper shifted. She disliked being proven wrong, but Maximilian had made a valid point. She stared back up at him. “What do you want, Mr. Kite?”

The sorcerer drummed his long fingers against her notebook. “This story’s going to get out soon enough. When it does, plenty of people in this city will draw the same conclusions you just did. I’ll be tried in the court of public opinion, and my company’s stock will take the hit for it.” Real annoyance touched his face. “I won’t have my family’s legacy destroyed over some frivolous local scandal.”

“I might refrain from referring to the murder of an innocent man as ‘frivolous.’” Vesper rolled her eyes. “And your time is up, Mr. Kite. Give me my notebook.”

Maximilian descended the stairs slowly. Vesper waited for him to hand over her notebook, but to her chagrin, he tucked it under his arm.

“I’m sure the police will figure out who killed Francis Gladwell eventually,” he said in a low voice. “But it’ll likely take them months, months I don’t have. I need someone to clear my name, someone who will report directly to me.” He took a deep breath. “Which is why, Miss Evans, I’d like to hire you as my private investigator.”

Vesper froze. “What?”

“It’s simple,” he went on. “You’re a reporter. You have a specific professional expertise I require. I have money. Just name your fee.”

Vesper stared. She understood the words he’d said, but she still couldn’t quite believe them. “You want me … to work for you?”

“Or maybe it’s not money you’re after.” A devilish smile touched the sorcerer’s lips. “Perhaps I can grant you a favor. Surely, there’s something you want? Name it, and it’s yours.”

Vesper realized he was serious; that, for people like him, life really was this straightforward. If you had enough money, clout, or power, you could simply open up a checkbook and buy the justice that suited you. Nothing, and no one, was out of reach. The last of her patience gave way.

She marched up the steps, closing the gap until they were only inches apart. A curious spark of satisfaction arrowed through her as she leaned in, and she thought she heard the sorcerer suck in a sharp breath. This close, his eyes looked more green than blue, but she dismissed it as a trick of the light.

“Thank you for your offer, Mr. Kite,” she whispered. “After careful consideration, I’m afraid I must decline.”

Surprise touched Maximilian’s face. “But—”

Vesper didn’t give him a chance to finish. She snatched the notebook from under his arm, turned on her heel, then ran down the museum’s gravel drive before he could say another word.
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Dry red maple leaves crunched noisily underfoot as Vesper ambled along the border of Basalton City Park.

She focused on that sound and the sharp smell of pine needles in the air. Fifteen minutes had passed since she’d left the museum grounds, but try as she might, she couldn’t block out the memory of Mr. Kite, the absurdity of his proposition. The longer she thought about it, the more annoyed she became. Of course someone like him would try to buy his innocence. Really the only surprising thing was that he’d thought she’d actually go along with it. Vesper shook her head.

It doesn’t matter, she reminded herself. You got your notebook back, and you’ve declined the offer. It’s done. With any luck, you’ll never see that sorcerer again.



By the time she’d returned to Pierce Street, her mood was much improved.

She relaxed slightly as the Globe’s office came into view. The Quander Building was the oldest on this block. Its once-red bricks would have benefited from a good scrub, and the wild honeysuckle vines climbing up its front were in desperate need of pruning. Vesper didn’t mind. The Basalton Globe was more than just her employer; for eleven years, it had been her home. She’d just reached the front stoop when its double doors swung open. Vesper jumped out of the way. A well-dressed, olive-skinned man she’d never seen before was leaving, and if he realized that he’d nearly knocked her into the street, he didn’t take much notice as he adjusted his brown bowler hat and round spectacles. Vesper hesitated.

“Uh … good afternoon?”

“Afternoon,” the man said curtly. He didn’t so much as look at her as he shouldered past. Vesper stared at his retreating back a beat longer, then headed inside.

A blended scent of paper, ink, and coffee filled her nose as soon as she entered the foyer. Nell, their receptionist, wasn’t behind her desk, and it was oddly quiet for midday. She passed through a second set of doors, then stopped.

The Basalton Globe’s staff was small, comprised of only five people counting herself. Three of those five people were standing in the middle of the newsroom, a shared look of worry on each of their faces.

“What is it?” she asked. “What’s wrong?”

“A man was just here.” Rory, their delivery girl, spoke first. She was tall for eleven, with a light brown complexion and dark hair. At present, she was tugging nervously on one of her braids. “He came to speak to Tom.”

Vesper thought of the man she’d just seen leave. “What did he want?”

“We don’t know.” Nell spoke next. She was a slight, middle-aged woman with graying hair and pale, freckled skin. Worry lines creased the corners of her eyes. “He wouldn’t even look at us.”

“He only spoke to Tom,” Ronaldo added. He’d been using a handkerchief to clean the lenses of his horn-rimmed glasses, but set them on a desk as his gaze met Vesper’s, full of concern. “He went into Tom’s office and…”

“They were yelling,” Rory whispered.

Vesper bit her lip. Now she really wished she’d paid more attention to the man from earlier. She took a deep breath before addressing the group. “Has anyone talked to Tom yet?”

“No,” said Ronaldo. “We all … well, none of us really…”

“It’s all right,” said Vesper gently. “I’ll find out what’s going on, then I’ll report back.”

The relief on all three of their faces was instant.

“Thank you, sweetheart,” said Nell.

Vesper offered a small smile as she set her satchel on her desk, then headed for the door at the back of the newsroom. It was paned with frosted glass, and the words EDITOR-IN-CHIEF were emblazoned on it in flat gold lettering. Vesper stopped before it, girding herself, then rapped her knuckles against the polished wood.

“In!” bellowed a deep voice on the other side of the door.

Vesper turned the handle and entered the small windowless room. Stacks of old newspapers lined all four of its oak-paneled walls, and a lingering smell of shoe polish hung thick in the air. Vesper looked around, confused. The office appeared to be unoccupied.

“Tom?”

“Down here!”

A man popped up from behind the wooden desk in the center of the room, looking slightly frazzled. Vesper resisted the urge to laugh. She’d known her editor for over a decade, but had never gotten used to the fact that he bore an uncanny resemblance to a walrus. He was a large, stocky man with a dark brown complexion like hers and a graying bottlebrush mustache that stuck out in all directions. As though he could read her thoughts, he gave Vesper a dour look as he resettled in his chair.

“Evans.” He gestured, and she took a seat in a chair opposite his desk. “I wondered where you went this morning,” he said without preamble. “You’re usually the first one in the office on Saturdays. How’s the exhibition piece going?”

Vesper fidgeted in her seat. Tom must not have heard about Mr. Gladwell’s murder yet. He was still expecting her original assignment, and she hadn’t quite worked out how to tell him that it wasn’t ready yet.

“I had to run a quick errand this morning,” she said, “but I’ll have it ready soon.”

Tom made a noncommittal sound as he leafed through a stack of papers.

“I saw a man leaving as I came in,” she said casually. “Seemed to be in a rush, was he important?”

“Nothing to worry about.” Tom looked up from the papers. “Did we order more coffee for the break room?” he asked. “I’ve had it on my mind to order more from Guillermo, but I keep forgetting.”

Vesper paused. It wasn’t like her editor to be evasive. She waited until he’d finished with the papers before she spoke again, this time more directly.

“Tom, who was that man? Everyone’s worried. Apparently they heard the two of you shouting before he left.”

Tom finally looked up. Her editor looked more tired than she’d ever seen him before. He sighed. “The man’s name is William Burbank,” he began. “He’s our new landlord.”

Vesper frowned. “What did he want?”

Tom folded his hands on the desk. “He came to introduce himself, then notified me that, effective immediately, this building’s monthly rent has gone up, from four thousand gild to five thousand.”

Vesper nodded. “We can pay that, right?”

Tom didn’t meet her eye. “I’m not sure we can.”

Vesper tilted her head. “I don’t understand. I know subscriptions have been down, and a few advertisers haven’t renewed, but—”

“Evans.” There was an unusual softness in her editor’s voice, and that scared her most of all. “I’ve never lied to you and I won’t start now. Things are not good. Our expenses are exceeding our revenue. We have bills to pay, but we’re not making enough money.”

Vesper went still. She’d known the Globe had been struggling for the last few months—local newspapers sometimes had slow spells—but she’d had no idea that it was this bad.

“We’re two months late on rent,” Tom went on. “In the past, our old landlord was willing to work with us. Mr. Burbank, however, is not as lenient.”

“Tom.” Vesper’s voice sounded hollow in her ears. “What exactly does that mean for the paper?”

Tom stared at his hands for a long time before he answered. “We have until December first to come up with the rent for October, November, and December,” he murmured. “That’s almost fifteen thousand gild in total, plus the bills we need to pay. If we don’t…” At last, he met Vesper’s gaze. “We lose the building, and the Globe will have to shut down. We have some time, but…”

Tom was still speaking, but the words were garbled. Vesper felt as though she’d been plunged into an icy lake and left him above its surface. She couldn’t move, couldn’t speak. If The Basalton Globe shut down, she’d be out of work. Reporter jobs were already hard to come by, and harder still for a woman, even one with her experience. She’d lose her apartment, and winter was a terrible time to try to find a new one. If she couldn’t find work, or a place to live …

This time, anxiety was no fluttering bird in her chest. It was a snake, coiling around her body and constricting until she couldn’t breathe. Her teeth clenched as the memories she’d buried deep resurrected, and she closed her eyes, willing them away.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper opened her eyes. Tom was staring at her with new concern.

“Vesper, are you all right?”

Vesper didn’t answer; she was already barreling out of the office. She snatched her satchel from her desk without looking at the rest of the staff, and then she was out the door.



People pulled out raincoats and umbrellas as Vesper marched up Pierce Street.

She didn’t look up as clouds gathered above, and paid no mind to the rumbling thunder. Walking for the last ten minutes had done her some good, but her mind was still in disarray, crowded with disquieting images.

She pictured Tom on a ladder, taking down the battered sign that read THE BASALTON GLOBE with slumped shoulders. She thought of Nell, weeping at the chipped wooden table where they’d shared cups of coffee and hot chocolate so many times. A hard lump formed in Vesper’s throat as she imagined closing the door to her little apartment for the last time, never sitting in her lumpy armchair ever again. Home. That was what The Basalton Globe had given her for the last eleven years: a home, family. Now the memories of what life had been like before she’d found it were swarming. She remembered life on Basalton’s streets, the throbbing ache in her fingers as she’d looked for warm places to sleep when the temperature dropped. She tasted the sourness that had coated her tongue from going days without food. The worst part had been the way people had looked at her—or rather, looked through her—no matter how loudly she’d banged her tin cup against the curb and pleaded for something to eat. She’d outgrown her childish dislike of the dark, her aversions to spiders and roaches, but the bone-deep fear of ending up on the streets again never left. Perhaps it never would.

Vesper looked up as a fat raindrop splattered against her cheek. She’d reached the intersection of Pierce and Oliver. A part of her knew she should turn around; Tom and the rest of the Globe’s staff needed her now more than ever. But something held her back. No. She couldn’t go back yet, not until she had a plan that would fix this. A familiar sign farther down the street caught her eye.

Guillermo’s Coffeehouse was one of her favorites in the city. A warm, inviting light poured from its large front windows. Vesper’s feet were taking her toward it before she’d even processed the decision. She hadn’t eaten all morning, and suddenly nothing sounded better than a pastry and a hot drink. Maybe it would help her think.

A little bell above the door dinged as Vesper stepped inside. At once, she inhaled the smell of fresh coffee grounds and powdered sugar. Most of the small round tables and comfy chairs were already occupied, so she made her way to the long counter and slid onto one of its leather barstools. Moments later, a tan, black-haired man emerged from the kitchen. When he saw her, he beamed.

“Miss Evans, welcome!”

“Morning, Mr. Crivello.” Vesper tried for a convincing smile.

“Your usual?”

“Yes, please.”

He nodded, then disappeared into the back. When he returned, he was holding a plate with a buttery croissant and a steaming mug of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream. When Vesper pulled out her coin purse to pay, he waved her off.

“But—”

He’d turned away before she could argue, attending to another customer farther down the counter. Vesper nibbled on her croissant while she watched the whipped cream melt into her hot chocolate and tried to think of a plan. Perhaps Mr. Crivello would let her take up some part-time work here at the coffeehouse. She’d never worked in one before, but she could certainly do dishes or clean. She thought of another idea. The holidays were approaching; maybe the Globe could plan some kind of fundraiser to get the money they needed. If they could come up with even half of what they owed, and if Mr. Burbank could be reasoned with … It was possible, but December first was less than a month away.

Vesper was so focused that she didn’t notice the door’s bell the second time it dinged. She was still thinking through the logistics of a fundraiser when a single voice tore her from her thoughts.

“Guillermo, always good to see you.”

Vesper froze. No. It couldn’t be. Surely, he hadn’t followed her here. Vesper carefully turned her body away from that low male voice, and forced herself to sip her hot chocolate. After a moment, she glanced over her shoulder.

Maximilian Kite was standing at the counter, just a few seats down from her. He was leaning on his elbows, staring up at the chalkboard that detailed the coffeehouse’s menu. For a few precious seconds, he looked like a perfectly normal young man. Then:

“Staring is rather rude, you know.”

Vesper blinked, and the sorcerer faced her, chin raised. “Unless you’re staring because you like what you see? You wouldn’t be the first.” He smirked. “Also, you have whipped cream on your lip, love.”

The words shook Vesper from her stupor. She licked her top lip quickly, then glared at him. “Are you following me?”

Maximilian’s smirk vanished. “I beg your pardon?”

“I meant what I said before, Mr. Kite.” Vesper lowered her voice. “I’m not interested in working for you. Hounding me all over the city won’t change that.”

“I’ll have you know that, every Saturday, I come to this coffeehouse to pick up an assortment of desserts Guillermo Crivello prepares at my request.” Maximilian gestured to a pink bakery box beside him. “We’ve had this arrangement for the last two years.”

Vesper’s face grew warm.

The sorcerer went on. “If you’re done falsely accusing me of another crime I didn’t commit, I have work to do. Good day, Miss Evans.” He waved to Mr. Crivello, grabbed the pink box, then headed toward the door. Vesper watched him go. She wasn’t prepared to call the feeling churning in her stomach pity, but it certainly felt annoyingly similar. She shook her head. There was no reason to pity Maximilian Kite. As far as she was concerned, he was just another rich, arrogant sorcerer. Still, she thought of his words from earlier.

You have a specific professional expertise I require. I have money.

She could work part-time for Mr. Crivello, or try to organize a fundraiser for the Globe. But Maximilian Kite? All he had to do was write a check. With a stroke of his pen, the newspaper’s financial problems could be solved. It only required her to do one thing. She bit her lip, deliberating.

“Mr. Kite!” Vesper ran to catch up as Maximilian opened the door to leave.

“Miss Evans?”

“I’ll do it.” She hated how breathless she sounded.

The sorcerer raised a single brow. “Do what?”

Oh, for goodness’ sake. He was going to make her spell it out. “You need a private investigator to prove that you weren’t the one who killed Francis Gladwell last night. I’ll do it, but I have a price.”

Maximilian’s eyes flashed. Definitely green. “And what makes you think that offer is still on the table?”

Vesper frowned. “What?”

“I made you a reasonable proposition. You declined it.” There was no warmth in the sorcerer’s voice. “As far as I’m concerned, that means our business is—ah, how did you once put it?—concluded.”

“But—”

“Good day, Miss Evans.” He muttered something under his breath while simultaneously cutting his hand through the air in a graceful arc. There was a bright spark of purple, and then the rain paused above him, as though blocked by an invisible umbrella. Vesper watched in disbelief as he headed down the street toward his coach. That was it. She’d just let her very last chance at saving the Globe walk out the door. It was done, over.

No, a stubborn inner voice prompted. Not yet.

Outside, rain was pouring in sheets now, but Vesper paid no mind as she marched toward Mr. Kite and did the only thing she could think to. She snatched the pink bakery box from under his arm and hugged it against her chest. He whirled around.

“Those are mine!” He lunged, but Vesper danced out of his reach. Rain was pelting her now, but she didn’t move. The sorcerer threw up his hands, exasperated.

“For the love of God, woman, you’re going to ruin my apple turnovers!”

“I don’t care.”

Maximilian’s eyes narrowed. “What is the meaning of this?”

“You need me,” said Vesper. “I have the skill you require, and I have an advantage no other investigative reporter in this city has: I was in the maze when Francis Gladwell was murdered. I was one of the last people to see him alive.”

Maximilian’s expression changed. Was that curiosity, contempt, both? Quickly, Vesper went on.

“As for my price, I want twenty thousand gild, in cash. One lump payment, immediately upon the completion of my work. In exchange, I will prove your innocence before the month is up.”

Vesper expected him to counter, possibly to outright refuse. Instead, he uttered a single word.

“Ask.”

Vesper blinked. “Pardon?”

“You want to work for me?” He tilted his head up in challenge. “Ask. Nicely.”

Vesper gritted her teeth. She hated him. She hated his expensive clothes, his grating voice, his unrivaled levels of arrogance. But she needed him. A frigid gust of wind suddenly tore past, as though to remind her.

Do it for Tom. Do it for the Globe.

Vesper steeled herself, then took a deep breath. “Let me work for you,” she murmured. “Please.”

Maximilian eyed her a moment. Then a slow smile touched his face. It wasn’t warm, or kind, or charming. It was only calculating. He made another swiping motion with his hand, and the rain stopped falling around Vesper. Then he offered his hand.

“I look forward to working together, Miss Evans,” he murmured. “We’ll begin tomorrow morning at nine. Shall we shake on it?”

Vesper took the sorcerer’s hand with her free one and wondered if she’d just made a deal with the devil himself.
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EIGHT


SUNDAY, 6TH OF NOVEMBER—8:57 A.M.

Smog hung thick in the air as Vesper stood outside the Globe, her fingers numb with cold.

She tapped the heels of her worn black boots against the cobblestone to keep warm, then glanced up the street for what felt like the hundredth time. The collective smoke from the neighborhood’s coal stoves meant she could see little more than a block away, but it was still obvious that the road was empty.

Nine o’clock, she reminded herself. He said nine o’clock. He’ll be here.

The coach wasn’t due to arrive for three more minutes. To distract herself, she went over her to-do list for the week ahead.

She’d submitted her story on Francis Gladwell’s doomed exhibition in time to make this morning’s edition, but she still had plenty of other pending assignments. An article on the city’s upcoming council elections was due by midweek, and she needed to review her draft of a piece she was working on for the Basalton Laborers’ Union by Friday.

Vesper yawned, continuing to add to her mental list. She had to sweep the lobby at some point in the day, then wipe down the desks in the newsroom. Cleaning the office was her way of making up for the fact that Tom had never charged her for rent. She thought about early this morning, when she’d gone into her editor’s office to empty his rubbish bin before he came in. There’d been a stack of at least a half-dozen bills piled high on his desk, and most of them had had FINAL NOTICE printed at the top in stern red ink. Vesper grimaced. Each one of those notices had been like a tiny blade in her side, a needling reminder of exactly what was at stake if the Globe didn’t get the money it needed by December first. If they couldn’t pay their rent and bills … She shook her head, not letting herself even consider that possibility. This plan—her plan—would work. She’d figure out who’d killed Francis Gladwell, and then she’d get the money they needed from Maximilian Kite. The Globe would pay off its debts, and then they’d be okay.

They had to be okay.

Vesper’s head snapped to the right at the sound of approaching hooves. An elegant blue-and-gold coach pulled by a team of black horses had just materialized from the smog, and was now thundering toward her. She retreated several steps from the curb as they drew near, but the glossy mounts came to a prompt stop before her. A footman wearing a dark blue double-breasted coat and top hat stepped down from a small platform at the coach’s rear. Vesper noted the ornate golden K embroidered on his uniform.

“Miss Evans.” The footman bowed. “Good morning.”

Vesper hesitated. Should she bow too, or curtsy? She had no idea. She’d never had cause to speak to a footman before—she’d never even been in a coach. That had always been a luxury far beyond her means. She settled for an awkward half wave. “Uh … good morning.”

“We’ve been sent to fetch you on behalf of Mr. Kite.” The footman opened one of the coach’s doors, then offered a white-gloved hand. “If you please?”

On behalf of Mr. Kite. Of course the sorcerer couldn’t be bothered to come himself. Vesper accepted the footman’s hand and ducked into the coach. At once, the brisk air outside gave way. She looked over her shoulder at the footman in confusion. “Is it warmer in here?”

“That’s Mr. Kite’s doing, miss,” he explained. “He’s enchanted the coach for your comfort.”

Vesper considered this as she took her seat and the footman closed the door. She’d known sorcerers could use their power to do any number of things to make their lives easier and more comfortable, but she’d never experienced it firsthand. She breathed in and detected a scent that reminded her of freshly baked cinnamon rolls. Was that some kind of sorcery too? Her gaze lifted to survey the coach’s interior. Its walls were lined with a deep blue tufted upholstery, and its windows were bordered by intricate stained glass depictions of tiny white and gray birds with ruby-red eyes. Vesper peered forward, watching a group of children playing outside as the coach began rolling down the street. With a pang, she thought of her own childhood, of nights sharing a small bed with her younger sister Ethel. They’d had no sorcery to warm them, only each other. Vesper blinked hard, turning the memories of her sister off like a tap. There was no use thinking about what-ifs from her childhood anymore, the what-could-have-beens if her family had been one of the lucky ones. The past was the past, and she’d learned long ago that it was safest to leave it there.

As the beautiful coach picked up speed and Basalton’s streets began to blur, Vesper hoped that’s where it would stay.



By the time the coach came to a stop some twenty minutes later, Vesper had grown quite warm.

She accepted the footman’s gloved hand as he helped her out of the coach, then took in her new surroundings. A beat passed in which she waited for the usual stink of horse manure, rotting waste, and coal dust. Instead, she smelled crisp, clean autumn air.

They appeared to be on a commercial street, though this one was far prettier than any she’d ever seen before. The white-painted brick buildings on either side of the road were uniform and well-kept; several shopfronts were decorated with pumpkins, hay bales, and scarecrows. It reminded Vesper of an idyllic autumn landscape painting. She turned to the footman.

“Where are we?”

“We’ve gone north, miss,” he replied. “This is Stonehaven.”

Stonehaven. It was no wonder Vesper didn’t recognize this place. She’d never had a reason to visit Basalton’s wealthiest neighborhood. Even the cheapest items for sale in these shops would cost her several weeks’ pay. She took another deep breath of fresh air and wondered if that was a consequence of sorcery too.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper turned. A young woman had just stepped out of one of the shops behind her. She had light brown skin, and dark wavy hair pulled into a low bun. Vesper noted that her lilac dress was perfectly tailored and—from what little she knew about fashion—quite modern. Her eyes went to the black-and-white painted sign above the shop’s door. It read: MODISTE. She frowned. When Maximilian had told her that a coach would be sent to pick her up this morning, she’d assumed it would take her to some meeting place where they might begin work on their investigation. Why on earth had she been brought to a dressmaker’s shop in one of Basalton’s most upper-crust neighborhoods?

“I’m here to escort you inside,” the young woman continued. “Please, follow me.” She headed back into the shop. Vesper hesitated, then obliged.

The shop’s front parlor was small, furnished with a counter and cash register on the left, and several upholstered chairs that made up a sitting room on the right. On one of them sat Maximilian Kite. He was eating a cinnamon roll, and took his time finishing the pastry off before looking up.

“Miss Evans.” The sorcerer tipped his head in greeting. “Good morning.”

“Good morning.” Vesper looked around. “Do you mind telling me what we’re doing here? I thought we were beginning our investigation today.”

“We are.” Maximilian wiped his hands with a handkerchief, then stood. “But there’s a pressing matter of business we’ll need to address first. Your work for me is going to require you to mingle and interact with various members of high society while you conduct your investigation. To do that, you’ll need to look like you belong in high society.” He gave her a meaningful once-over. “I’m afraid your current attire won’t do.”

Something clicked in Vesper’s mind. “You want me to buy a new dress?”

“More than that, I’m afraid,” said Maximilian. “You’ll need an entirely new wardrobe. You’re going to be playing a role, so you’ll need appropriate costumes. Naturally, I will cover the associated costs.”

Vesper blinked. Her clothes certainly weren’t the finest—in fact, a great deal of them were secondhand—but this seemed extreme. “And what made you think I’d agree to this?”

Maximilian arched a brow. “You work for me now, remember? Of course, if you’d prefer to go back to the Globe, I’ll have Bexley take you at once. Just say the word, Miss Evans. The choice is yours.”

Vesper muttered something under her breath.

“I’m pleased to hear you’ll be cooperating.” Maximilian looked smug. “Bisan will take you upstairs for your fitting.”

“This way, miss.” The modiste gestured, and Vesper followed her up a set of stairs to a smaller fitting room with a round white pedestal in its center, a freestanding rack of day dresses, and several more piled high on a hassock. Bisan held up a gray-and-white day dress with pleats in its front.

“I have some dresses like this that could be tailored slightly to fit you,” she said. “For the custom pieces, I just need to know what fabrics you like. I can do silk, satin, wool, or velvet. What’s your normal preference?”

Heat rose in Vesper’s cheeks. She stared at the toes of her scuffed boots, and was suddenly self-conscious. The white blouse and green skirt she was wearing were some of the best clothes she had. Here, they felt like rags.

“I don’t have a preference,” she murmured.

The modiste frowned. “Sorry, miss?”

Vesper kept her eyes on the floor. “I’ve never been to a modiste, and I’ve never had a dress made. I get my clothes from thrift shops. It’s … it’s what I can afford.”

For several seconds, neither of them spoke. When the silence became unbearable, Vesper looked up. She’d expected to see pity in the young woman’s eyes, maybe secondhand embarrassment. Instead, Bisan’s smile was kind.

“I know just what to do.” She set the gray-and-white dress down and picked up another from the pile on the hassock. “How do you feel about satin?”



An hour later, Vesper stood before a full-length mirror, awed by the young woman staring back at her.

She was wearing a striped blue-and-black walking dress with a bustle, and a matching hat. A lump rose in her throat as her fingertips grazed the impossibly soft fabric. Never in her life had she worn something so fine, and for the first time she realized that she truly felt like a proper lady. Not an impostor, not an “odd girl.”

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper looked up and found Bisan was smiling at her.

“I take it the dress is to your liking?”

“It is.” Vesper tried to keep the emotion from her voice. “Thank you.”

“It was my pleasure, miss.” Bisan offered a small curtsy. “If you’re ready, we can go back downstairs and show Mr. Kite.”

Vesper followed the modiste out of the fitting room and back down the stairs to the shop’s front parlor, trying not to trip in her new black lace-up boots. She was halfway down when Maximilian’s voice reached her.

“It’s really about time!” he was saying. “If I’d had to wait in this parlor any longer, I was going to launch a separate investigation into Miss Evans’s—”

Vesper reached the last stair, and the sorcerer’s eyes settled on her. She noticed that, today, they were colored the gray of a storm cloud. Her cheeks warmed as he continued to stare, lips parted.

“Goodness,” she murmured. “I didn’t think it was that bad.”

“You look…” Maximilian stared a few seconds longer, then cleared his throat. “Well, you look perfectly suitable. This will do nicely.”

Something reburrowed in Vesper’s chest. She didn’t know why, but the word suitable was oddly disappointing.

Maximilian turned to the modiste. “Bisan, excellent work. I shall arrange for my good friend Guillermo to send a box of macarons as a token of my thanks. They’re the best in the city, I assure you.”

“That’s hardly necessary, Mr. Kite.” Bisan bowed her head, but Vesper thought she saw a touch of amusement in the modiste’s eyes. She looked past the dressmaker, and for the first time noticed that a full tea service had been arranged in the parlor. She addressed Mr. Kite.

“Uh … what is this?”

“Morning tea,” said Maximilian breezily. “I had my footman set it up.”

Vesper looked from the ornate display to the sorcerer, bewildered. Where on earth did he get a table, chairs, and linen? “Isn’t this going to be a hassle for other customers?”

Maximilian waved her off. “Nonsense. I’ve reserved the entire shop for the day. We’ll be fine.” He held out one of the chairs and gestured. “If you please?”

Vesper hesitated, then took a seat. She tried not to think about how absurd it felt. It was like they were dining in their own private restaurant for two. She eyed the porcelain teapot and tiny gold-rimmed cups on the table and thought with a pang about the chipped mugs in the Globe’s break room. This tea set alone likely cost half of what they paid in rent. Maximilian settled into the chair opposite her and took a quick sip of tea before frowning.

“Oh, that won’t do.” He placed a hand on the pot, concentrated, then muttered a few words in Thaumaric. Instantly, a wisp of steam rose from the pot. “Would you care for tea?” he asked, pouring a second cup. “It’s jasmine.”

Vesper started. Maximilian wouldn’t know that jasmine tea was her favorite, and a delicacy she could rarely afford. She brought the tiny cup to her lips, and sipped. A groan nearly escaped her. The tea was divine, floral and just slightly sweet. She looked up, and noted that a shaft of buttery morning light had found its way into the parlor. In that light, the sorcerer’s thick curls picked up iridescent shades of violet blue that reminded her of a crow’s wings when it took flight. Maximilian’s brows rose.

“See something you like?”

“Pardon?”

He pointed to a plate between them piled high with spiced pumpkin bars glazed with cream cheese frosting.

“Oh.” Vesper didn’t know why she suddenly felt warm. It must have been the satin. “No, thank you.”

“Now that your wardrobe is taken care of,” he said, “I do have one more matter of business to discuss with you.”

Vesper tensed. “What is it?”

“Just a slight addendum to our previous agreement, it’s really quite minor.” Maximilian took a long sip of his own tea before he went on. “As a young, unmarried woman, your sudden appearance in Basalton’s high society crowd is going to raise questions, that’s unavoidable. We can certainly tell people that you’re from some far-off city like Maplegrove or New Beechley, but if we’re going to be working on this investigation together, we’ll still need a cover story.”

Vesper kept her eyes on the sorcerer, waiting. She had a feeling she was not going to like what he said next.

“Which is why, Miss Evans, I’d like to court you.”

Vesper nearly dropped her teacup. “You’d like to what?”

“It’s simple.” Maximilian folded his hands and leaned in, apparently unfazed by her reaction. “If I announce that I’m formally courting you, no one will be surprised to see me in your frequent company.”

Vesper set her teacup down slightly harder than intended. The sorcerer had clearly taken leave of his senses. In polite society, formal courtship was the prerequisite to an engagement, to marriage.

“Mr. Kite”—she tried to stay calm—“surely, you’re not being serious.”

“Well, why not?” Maximilian took another sip of tea. “A courtship gives us more than an excuse to spend time together.” He looked amused. “You may not know this, but I’m currently this city’s most eligible bachelor.”

“And clearly its most modest.” Vesper rolled her eyes.

“Once word gets out that I’m off the market, everyone will be clamoring to meet you,” Maximilian went on. “Basalton’s high society crowd is exclusive, but if they find you interesting, its doors will open right up for you. You’ll be granted all sorts of premier access that could help the investigation. There’s no downside.”

Vesper sat back. There was no downside, except for the fact that she’d never had so much as a gentleman caller before. The idea of being courted, even if it was just a ploy, made her unspeakably anxious. She thought she’d be willing to do whatever it took to save the Globe, but this?

“When would you start telling people?” Vesper asked quietly.

“It’s already done,” said Maximilian. He sounded like he was discussing a business transaction. “Last night, I visited the Basalton Men’s Club, and I may have dropped the news of your arrival and our courtship to a few well-placed and rather talkative associates. The news is probably making its rounds as we speak.”

“Last night?” Vesper frowned. “But how did you know I’d—?”

“Miss Evans.” Maximilian’s expression turned serious. “It’s just a ruse,” he said. “Once our business is done and you’ve proven my indisputable innocence, I’ll concoct some promiscuous scandal that gives you a valid excuse to call off our courtship while leaving you entirely blameless.”

“Scandal?” Vesper repeated in a small voice.

The corners of Maximilian’s mouth quirked. “Leave that part to me. It’ll be something salacious.” He winked. “I’m rather good at that, you know. In fact, once, at an after-hours party, I made a bet involving some rope, a jar of marmalade, and—”

“I do not want to know the rest of that story.”

Maximilian smirked. “Suit yourself.”

Vesper watched while he downed the rest of his tea. “If you’re making amendments to our deal, then I am too,” she said. “A courtship is going to require extra work on my end, so my fee will need to be adjusted accordingly.”

Maximilian traded his teacup for another iced pumpkin bar. “Name your price, love.”

Vesper ignored the pet name and tried to think quickly. Twenty thousand gild would get the Globe through the end of the year and pay off its debts, but a bit of cushion money to help them with the start of the following year couldn’t hurt. She studied her new gloves a moment, then met the sorcerer’s gaze. “I want forty thousand gild.”

Maximilian leaned forward. “Twenty-five.”

“Thirty-five,” Vesper countered.

“Twenty-six.”

“Thirty.”

Maximilian considered, then nodded. “Fine. Thirty thousand gild to be paid in cash, in one lump sum, upon the successful completion of your assignment.”

Vesper bowed her head and hid her smirk. In truth, she’d have settled for twenty-five thousand gild, but she was proud of her successful negotiation.

“Now that we’ve addressed the practicalities, I’d like to focus on the investigation.” She withdrew her notebook and a pen from her bag, feeling much better now that they were discussing something in her natural element.

“Very well.” Maximilian leaned in. “What’s our approach? Where do we begin?”

“The most critical time in an investigation is within its first forty-eight hours, when everything’s fresh,” said Vesper. “Francis was killed Friday night, and today’s Sunday, so we’ll need to move quickly.” She opened her notebook and wrote down the word facts. “Let’s start with what we know.”

“The exhibition began at eight o’clock,” said Maximilian. “It was over by half past. You found me in the maze and told me that Francis had collapsed around nine thirty—I remember, because I checked my watch. By the time we got to him ten minutes later at approximately nine forty, he was dead.”

Vesper frowned. “That leaves us with a little over an hour of Francis’s time unaccounted for.” She set her notebook down and started to pace up and down the parlor. Movement always helped when she was trying to think. “Let’s focus on the museum’s maze for a moment. How well do you know it?”

“Not well,” said Maximilian. “Before last night, I’d only been in it once, a few months ago after it was renovated by the Heritage Society. They hosted a big celebration and a tour to celebrate.”

“There were four entries in its center,” Vesper recalled. “So it stands to reason that there were four different paths into the maze. We both went through one, but that still leaves three other paths that Mr. Gladwell—and his murderer—might have used to get in and out.” She stopped pacing for a second. “Is there any way we could get our hands on a blueprint of the maze?”

“I’ll ask Mrs. Oelrich,” Maximilian offered. “She’s the president of the museum’s Heritage Society, and I believe she oversaw the maze’s restoration.”

“Good.” Vesper nodded. “Now, what do we know about the guests who attended the exhibition?”

“It was an invitation-only event, about sixty guests,” said Maximilian. “Security is a standard at a gathering with that many high society people, so everyone—waitstaff included—had to be on a master list.”

“Any chance someone could have snuck onto the grounds?”

“Possible, but not likely,” said Maximilian. “Security was stationed at every entrance, and also patrolling the exterior.”

“If that’s true, then there’s a chance that the murderer’s name is on that master list,” said Vesper. “We’ll need a copy.”

“Done.”

Vesper resumed her pacing. “While we wait on the blueprint and guest list, we’ll also need to build out Mr. Gladwell’s FAN club.”

“Sorry?” Maximilian’s brows pinched. “His what?”

“His FAN club. It’s an acronym,” Vesper clarified. “Family, Associates, and Neighbors. Once we know the people Mr. Gladwell was close to, we can cross-reference that with the guests who attended the exhibition and see if any of them might have had a reason to want him dead.”

“Finding Francis’s family may prove difficult,” said Maximilian. “I believe he was from West Victerra, and didn’t have any relations locally that I know of.”

“What about associates and neighbors?” Vesper pressed. “Who did he socialize with?”

“Everyone.” Maximilian shrugged. “That’s part of the problem. Francis was a regular on the high society circuit who rarely missed a social event. Working our way through the people who called themselves his friends will take time and a certain level of delicacy.”

Time we don’t have. Vesper steepled her fingers, then brought them to her lips. “We need an entry point,” she determined. “If not a person, then a place where we can start to gather information about who Francis Gladwell was, and why someone wanted him dead.”

The sorcerer smiled. “I have an idea.”






NINE


SUNDAY, 6TH OF NOVEMBER—12:26 P.M.

“ A hotel?” An hour later, Vesper found herself standing before the tallest building in Basalton. She turned to Maximilian. “This is where you want to begin our investigation?”

“

“Not just any hotel,” said Maximilian. “The Massey’s by far the most luxurious one in the city.” He gave her a significant look. “It also happens to be where Francis Gladwell was staying before he met his untimely demise.”

Vesper’s brows knitted. “Didn’t he own a house?”

Maximilian shook his head. “He’d only moved to Basalton within the last year. I’d heard that he was shopping around for homes, but it seems he never found one he liked enough to buy.”

Vesper took out her notebook and jotted down a note. “Identifying Mr. Gladwell’s hotel is one thing, getting into his room is entirely another.”

Maximilian winked. “Leave that part up to me,” he said. “Come on.”

He didn’t give Vesper the opportunity to question him further as he strode toward the hotel doors. She stashed her notebook and followed, mildly annoyed at how much effort it took to keep up with his long strides. A pair of uniformed doormen bowed in unison as they passed. Vesper took a deep breath, then they entered.

White marble stretched across the hotel’s main floor, and a large glass dome in the center of the lobby filtered colored light through its stained glass panes. Each of the chandeliers suspended from its ceiling was the size of a small carriage.

“This way.” Maximilian nodded toward a reception desk, where a concierge stood at attention. The sorcerer leaned on the counter, smiling.

“Good morning,” he said warmly. “We have a friend staying at this hotel, and we’d like to go up to his room and surprise him with a gift. The trouble is … we’ve forgotten his room number. Are you able to give it to us?”

Vesper’s eyes darted to Maximilian, aghast. When he’d said to leave this to him, this wasn’t what she’d had in mind.

The concierge’s expression turned apologetic. “I’m sorry, sir, but I’m not permitted to share details about any of our guests without prior written consent. It’s a hotel policy.”

“I see. Let’s try this.” Maximilian didn’t miss a beat. Vesper watched as he withdrew a purple bill from his pocket, then slid it across the reception desk. “It’s very important that our friend receives his gift, and we’d very much appreciate your assistance. Are you able to help us?”

Vesper tensed as the concierge paled.

“Sir,” he said in a shakier voice. “I … I must … I must insist that you…”

“I appreciate that our request may be taxing to you,” Maximilian went on. He produced a second hundred-gild bill. “Be assured, I would be very grateful for your help.”

Vesper clenched her teeth. This was exactly the sort of behavior she couldn’t stand, rich people using their money to flout the rules. She watched as the concierge looked from the two hundred-gild bills, then back to Maximilian. He bit his lip. She could only imagine the kind of internal battle he was facing. Accepting a bribe to break hotel policy could cost him his job, but two hundred gild was likely more than what he made in a fortnight. He hesitated a second longer, then snatched the bills from the counter.

“I’ll be right back.”

Vesper waited until the concierge had disappeared around a corner before glaring at Maximilian.

“Bribery?” she said in a low voice. “In broad daylight?”

“A mere difference in preferred language.” The sorcerer shrugged. “You call it a bribe. I call it an encouraging incentive.”

Vesper glared. “I will not have my impeccable professional reputation tarnished by your unprincipled methods, Mr. Kite.”

Maximilian threw her an amused sidelong glance. “Does that mean that if this works, you won’t be going up to Francis’s room with me?”

“I—” Vesper clamped her mouth shut as the concierge returned. He was now holding a wooden clipboard.

“What’s your friend’s name?” he asked.

“Francis Gladwell,” said Maximilian.

The concierge ran his index finger down the clipboard. “Gladwell…”

Vesper’s eyes wandered, then stopped on a stack of newspapers on the floor near the concierge’s feet. She froze. Even from a distance, she’d have recognized a front page of the Globe anywhere, and she didn’t need to squint to read the headline typed in bold black ink:

GLADWELL SLAIN AT DERAILED EXHIBITION

The blood drained from her face. The concierge was still reviewing his list, but all he had to do was turn slightly and the gig would be up.

“Mr. Kite,” she whispered. When Maximilian didn’t look up, she stamped on his foot. Maximilian looked up at her, glaring, but when she jerked her head in the direction of the stack of newspapers, he started. The sorcerer glanced at the concierge, then covered his mouth as though he was about to cough. Vesper watched as his lips moved, and the folded newspaper on top of the stack quietly flipped itself over so that the front page was hidden. The concierge looked up.

“Mr. Gladwell is staying in room 1624,” he said. “That’s our executive suite. It’s on the top floor. Head all the way down that hall and around the corner to get to it.”

“Thank you,” said Maximilian. He produced a fifty-gild bill and placed it on the desk. “You’ve been immensely helpful to us. We’ll be on our way.”



They left the main lobby and started down the corridor that the concierge had indicated. At the end of the hall was a small golden elevator. Maximilian strode forward, pulled its accordion door back, then gestured. “After you.”

Vesper swallowed, then ducked into the elevator, trying to temper a growing anxiety. The elevator was only marginally larger than a closet, and Maximilian was quite tall. There’d barely be enough room for them both. She pressed herself against one of its walls as the sorcerer stepped in behind her, closed the door, and searched the buttons mounted to the wall until he found the one for the sixteenth floor. At once the elevator lurched upward, and she searched for something to hold on to without luck. Maximilian turned to face her.

“You all right, Evans?”

Vesper swallowed. “Perfectly fine.”

“Good.”

They were standing mere inches apart, close enough for Vesper to notice every time the sorcerer’s chest rose and fell. She looked around, searching for something to fill the uncomfortable silence as the elevator chimed and passed the fourth floor.

“What else do you know about Francis Gladwell?” she finally asked.

The sorcerer shrugged. “Not much, to be honest. We didn’t run in the same circles.”

“Back at the museum, you said that you weren’t the only person in this city who had a motive to want him dead,” she said. “What did you mean?”

“Just that Gladwell was known for being a bit of a peacock,” said Maximilian. “He was always strutting about, showing off his wealth, and trying to be seen with the right people. He acted like new money, and annoyed plenty of people in the process.”

“Did he ever say where his money came from?” Vesper asked. “The executive suite at the Massey has to be expensive.”

“Someone told me once that his family’s fortune came from the shipbuilding business.” Maximilian frowned. “Or maybe it was oil? I’m not entirely sure, actually.”

“Being annoying is one thing,” said Vesper. “But clearly someone disliked Mr. Gladwell enough to want him dead. We’ve talked about friends, but did he have any enemies or rivals?”

“Not that I know of,” said Maximilian.

The elevator passed the tenth floor and abruptly lurched. Vesper braced herself in the corner to keep from falling over.

“Speaking of friends though, Francis was close to Charles Belver,” Maximilian went on. “You may know him. He’s a steel magnate who—”

“I’ve met him.” Vesper remembered the name. “He was at the exhibition, and he interrupted me while I was interviewing Mr. Gladwell.” She frowned. “He told Francis that they needed to talk, and that it couldn’t wait.”

Maximilian’s expression darkened. “Belver’s one to keep an eye on. He’s got a reputation for being ruthless when it comes to business, and he’s not afraid to do whatever it takes to get his way.”

“Have you done business with him?”

“In a manner of speaking.”

Vesper started to press the question, when the elevator jolted upward. A small yelp escaped her as she pitched forward at the same time Maximilian reached out to steady her. His fingers encircled her wrist, holding tight. At his touch, her pulse leapt.

“Pardon,” he said quickly. At once, he let go. Vesper inhaled, taking in the woodsy scent of his cologne a moment before stepping back. A few seconds later, there was a cheerful ding and the elevator came to a stop.

“We’re here,” said Maximilian. “This way.”

They exited the elevator, then headed left down a quiet, dimly lit hall. Eventually, they reached a set of white double doors marked ROOM 1624. A simple DO NOT DISTURB sign hung from one of its polished gold handles.

“I don’t think the police have been here yet,” said Maximilian. “That concierge wouldn’t have let us up here otherwise.”

“That’s odd,” said Vesper. She ignored a small pinch of guilt as she thought about Chief Stettner. She’d promised him that she wouldn’t interfere in his case, and deep down she knew he’d be disappointed if he knew what she was doing.

It’s only interfering if you do something that hurts his work, she reasoned. So long as you’re careful, there’s no reason you can’t conduct your own separate, parallel investigation. You might even find something that helps him.

“I’ll do the honors.” Vesper moved aside as Maximilian placed his hand just above the knob. He murmured something under his breath, and then there was a click as it unlocked.

“Surely that’s not a part of your formal training,” she accused.

“Not at all.” Maximilian gave her a sly look. “I actually won that incantation in a game of poker.” He gestured to the door. “Ready?”

Vesper nodded.

Maximilian turned its handle and entered. Vesper had only taken one step inside before a gasp escaped her.

Francis Gladwell’s suite was in disarray. Clothing and shoes were strewn all about the room; a vase full of flowers had been knocked on its side; and the bed linens looked to have been ripped off the mattress. Crumpled papers littered every inch of the floor.

“Good grief,” Maximilian muttered.

Vesper pulled out her notebook and began jotting things down.

“I don’t understand.” Maximilian shook his head. “How could Francis have lived like this?”

“I don’t think he did,” said Vesper. “I think someone’s been in Mr. Gladwell’s room looking for something. The suite’s not just messy, it’s been ransacked. Look at all the open drawers. If I had to guess, they were here within the last few hours, maybe even earlier this morning.”

“How do you know?” Maximilian asked.

Vesper pointed to the desk. Nearly its entire surface was covered with papers, but her eye had gone to a small, overturned glass of water. “Those papers are still wet,” she said. “Which means that glass of water was knocked over recently.”

“Huh.” Maximilian tilted his head. “You’ve really got an eye for this, Evans.”

“Thank you.” Vesper’s cheeks warmed for a moment, but she shook her head and refocused. “Whoever was here is long gone, and we don’t know if they found what they were searching for, but let’s look around and see if we find anything.” She started toward one of the bedside tables, while Maximilian examined the papers on the desk.

“This is odd.” He held one up. “I think this is supposed to be a sketch of the Gladwell Machine, but it looks … well, bad.”

“Old drafts, probably.” Vesper examined an empty wineglass. Thinking about the Gladwell Machine reminded her about what Stettner had told her about the missing prototype from the museum. She made a note to look into that too.

Maximilian had moved to a sitting area next to the balcony with a love seat and coffee table. “Think this is important?”

Vesper looked up. He was holding what looked to be a hatpin, long and needle sharp, with a single golden honeybee affixed to its end. “It could be.”

“It was on the coffee table,” said Maximilian.

Vesper nodded. “That’s set for two people. It looks like Gladwell may have had company recently. Judging by the hatpin, it could have been a woman.” She paused. “Did he have any romantic partners that you know of?”

Maximilian scoffed. “It would be easier to name the girls he didn’t have dalliances with.”

“Interesting.” Vesper made another note before returning to the desk. The spilled water had blurred the ink on most of the papers and rendered them unreadable, but her eyes caught on a folded paper that had fallen to the floor and been spared. She picked it up.

“Come look at this.”

Maximilian crossed the room in a few steps. Together, they read the typed letter.

Monday, October 31st

Francis,

Gloria and I so enjoyed your company at lunch last week. As discussed, please find my improved offer of 10,000 gild for the proprietary rights to the Gladwell Machine. In the current market, I assure you this is a competitive offer. I hope to discuss this with you at length in the coming days, before the exhibition.

Regards,

Charles Belver

“I knew it.” Maximilian didn’t bother hiding the disgust in his voice. “I knew Belver was involved.”

Vesper carefully put the letter back where she’d found it before writing in her notebook. “Hold on, why would Charles Belver want to buy Mr. Gladwell’s machine?”

“I’m not sure,” said Maximilian, frowning. “But what’s odd to me is his offering price.”

“Too high?”

“Too low,” Maximilian corrected her. “Belver could afford to pay much more than ten thousand gild for something he really wanted.”

“Maybe he was hoping to get a deal. Do you think he wanted to stop Francis from going public?” Vesper asked. “If he owned the proprietary rights to the machine, he could bury it.”

Maximilian shrugged. “It’s certainly the kind of thing he’d do.” He gave Vesper a significant look. “Belver’s a sorcerer too, you know, and a skilled one. Maybe he felt the same way I did about giving the public access to Thaumaric incantations.”

Vesper drummed her fingers against the desk and tried to think.

Means. Opportunity. Motive.

If Maximilian was right, Charles Belver had the means to hurt Francis Gladwell using sorcery. His attendance at the exhibition gave him opportunity, and he’d certainly seemed unhappy with the inventor when she’d seen them together. If he’d wanted the Gladwell Machine and Francis had refused to sell the rights to him, that was a possible motive. But was it strong enough to justify murder?

“We could take that letter to the police,” Maximilian suggested. “Maybe that’ll be enough for them to take action.”

Vesper pursed her lips. “Look, you hired me as your private investigator because you said I had the skill and training you required, right? Well, my training tells me that you’re zeroing in on Belver too quickly. We’ve only just started this investigation. We can’t limit our scope of suspects too—”

Her words were interrupted by a loud knock at the door. She swiveled.

“Police!” said a voice she recognized. “We have a warrant to search the room. Any persons inside should make themselves known!”

Vesper turned to Maximilian in horror. “That’s the police chief!” she whispered.

Maximilian pointed to the door, murmured something, then made a gesture as though turning a knob. There was a soft click. “I’ve just jammed the lock,” he whispered. “It’ll buy us some time, but not much.”

Vesper’s hands flew to her head. Foolish. How could she have been so foolish? They should have been more careful. She looked from Maximilian to the door, then back again.

“There’s no way out.” She tried to keep the panic from her voice. “And there’s nowhere to hide. If we’re caught…”

Maximilian glanced toward the balcony. “I have an idea. Do you trust me?”

Vesper hesitated. The truth was, she didn’t trust Maximilian Kite—she barely knew him—but in this moment, she had no choice. Maximilian threw open the balcony’s doors and stepped out, then beckoned for her to join him on it. It was a tight squeeze. The sorcerer peered over the railing, as though assessing something, then turned to Vesper.

“Take my hand. We’re going to jump.”

“What?” She hadn’t heard him right. Surely, he hadn’t said what she thought he’d said. Maximilian looked over the railing a second time, then glanced back at her again.

“We don’t have much time.” He didn’t sound afraid, only determined. “Take my hand, and on the count of three, we’ll jump.”

“Mr. Kite, we’re on the sixteenth floor. You can’t—”

Maximilian rolled his eyes, then, without warning, wrapped an arm around her waist. Vesper barely had time to register what was happening before the sorcerer picked her up, swung his legs over the railing, then leapt.






TEN


SUNDAY, 6TH OF NOVEMBER—1:17 P.M.

Vesper waited for the fall.

She screwed her eyes shut, bracing for a rush of air and the inevitable crash on impact.

It never came.

She opened her eyes. Overhead, the sun was shining. Multicolored rooftops stretched as far as the eye could see, but Vesper couldn’t make sense of the view. A strand of her hair caught in the breeze; her dress billowed around her. It dawned on her slowly.

She hadn’t fallen. She was … floating.

She glanced over her shoulder and saw the balcony of Francis Gladwell’s hotel room growing farther away as they descended. How?

“All right there, Miss Evans?”

Maximilian was still holding her against him. His eyes were focused ahead, and when she followed his gaze, she saw he was angling for the roof of a warehouse directly across the street from the hotel.

“Just hang on,” he said, voice strained. “We’re almost—” He winced and Vesper’s stomach swooped as they dropped quickly, landing on the roof so hard they both tumbled onto it in a heap. Maximilian’s grip tightened as he pulled her against him, shifting quickly so that his body hit the roof first and absorbed most of the impact. For several seconds, they lay there, breathing hard.

Vesper felt the sorcerer’s chest rising and falling beneath hers. She realized, with a start, that she was lying on top of him. At once, she got to her feet and brushed herself off. Maximilian sat up more slowly.

“Apologies,” he said gruffly. “Clearly my landing skills leave something to be desired. Are you all right?”

“I’m fine,” said Vesper. She stared at the sorcerer. He was leaning forward and pinching the bridge of his nose as though in pain. “Mr. Kite, are you quite well?”

“Of course. Never better.” Maximilian looked up suddenly, grinning. “Nothing like a bit of fresh air to revitalize the senses.”

Vesper turned. The balcony to Francis’s room was still in sight, and she could now make out police officers combing it. They’d jumped at least a hundred yards. She turned back to Maximilian.

“Can all sorcerers do what you just did?”

“No.” Maximilian stood and brushed his pants off before offering her a hand. “That particular incantation is rather difficult, and requires a great deal of focus.”

“I see.” Vesper looked over her shoulder. “We should probably get down, before someone catches us up here.”

“Right.”

It took a bit of searching, but eventually, they found a fire escape on the side of the building and made their way down. Vesper was more than a little grateful to be on solid ground again.

“Thanks for getting us out of there,” she said. “I’m … I’m not sure what I would have done without your help.”

Maximilian’s dark hair was wind tousled, and there was still a bit of color in his cheeks. He smiled at her, and Vesper felt the strangest hitch in her chest.

“You bring a valuable set of skills to our partnership, Miss Evans.” He gave her a small bow. “But occasionally, I can be useful too.”

“Well, thank you again.”

“Of course.”

Silence fell between them, and Vesper shifted her weight. Maximilian was staring at her with an intensity she’d seen before, and suddenly she wished with all her heart that she could know what he was thinking, what he saw when he looked at her. Did he see an “odd girl,” or something else?

“Well.” Vesper cleared her throat. “Francis’s hotel room gave us a useful lead and at least one suspect to look into, but I’d like a bit more information on his background. I was thinking we might head to the Basalton Library and see what we can find.”

Maximilian nodded. “That’s good thinking, Miss Evans. But I’m afraid I won’t be able to join you. I’m suddenly feeling a bit under the weather.”

“Oh.” Vesper couldn’t explain it, but she felt a fleeting sense of disappointment. She took the sorcerer in and noted that he was now paler than he’d been on the roof. Perhaps he was sick. “Of course,” she said quickly. “I can go on my own, then.”

“I’ll look forward to a report of your findings tomorrow morning when I pick you up for our next exploit,” said Maximilian. “If you could, be ready by ten. I’ll have Bisan send clothes for you; what’s your address?”

“It’s…” Vesper hesitated. “Just tell her to send things to the Globe’s office. They’ll get to me.”

Maximilian shrugged. “As you wish.”

“Hang on,” Vesper pressed. “Where exactly are we going tomorrow?”

“You’ll see.” A mischievous glint touched the sorcerer’s eyes. “We’re going to do a bit of reconnaissance.”

“Reconnaissance?” Vesper repeated. “What do you mean?”

Instead of answering, the sorcerer offered a polite bow. “Have a good afternoon, Miss Evans. I’ll see you tomorrow.” He turned on his heel before she could press him any further, and headed down the road. Vesper watched him go, bemused, then headed in the opposite direction.



The Basalton Public Library was a welcome sight to Vesper’s eyes.

She relaxed as she passed through its entrance, taking in the slightly musty smell of aged books and worn leather. Afternoon sunlight filtered in through towering windows on either side of the main room and picked up tiny motes of dust floating among the bookshelves. Vesper searched until she found who she was looking for: a woman sitting behind a large oak desk and sifting through a stack of folders.

“Hello, Ida.”

The librarian looked up from her work. She was a dark-skinned woman with silver-white hair and kind brown eyes behind crescent-shaped spectacles. “Vesper? This is a lovely surprise,” she said. “What can I help you with?”

Vesper leaned in. “I’m trying to build a profile on someone from Basalton’s high society crowd, and I wondered what resources the library might have to help me do it.”

Ida paused. “If they’re a member of high society, you might check the Social Register of Victerra first.”

“The Social Register?”

“It’s a publication that lists members of high society throughout the country,” the librarian explained. “It’s updated annually, and includes the kind of basic information you’d expect—births, marriages, academic pedigrees, et cetera.”

“That sounds like exactly what I’m looking for,” said Vesper.

Ida led her toward a shelf at the front of the library with several volumes of black leather books with the same golden font written down their spines. She ran a finger down the line, then stopped on one, pulled it from the shelf, and offered it to Vesper.

“This is the most recent edition.”

Vesper flipped past an introduction and table of contents, leafing through to the G section of the book. She skimmed the page, then looked up.

“He’s not listed.”

“Who?”

“Francis Gladwell.”

Comprehension dawned on Ida’s face. “You’re looking into that man who got murdered Friday, aren’t you? The inventor?”

Vesper nodded. “I can’t say much more.”

“Of course, I understand.” Ida took the book back and drummed her fingers against it a moment. “Entries in the Social Register are determined by a private advisory board,” she explained. “It’s possible that, even if Mr. Gladwell was a member of high society, they may not have voted to include him.”

“Where else could I find information about him?” asked Vesper.

Ida chewed her bottom lip. “If he was an inventor, there’s a chance he’s in the Victerran Almanac of Inventors. That one’s in our reference section. I’ll show you.”

This time, she led Vesper to the back of the library, to a shelf of plum-colored books. She pointed.

“The almanac has information on every notable inventor in the country, along with a list of things they’re officially credited with inventing,” she explained. “It’s updated and republished at the start of each year. If Mr. Gladwell was a credible inventor, you should be able to find at least some basic information about him in one of the more recent editions.”

Vesper pulled one of the volumes from the shelf and nodded. “Thanks, Ida.”

The librarian smiled. “Good luck. I’ll be at my desk if you need me.”

Vesper sat at a nearby table and opened the almanac. A brief introduction from its contributors took up the first page, followed by a list of inventors alphabetized by their surname. She flipped through the pages, noting the photographs of stern-faced men staring back at her in black and white. Not a single woman. She wasn’t surprised. Few universities admitted women, and even at the ones that did, she’d heard horror stories. She found herself wondering how much further Victerra might be if women were given a true seat at the table instead of a chair missing one leg. Her attention returned to the book as she reached the G’s and slowed. A list of four gentlemen took up the page.

Raúl Galdamez

Benjamin Gertz

George Gibbs

Maurice Glennon

Vesper read the names again, tracing a line down the page with her finger. This was certainly the place where Francis Gladwell’s name should have been. She bookmarked the page with her thumb, then flipped back to its cover. 1897. There was no mistake; this was the almanac’s most recent edition. She frowned, pulling editions from the last four years from the shelf. One by one, she flipped to each almanac’s section for inventors whose last names began with G. One by one, she got the same result. Francis Gladwell hadn’t been listed as an inventor for the last five years. Vesper leaned against the table, confused. It didn’t make sense. If Mr. Gladwell had been as renowned as he was made out to be at the exhibition, surely he should have been listed. She returned each of the almanacs to their place on the shelf, then headed back toward the library’s front. Ida was still at her desk.

“Find what you need?” she asked as Vesper approached.

Vesper shook her head. “I still couldn’t find anything about him.”

Ida considered a moment before her eyes went to the back of the room. “I have one more idea,” she said.

For the third time, Vesper followed her. She’d expected the librarian to return to the reference section; instead, Ida headed for a nondescript door Vesper hadn’t noticed before. She barely had time to read the plaque that read SPECIAL COLLECTION as they passed. Inside, she found a much smaller room, furnished with only a single small table and a chair. The rest of the room was taken up with wall-to-wall shelves of books. Ida turned to face her.

“I think there’s a book in here that could be helpful,” she said. “One moment.” She searched the shelves before pulling out what looked to be an encyclopedia. It was by far the thickest book she’d brought forth, with a faded brown cloth cover and yellowed pages that suggested it was quite old.

“This is the Book of Vital Records,” Ida explained as she set it on the table. “It’s an ensorcelled text. Have you ever used one before?”

Vesper shook her head.

“It’s not difficult,” said Ida. “Ensorcelled texts have been enchanted by sorcerers. From my limited understanding, the actual process of ensorcellment is quite lengthy and complicated, which is why only a few select books are. These texts are sentient, able to provide specific information on demand when queried. The Book of Vital Records contains basic information about every person born in Victerra with a birth certificate. It dates back to 1720, and its most recent update was in 1890, so unless your inventor is under the age of nine, he should be in it.”

Vesper stared at the Book of Vital Records, slightly awed.

“To look up information on someone, simply open the book and say their name,” Ida instructed. “Here, give it a try.”

Vesper approached the Book of Vital Records slowly. It was stationary on the table, but she imagined a dormant energy within it that could come to life at any moment. She opened the book to its center and stared at the blank pages.

“Go on,” Ida encouraged her. “Test the name of someone you know first to get a feel for it.”

Vesper picked the first name that came to mind. “Maximilian Kite.”

She jumped as the book’s pages began to turn, rustling like a flock of birds taking sudden flight. Vesper tried to read the words as thousands upon thousands of blurred names flickered across the page. Just as quickly as it started, the book stopped on a page and went still. Vesper leaned forward, reading the words typed in neat black print.

NAME: Maximilian Ignatius Kite

MOTHER: Augusta Kite (Deceased)

FATHER: Virgil Kite (Deceased)

DATE OF BIRTH: 08 September 1878

DATE OF DEATH: None

He wasn’t lying about his birthday, then. Vesper took note of his middle name. Ignatius. It was a rare, old-fashioned name, and she found herself wondering where it had come from.

“Good.” Ida was looking over her shoulder. “Now try your inventor.”

Vesper’s eyes lingered on Maximilian’s name a beat longer before she said: “Francis Gladwell.”

This time, when the Book of Vital Records came to life, Vesper remained still. She watched as its aged pages turned, faster and faster in a blur until finally they stopped. Vesper felt an undeniable sense of unease. The Book of Vital Records had opened to a blank page.

“What on earth?” Ida stepped forward, frowning. “Try again.”

Vesper swallowed. “Francis Gladwell.”

The book merely gave a half-hearted turn of the page.

Ida turned to Vesper. “Are you sure you have the name right?”

“Positive.”

The librarian crossed her arms. “If his name doesn’t appear in the Book of Vital Records, it can only mean that there are no records of a Francis Gladwell to show.”

Vesper frowned. If there was no record of Francis Gladwell, then who had the man she’d met at the exhibition really been? Her mind began to race.

“Vesper?”

Vesper looked up at the sound of Ida’s voice. The librarian was now looking at her with new concern. “Are you all right, dear?”

“Yes, sorry. I’m fine.” Vesper reshouldered her bag. “This has been really helpful, Ida. Thank you, I should get going.”

The air had grown cooler by the time Vesper left the library. She surveyed the usually busy street, surprised to find it quiet and vacant. A thick fog had descended, casting everything around her in an opaque, silvery haze, and she couldn’t fight the nagging sense that someone was watching her. It was the same way she’d felt Friday night in the maze. Slowly, a shape formed.

A group of young men were sitting on the curb across the street—all dressed in black, all with hands in their pockets. She didn’t need to see the tattoos under their coats to know who they had to be.

Thally Rousers.

Usually, the gangs of this city were nocturnal, scarcely seen in daytime. But here they were, at least six of them, all sitting on the curb and staring at her as though looking for something, waiting for something. She remembered Chief Stettner’s words from two days before.

My men caught some Rousers lurking around late last night. Mostly kids, but they can still be dangerous in groups.

Vesper reshouldered her satchel, holding on tight to its strap as she resumed walking. None of the Rousers moved, but as she made her way down the street, she couldn’t shake the feeling that their eyes stayed on her back.
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Vesper had only been eight when she’d learned how to look for the tells of an approaching winter.

At nineteen, she knew what it meant when frost began collecting in the corners of shop windows; what was coming when the nights grew long and the mornings became reluctant, like a grudging child pulled from bed. Now she stared out the window of a fine blue coach, watching winter slowly sink its teeth into Basalton with a dull but familiar sense of dread. The autumn leaves falling from the trees should have been beautiful, but they only reminded her that everything around her was dying. She sighed.

“You all right there, Evans?”

Vesper’s eyes shot open, and she tore her gaze from the window. Maximilian was sitting across from her in the coach, eyeing her with a curious expression.

“I’m fine. Why?”

“You seem … tense.”

Vesper crossed her arms. “I might be a little less so if I believed you were taking our investigation seriously.”

Maximilian took a bite of his muffin and chewed. “I am taking it seriously,” he said. “I’m just not as alarmed by your most recent development as you clearly are.”

Vesper threw up her hands. “So you mean to tell me that you don’t find it concerning that there is no record of Francis Gladwell in three different publications where he almost certainly should be?”

“We can probably deduce that the man who called himself Francis Gladwell lied about his identity,” Maximilian conceded. “But that’s explained easily enough: He might have come from a family of more modest means and been embarrassed. Trust me, he wouldn’t be the first man in high society to lie about his pedigree.”

“If Francis lied about his name and his family, he could have been lying about other things,” said Vesper. “I’m telling you, there’s something there.”

“All right,” said Maximilian. “So if Francis was faking his background the whole time, why didn’t anyone else catch him?”

“It wouldn’t have been hard,” said Vesper. “Mr. Gladwell told everyone that his family was from the other side of the country. It’s unlikely that many members of Basalton’s elite would ever bother to verify his story. High society people rely heavily on word of mouth and reputation, so Francis didn’t actually need to convince everyone that he was who he said he was; he only had to convince a few people and let them do the work of spreading the word for him.” Vesper paused. “It was actually quite clever of him.”

“Except for one thing,” said Maximilian. “Francis might have been able to lie about his background, but he absolutely lived the life of a high society gentleman. He visited the Basalton Men’s Club regularly, attended every high society event in a bespoke suit, and regularly dined at the city’s poshest restaurants. Where did he get the money to pay for all of that?”

“Maybe he was involved in something illegal,” Vesper suggested.

“Like what?”

Vesper pursed her lips. She imagined what Tom might say in a moment like this.

When your questions lead to a dead end, ask different questions.

“It may take some time for us to figure out how Francis bankrolled his life, but I think we also need to think about why he felt the need to lie. If he was using a fake identity, he likely had something to hide, and it’s possible that one of those things got him killed.”

Maximilian looked amused. “You think Francis was hiding something scandalous?”

“Maybe,” said Vesper. “It’s also possible that, as you’ve already said, Mr. Gladwell just wanted to create a more interesting persona to give him more credibility with high society so that he could woo them. Remember, at the exhibition he said he was openly looking for investors.”

“But we saw that Belver had already made an offer to buy the rights to his machine,” said Maximilian.

“An improved offer,” Vesper corrected him. “Meaning he’d already made one offer and been turned down. Gladwell must have felt that he could get far more for his machine than ten thousand gild, especially if multiple investors were involved.”

Maximilian cocked his head. “So what’s the theory? You think Belver got mad?”

The coach hit a hard bump in the road without warning. Maximilian caught himself in time, but Vesper nearly slid off the bench. At the look on his face as she readjusted herself, she scowled.

“Do I amuse you, Mr. Kite?”

The corners of the sorcerer’s lips quirked. “Only when you make that face. Did you know that there is an ancient creature from mythology called Medusa? Legend holds that she was a monstress with snakes for hair, who could turn men to stone with a single terrifying glare, not unlike the one you’re wearing now.” He paused, thoughtful. “As I consider it, maybe you’re related.”

“She sounds like a perfectly reasonable woman,” Vesper muttered.

“In other news…” Maximilian withdrew two papers from his pocket. “I have some things you may find of interest. The guest list from the exhibition, and a list of the staff who worked the event.”

Vesper looked up, all previous thoughts abandoned, and snatched the papers from him.

“I also wrote to Mrs. Oelrich about the blueprint of the maze, but haven’t heard back yet,” he noted.

Vesper skimmed the exhibition’s guest list, then shuffled the papers to look at the list of waitstaff.

“You don’t really think a member of the staff did this?” Maximilian asked. “Blaming the servants is a little clichéd, Evans, don’t you think?”

Vesper looked up. “Clichés exist for a reason, you know. Sometimes they’re right.” She opened her notebook and began to take notes. “You’re focused on Belver because you think he’s a shrewd businessman who wanted control over Gladwell’s machine, but rich people aren’t the only ones with ambition.” She pointed to the list of waitstaff. “Someone could have easily disguised themselves as a server, lured Mr. Gladwell away from the partygoers, and killed him.”

“Fair enough.” Maximilian pulled something else out of his pocket wrapped in a napkin. It was an apple cinnamon muffin. Vesper stared.

“Exactly how many desserts do you carry on your person, Mr. Kite?”

“One for every occasion,” he replied solemnly. “The wise man is never caught without sustenance.”

Vesper rolled her eyes and went back to the list of waitstaff.

“And what about you?” he asked.

“Me?”

“What kind of desserts do you like?”

Vesper deadpanned. “I don’t eat dessert.”

“Liar!” Maximilian looked scandalized. “Come now, Evans, indulge me.” He waggled his brows. “If I’m supposed to be courting you, this is the kind of thing I ought to know. Besides, I’ll only keep asking if you don’t tell me.”

“Fine.” Vesper set the lists down. “My favorite dessert is a raspberry tartlet, sprinkled with sugar.”

Maximilian cocked his head. “Interesting choice. Why raspberry?”

Vesper swallowed hard. A lifetime ago, her father had brought her and her sister raspberry tartlets from the market as a special treat every other Friday. That had been before everything had gone wrong, and she hadn’t had one since. She’d just decided to make something up, when the coach suddenly lurched forward again. A yelp escaped Vesper as she was thrown forward. She splayed her hands out instinctively, trying to brace herself to keep from falling, but instead her palms pressed flat against Maximilian’s chest. The coach rocked from side to side, and his hands flew to her waist to steady her. As abruptly as it had started, the coach righted itself. For several seconds, the two of them stared at each other, perfectly still.

“You all right, Evans?” Maximilian’s voice was low, barely a whisper.

“I’m fine.” Vesper didn’t understand why her heart was now beating like a hummingbird’s. She didn’t know why she was fixated on the way Maximilian’s fingertips felt pressing into her sides, or why the longer her own hands stayed against his chest, the warmer the coach seemed to become. Their faces were only inches apart. The sorcerer’s eyes were hazel today, framed by dark lashes.

How?

The door to the coach swung open, and the footman stuck his head inside.

“Oh!” Vesper pushed herself back so fast she nearly lost her balance again. Maximilian appeared slightly dazed. The footman looked between them a moment before pointedly clearing his throat.

“Sir,” he said in a formal voice. “I wanted to let you know we’ve arrived at our destination.”

“Right.” Maximilian blinked several times, as though he’d just woken from a dream, then combed his fingers through his dark curls. “Yes, of course. Thank you. Miss Evans?” He gestured. “Please, after you.”

Vesper couldn’t get out of the coach fast enough. The morning’s brisk breeze resharpened her senses. Once outside, she looked around.

In all her life, she wasn’t sure she’d ever seen an expanse of land so large, green, and flat. She turned to Maximilian. “Where are we?”

“Just past the northern city limits of Basalton,” he said as he ducked out of the coach. “That’s the only place there’s room for a polo field.”

“Polo?” Vesper spun back around and squinted. It was difficult to see with the fog reaching over the bordering pines, but sure enough, when her eyes settled, she could make out people on the field, along with several horses. She turned back to Maximilian. “What on earth are we doing at a polo match?”

“As I said yesterday: reconnaissance.”

Vesper frowned. “Don’t tell me our deceased inventor moonlighted as a polo player?”

“Oh no, Francis never bothered to ride when he came to the matches, he preferred to smoke cigars with Belver.” He grimaced.

“You don’t partake?” Vesper asked.

Maximilian shook his head. “I despise smoking in all its variants—it’s a nasty habit, if you ask me. But as I was saying, many of the people attending today’s match are members of high society. You’ll have an opportunity to speak to people who knew him, and gather information. You’re welcome.”

Vesper crossed her arms. “And what exactly will you be doing?”

“I—”

“Maximilian!”

An older, well-dressed couple was approaching them. The man’s hair was gray, the woman’s pale blond. Vesper guessed they might be in their sixties or seventies. She also thought she recognized the woman, who spoke first.

“Maximilian.” She stopped before them and kissed both of the sorcerer’s cheeks. “So good to see you, dear.”

“And you, Lara.” Maximilian’s voice was instantly warmer, smoother.

Lara. Vesper combed through her memory before it came to her. Lara Oelrich. She was from the Basalton Museum of Art’s Heritage Society, the woman who’d introduced Mr. Gladwell at the exhibition Friday night.

“And John.” Maximilian addressed the man beside Mrs. Oelrich. “It’s nice to see you as well.”

“How rude of us.” Mrs. Oelrich turned her attention to Vesper, as though she’d just noticed her there. “We didn’t introduce ourselves to your friend.”

“Please, allow me.” Maximilian turned to Vesper. “Miss Evans, this is Mr. and Mrs. Oelrich. John, Lara, please be introduced to Miss Vesper Evans.”

“Vesper.” Mrs. Oelrich repeated the name like it was an exotic dish she’d never tried. “That’s lovely.”

“Thank you.” Vesper did her best to smile. From a distance, Mrs. Oelrich had looked normal, but up close there was something decidedly unsettling about her face. Her skin was too white and smooth, her nose too pointed, her coiffed hair a shade too bright. She looked like one of those caricature drawings Vesper sometimes saw street artists peddling.

“Are you new to Basalton?” Mrs. Oelrich asked. “I don’t think we’ve had the pleasure of meeting before.”

Vesper paused. “I…”

“Miss Evans is from Maplegrove,” said Maximilian. “We met this summer, while I was there on business.”

Vesper exhaled in relief.

“Maplegrove,” Mrs. Oelrich repeated. “How interesting!” Her tone was mild, but there was a new touch of shrewdness in the woman’s eyes. Vesper had the distinct feeling she was being assessed.

“Mrs. Oelrich, I was just telling Miss Evans about the wonderful work you did to lead the Heritage Society’s restoration of the museum’s botanical garden and maze,” said Maximilian.

“You’re too kind!” said Mrs. Oelrich. She turned to Vesper. “Normally, I’d give you a private tour of the grounds myself, dear, but in light of recent events…” She shuddered. “Well, hopefully all that business is taken care of soon.” To Maximilian, she said: “I received your letter and will have my personal secretary send you a copy of the maze’s blueprint this week!”

The sorcerer bowed. “Much obliged.”

Mr. Oelrich cleared his throat. “Lara and I wanted to express our condolences, Maximilian. We were very sorry your wonderful event was marred by such a terrible tragedy with that Gladwell fellow. Sad business indeed.”

“Thank you,” said Maximilian courteously. “I appreciate it.”

Perfect, Vesper thought, an opening. “Did the two of you know Francis Gladwell?” she asked.

“We met the inventor once, and I introduced him at the exhibition because I’m a member of the Heritage Society,” said Mrs. Oelrich, “but we were never especially familiar with him.”

“Did you speak to him on the night he died?” Vesper pressed. “Did anything about him seem off?”

“Apologies,” said Maximilian quickly. “I think I’ve just spotted someone waving me down. Please, excuse us.” He gently but firmly escorted Vesper away.

“Well, that was subtle,” he muttered once they were out of the couple’s earshot. Vesper was surprised to hear annoyance in his voice. She turned on him, frowning.

“Are we here to gather information, or socialize?” she asked. “I was just trying to get to the point.”

Maximilian rolled his eyes. “I’m not sure if you’ve noticed, but we’re at a polo match, not in an interrogation room.” He leaned in, looking serious. “If you want to get any useful information out of this crowd, you’re going to have to use a different approach, employ a bit more finesse. Can you manage that?”

Vesper crossed her arms. “Fine.”

“Thank you.”

She let a beat pass before the question on the tip of her tongue escaped her. “What was wrong with Mrs. Oelrich’s face? She looked … odd.”

Maximilian shifted his weight, visibly uncomfortable. “A bit too much cosmetic sorcery is my guess,” he said.

“Sorcery?” Vesper blinked. “Do you mean people use sorcery on themselves, to change their appearance?”

Maximilian nodded. “It’s not popular, but yes. Some people use it to enhance or change different physical features on their body. The work is complicated and has to be performed by sorcerers with specialized training. The incantations are fairly short-lived, which means they also have to be renewed somewhat frequently. As you saw, doing it too often can have a somewhat … jarring effect.”

Again, Vesper stared directly into Maximilian’s eyes. They’d been blue the night they’d met, then green, then gray. Today, they were hazel. Were those color changes the result of cosmetic sorcery too? Was that how Maximilian knew so much about it? She opened her mouth to ask him at the same time the sorcerer looked down at his watch to check the time.

He checked his watch. “Ah, I’m late.”

“Late?” Vesper repeated. “For what?”

Maximilian shrugged off his coat. To Vesper’s surprise, he wasn’t wearing his usual suit and tie underneath, but a crimson polo shirt and tan trousers.

“Are you quite serious, Mr. Kite? A polo match, now?”

“Some of the men playing today were chummy with Gladwell,” he said. “You’re going to do your information gathering, and I’m going to do mine. I’ll report back after.”

“But—”

“Good luck!” He was already walking down toward the field.

Vesper watched him go, a more complicated array of emotions churning within her. She certainly would have preferred that Maximilian stay with her, but she was also a bit relieved to get some space from him. She replayed what had happened in the coach, and thought of the firmness of his chest under her palm, the way his lips had parted just slightly as he’d stared at her. She was normally so good at reading people, but Maximilian was continuing to prove the exception. Why?

Never mind that. Focus. If Maximilian wants reconnaissance, that’s what you’ll do.

Vesper steeled herself, then headed toward the field.



If Vesper had anticipated an easy trek to the cluster of small white pavilions where the match spectators were expected to sit, she was quickly proven wrong.

Though the grounds themselves were flat, recent rainfall made for a particularly muddy and difficult slog. Bisan had sent a new dress to the Globe for her to wear—a plum-colored walking gown with an elaborate bustle and matching hat, and Vesper was loath to ruin it. She found a group of empty seats near the field’s border and settled into one, trying to think of a best course of action from here. Usually, when Tom sent her off on an assignment, she prepared a list of interviewees and questions she wanted to try to answer in advance. Here though, she had no list, no idea where to start.

“Is this seat taken?”

Vesper looked up. The young woman approaching her looked familiar. Vesper remembered her name.

Ada.

They’d met at the exhibition. Today, Ada was wearing a less formal—albeit just as expensive-looking—yellow walking dress. She stopped before Vesper and cocked her head. “Have we met?”

“I don’t think so,” said Vesper quickly.

Ada’s expression turned skeptical. “Are you sure? I could have sworn we had.”

“You must have me confused with someone else.”

“No.” She was studying Vesper more closely now. “I met you at the exhibition, didn’t I? You’re…” She tapped her temple a moment, thinking. “Vesper.”

Vesper started. She remembered Ada, but she certainly hadn’t expected the young woman to remember her.

“You were wearing different clothes at the exhibition,” Ada went on as she took her seat. “These are much nicer. But the fact that you said we hadn’t met even when you almost certainly knew we had tells me you’re hoping no one from the exhibition will recognize you now, including me.”

Vesper didn’t know what to say. In her line of work, she was used to being the one who made deductions about others. It was an odd sensation to have someone make conjectures about her, particularly ones that were correct.

Ada’s expression turned coy. She leaned in. “I think I know why you’re here.”

Vesper’s mouth went dry. “You do?”

“You’re a reporter.” Ada looked smug. “No doubt, you’re writing some dramatic exposé about the outrageously wasteful and excessive habits of this city’s crème de la crème. Am I right?”

Vesper breathed relief. “Well, I…”

“Don’t worry.” Ada waved a dismissive hand. “I won’t tell anyone.”

Vesper raised a brow. “You won’t?”

“No.” Ada sighed. “I actually think you should write it. High society could use a bit of a shake-up before the year’s end. Besides, if I blow your cover, I doubt I’ll see you at these sorts of events anymore, and they’re dreadfully boring without good company.”

Vesper smiled, despite herself. She found that she rather liked Ada Bickerton. There was a cleverness in the young woman’s eyes that felt refreshing, even relatable. Ada turned and nodded toward the rest of the grounds.

“So,” she asked. “How did you get here undercover?”

Vesper paused. She had no intention of telling Ada the real reason she was here, but she didn’t think pieces of the truth would hurt. “I’m a guest of Mr. Kite’s,” she said. “He’s helping me with … my work.”

Ada nodded, apparently satisfied with that answer. “How very like him,” she mused. There was a touch of fondness in her voice. “He’s always been a bit of a rebel, and I did say at the exhibition that you can find all sorts of peculiar interests to dabble in when you have enough money.”

Vesper saw another opening and took it. “Speaking of the exhibition,” she said carefully. “I wondered if you’d heard about what happened to the inventor who presented that night, Francis Gladwell?”

Ada’s eyes widened. “Oh, of course! I think everyone’s heard by now. It’s practically the scandal of the season.”

“Did you know him at all?” Vesper asked.

Ada shrugged. “We met once, but we never got to know each other well; he’s a bit older. Honestly though, I’m not sure I could have gotten to know him even if I’d wanted to.”

“What do you mean?” Vesper pressed.

Ada chuckled. “Before he died, Francis Gladwell was high society’s newest shiny toy, everyone wanted to know him. He was charming, attractive…” She nodded to Vesper. “Not unlike you, actually.”

“Me?”

Ada nodded. “Everyone here’s been talking about you, the mysterious girl who managed to catch the eye of the discerning Maximilian Kite.”

Vesper stiffened. “Has Mr. Kite never courted someone before?”

“Oh, he’s courted many women,” said Ada. “But the word is that, for the first time, he’s truly in love.”

Vesper shifted her weight from foot to foot. She had no interest in Maximilian’s romantic life, the girls he may have had dalliances with before now, but what had he said to make people think he was in love with her? She redirected the conversation back to Francis quickly.

“Mr. Kite was telling me how popular Mr. Gladwell was,” she said. “It’s such a tragedy that he was killed, especially when it seemed everyone liked him.”

“Well…” For the first time, Ada sounded less confident. “Not everyone liked him.”

Vesper straightened. “What do you mean?”

Ada hesitated, as though she’d said too much, then sighed. “I suppose it doesn’t really matter who knows, not anymore.” She lowered her voice, so that Vesper had to lean in. “A few weeks ago, there was a bit of a scandal. You didn’t hear it from me if anyone asks, but Francis Gladwell was caught in a rather compromising position with a young woman from a prominent family.” She nodded subtly to the left. “She’s over there.”

Vesper looked in the direction Ada had indicated. A young woman wearing a large yellow hat was sitting a few feet away, her back to them.

“Her name’s Elizabeth Duxley,” Ada murmured. “Apparently, she and Francis were indulging in some rather … risqué activities, when someone caught them. Word got around. Within a week, Elizabeth had lost all of her other suitors and become a social pariah. Actually, this is the first time I’ve seen her out in weeks.”

Vesper swallowed. “Was it really as serious as all that?”

Ada nodded. “This was Elizabeth’s second season out, and Basalton’s a small city. With that sort of blemish on her reputation…” Ada pursed her lips. “Her odds at a good marriage now aren’t very good.”

“It sounds like she took all the blame while Francis took none,” said Vesper. “That hardly seems fair.”

The expression on Ada’s face was grave. “That’s the lot of a high society woman. It’s rarely fair.”

Vesper chewed on her lip, considering this new information. From the moment she’d seen Francis’s body in the maze and realized he’d been murdered, she’d speculated that his death was somehow tied to his machine. Even Chief Stettner’s brief mention of the missing prototype had pointed her in that direction. Now, however, she was starting to wonder if maybe she’d narrowed her theories too early. What would the police chief say in this situation? What was one of the first things he’d ever taught her?

Never limit your scope without cause.

A person jealous of Francis’s machine certainly had cause to want him dead, but a young woman who’d potentially had her entire life ruined because of his carelessness and impropriety? That sounded a lot like a suspect with a very personal motive.

“Looks like the match is about to start,” Ada pointed out. “Have you ever watched sorcerer’s polo?” she asked.

“No.” Vesper frowned. “Is it anything like normal polo?”

“Similar, but with a few … enhancements,” Ada explained. “You’re in for a real treat.”

Vesper was just about to ask Ada to elaborate more on what “enhancements” might look like when their conversation was interrupted by a thunderous sound. The ground beneath them began to rumble, and Vesper had the bizarre thought that they were experiencing an earthquake. She looked up, alarmed, and was surprised to find that Ada didn’t seem in the least bit concerned. Instead, she’d risen slightly in her seat and was looking to her left, as though waiting for something. Vesper followed her gaze.

That was when she saw them.

At first, she didn’t know what to make of the animals galloping across the polo field. They were moving so fast that for a moment Vesper could only discern animals that were brown and glossy coated. She squinted as they drew nearer, then gasped. The beasts charging across the field were the largest horses she’d ever seen, at least twice the size of normal ones. The polo players were already astride them, and some spectators cheered as they flew past the pavilions. But that wasn’t what had made her go still; it was the massive brown wings protruding near each horse’s shoulders. Vesper turned to Ada.

“Are those real wings?”

Ada grinned. “That’s one of the enhancements,” she said. “They’re a crossbreed. As the story goes, a group of sorcerers who were also polo enthusiasts wanted to see what would happen if they combined the size and strength of a Thoroughbred horse with the speed and precision of a peregrine falcon.”

Vesper watched in awe as the polo players and their flying mounts circled the field and came back around. “I’ve never heard of them before.”

“You wouldn’t have,” said Ada. “Technically, they have no formal pedigree or scientific classification. They’re privately bred by sorcerers with training in animal husbandry.” She sighed. “My family doesn’t own any, but I’ve heard they can go for up to two hundred thousand gild in the right market.” She paused, thoughtful. “That might be good for your exposé.”

Vesper’s mouth went dry. Two hundred thousand gild was more money than she could even begin to fathom. The idea of spending it on sport seemed ludicrous.

Ada pointed. “Maximilian is rather good at riding them.”

Vesper looked back to the field. Sure enough, riding at the front of the group was Maximilian. He was wearing a helmet, but she could still see his dark curls rippling through the wind as his horse leapt high into the air before sailing gracefully back down. There was a focus and intensity on his face that she’d never seen before. Again, she felt that strange fluttering, hummingbird sensation in her chest and looked away. She noticed that Ada had pulled out a sketchbook and was outlining what looked to be a detailed rendering of one of the horses.

“Ada.” Vesper leaned over. “Did you draw that?”

Ada looked up. “Oh, this? It’s just a doodle.”

“Hardly.” Vesper shook her head. “You could be a professional artist.”

Ada offered a small smile. “Thank you. It’s just a hobby, really.” She examined her charcoal stick, frowned, then muttered something under her breath. At once, the stick resharpened itself, as though someone had taken a knife to it. Vesper started. She didn’t know what Ada had said, but she certainly recognized the language she’d spoken.

“You speak Thaumaric?”

Ada looked abashed. “Only a little,” she admitted. “Mostly picked up from eavesdropping on my father.”

“That makes you a sorceress,” said Vesper. “Doesn’t it?”

Ada laughed. “Certainly not,” she said. “Sorcerers have to take formal coursework in arcanic studies at a university, and most of those institutions don’t admit women.” She shrugged. “I’ve learned a few simple things over the years, but that’s the extent of my ‘education,’ and I use that term loosely.” She pointed to the field again. “Looks like they’re about to bowl-in.”

Vesper followed her gaze and watched as four men in dark green polos guided their horses to stand on one side of a thick white line at its center. Maximilian and the players on his team—all wearing matching red polos—moved to the other side of the line. There was a pause, a long beat in which it seemed the entire world had stilled. Vesper watched as the umpire threw a small white ball high into the air. Every set of eyes followed as it rose, arced, and then the match was on. The sequences were quick, so fast Vesper struggled to keep track of them. Two of the players from the green team flew their horses into the air and instantly collided, but a third player in red navigated his horse around them on the ground and took control of the ball.

It was Maximilian.

Vesper’s breath caught as she watched his horse canter down the field, using his wooden mallet to keep the ball in play. She tensed as a member of the green team accelerated on his own horse, closing the distance between them. The opposing player raised his mallet, as though to steal the ball away, but without warning Maximilian tugged on his mount’s reins. The horse flapped its broad brown wings and leapt into the air. Maximilian used his mallet to hit the ball at an angle so that it rose with them, then twirled his mallet artfully in his hands and drove it directly in between the goalposts. The referee blew his whistle, announcing a goal. Maximilian and his horse descended to the ground with ease before he pumped the air with a triumphant fist. The crowd cheered.

“Now, that’s sorcerer’s polo,” said Ada appreciatively.

Vesper clapped. She’d never seen a spectacle like that in all her life. It was surprisingly thrilling.

Ada stood. “I’m going to get some lemonade from the refreshments table. Do you want anything?”

“No, thank you,” said Vesper. Her eyes were glued to the match. The players and their mounts were already returning to the center of the field. This time, when the umpire pitched the ball into the air, it went right instead of left. A member of Maximilian’s team tried to assert control of it immediately, but a player on the green team was faster. He raised his mallet and swung hard, sending the ball soaring down the field, but suddenly one of the red team’s horses broke away from the rest. It began to snort and turn in circles, ignoring its rider’s commands. Its eyes were rolling, frantic. Vesper tensed. She didn’t know what was going on, but something was very wrong. The massive horse whinnied, rose on its hind legs, then sent its rider tumbling from its back. There was no warning before the beast tossed its massive head and charged, galloping at full power toward the spectators, and directly toward her.
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Time seemed to slow to a crawl as Vesper watched the giant horse hurtling toward her.

She heard its thundering hooves as it drew level with her, then there was a rush of wind to her left. She screwed her eyes shut and covered her head, waiting for the inevitable crash; instead, a muscled arm wrapped around her waist and pulled her out of her chair. Vesper cracked an eye open, then started.

The rogue horse was mere feet from her, the whites of its large, frantic eyes clearly visible in the late morning’s light. Its nostrils were flared, and its forelegs were raised as though it was preparing to leap at her, but the creature remained still, frozen in place as though held by invisible bonds. For a moment, Vesper was reminded of a painted wooden horse on a merry-go-round. She turned slightly, and her heart skipped.

Maximilian now stood beside her inside the pavilion. One of his arms was still wrapped around her middle, holding her partially behind him so that he stood between her and the animal. His other hand was raised so that his palm faced it, and his lips were moving quickly as he muttered in Thaumaric under his breath in an endless stream. Vesper stared from him to the horse a moment before comprehension dawned.

He’s commanding it. Somehow, he’s holding the horse in place.

The moment ended as quickly as it had begun. In a rush, several polo players from both teams ran toward the horse and took hold of its reins. The animal began to move again, but now seemed slower and clearly disoriented. Vesper watched as they led it away, her heart thundering in her chest.

“Miss Evans?”

She looked up. Maximilian was staring at her. He’d paled and his expression had grown drawn, but his eyes stayed locked with hers. He was still holding on to her. “Are you all right?” he whispered. “Are you hurt?”

Vesper shook her head. “I’m fine.” She was almost certain that was true. Her legs were tingling as though a thousand tiny pins had pricked them simultaneously, but she wasn’t in any physical pain.

“I’ve never seen anything like that.” Maximilian glanced in the direction the horse had been taken, looking bewildered. “It was almost as though the horse was—”

“Vesper!”

Vesper looked up. Several women were running in her direction, Mrs. Oelrich and Ada leading them. Were it not for the worry etched on their faces, Vesper might have found the sight of them, a crowd of fluttering dresses, absurdly funny. Ada reached her first and took her by both shoulders. Her eyes were wide. “Are you all right?”

“I think so,” Vesper said slowly. “I’m just…” Without warning, one of her knees buckled beneath her. Maximilian caught her, holding her upright.

“You’re in shock,” said Ada. “We need to move you to a chair. Maximilian, can you carry her?”

Maximilian hoisted her off the ground.

Vesper started to protest, to say that she was perfectly capable of walking, but her hands had begun to tremble, and her mouth felt oddly dry. It was beginning to dawn on her how close she’d come to being trampled to death. Suddenly, she was exhausted.

“Where can we go?” Maximilian asked.

“The medical tent,” said Ada. “She needs somewhere quiet to sit.”

Maximilian carried her past the other watching spectators and up a small hill away from the field. She tried to say thank you, but a new fatigue had set in that made even keeping her eyes open difficult. More people were watching them, but she focused on Maximilian. He was cradling her against him. She thought of how heavy she must be in all the layers of clothing she was wearing, but if the sorcerer was struggling, he gave no sign of it as he walked. She turned her head, relieved to see the white medical tent up ahead. It was more or less a large white canopy furnished with a table of medical supplies and a few chairs, but it was blessedly empty.

“I’m going to set you down,” said Maximilian. “Are you all right to stand?”

Vesper nodded. The gentleness in Maximilian’s voice was disarming, so unlike the cocky man she was used to bantering with. He put her on her feet. The phantom pins in her legs were still there, but already Vesper was feeling steadier.

“I’m all right now, really,” she said. “Thank you both for your help.”

The expression on Ada’s face was decidedly skeptical. “I’m still going to go find some water.” She nodded toward the tent. “Are you happy to stay here?”

“I need to step away a moment,” said Maximilian. He turned to Vesper. “Will you be all right?”

Vesper nodded. In truth, she was more concerned about Maximilian. His skin was still milk white, and his eyes looked glassy and unfocused.

“Mr. Kite, are you well?”

The sorcerer gave her a wan smile. “Perfectly fine. I’ve just overexerted. Nothing a quick water break can’t fix. I’ll be back.”

Vesper nodded, almost relieved when both Maximilian and Ada left. She sat in one of the empty chairs under the pavilion and took several deep breaths, relishing the crisp air. The brain fog was lifting as the adrenaline dissipated. In its place came clarity.

Maximilian had possibly just saved her life.

She didn’t understand exactly how he’d done it, how he’d reached her so fast and gotten her out of harm’s way, but somehow, he’d restrained that horse without laying so much as a hand on it.

Vesper cast her gaze to the field. It seemed the match had already resumed, with another player standing in for Maximilian. Vesper thought of the way he’d looked at her before. There’d been real worry on the sorcerer’s face, real concern for her. Her stomach swooped at the thought of that, but she couldn’t explain why.

“Excuse me, hello! Do you mind if I sit?”

Vesper looked up. Her thoughts had been so consumed by Maximilian that she hadn’t noticed the young woman approaching. Vesper started. The young woman was wearing a different dress today, but her dark round eyes were unmistakable.

It was the girl from the maze. Bess.

The young woman settled into a chair next to her. “I just needed a place to sit down for a moment. I’m in a sorry state.” She lifted the hem of her dress slightly to reveal a very swollen ankle.

“Goodness,” said Vesper. “That looks awful.”

Bess’s smile was grim. “Serves me right, walking around a muddy polo field in heels.” She rolled her eyes. “Truth be told, I think I’d be happier barefoot.”

“There’s some medical tape here.” Vesper gestured. “You could try binding up your ankle.” She handed her the roll. “Keeping it elevated should help with the swelling.”

The young woman’s smile broadened as she accepted the tape. “Thank you.” She paused. “I’m Bess.”

“I know,” said Vesper. “We’ve … met before.”

The skin between Bess’s brows pinched a moment before new understanding touched her face. “Oh. You’re…”

“I kept my promise,” said Vesper quickly. “I didn’t tell anyone I saw you in the maze.”

Bess’s shoulders sagged in relief. “Thank you, again.” She looked around a moment, as though unsure of what to say, before a whistle sounded, pulling both their eyes back to the field. “That’ll be the first chukker done.”

Vesper blinked. “Chukker?”

Bess grinned. “That’s what the time periods in a polo match are called, they run seven and a half minutes each.”

“I see.”

“There are six chukkers in a single match, which means forty-five minutes of play,” Bess went on. “Since this is a private match though, my guess is they’ll only play four.”

“You know a lot about polo,” Vesper noted. “Do you play?”

“Oh, no.” Bess turned slightly pink. “I’d love to give it a try but, well … you know.”

“Actually, I don’t.” Vesper frowned. “If you enjoy the sport, why don’t you play?”

Bess looked sheepish. “Polo is considered a gentleman’s sport,” she explained. “It wouldn’t be appropriate for a woman to participate.”

Vesper sat back in her chair. “Oh.” Suddenly, she felt very foolish.

“It isn’t so bad.” There was a new cheerfulness in Bess’s voice that sounded slightly forced. “There are other sports women can play—croquet, archery, lawn bowling. I convinced my father to buy me a bicycle a few months ago. That was going all right until—”

“Well, well, this is interesting.”

Vesper and Bess looked up. A trio of young women were heading toward the medical tent. All three of them were smiling, but there was something about the look of the one leading them that made Vesper inexplicably uneasy. She was pretty, with light unblemished skin and glossy brunette hair tucked neatly beneath an extravagant feathered hat. Vesper took special notice of the golden choker necklace she wore around her neck; a red gem the size of a large grape rested at the hollow of her throat. The other two young women were flanking her like guards. Beside her, Bess stiffened.

“Hello.” The leader addressed Vesper first. “I don’t believe we’ve met before. My name’s Sarah Levant.”

Vesper stood and shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you,” she said. “My name’s Vesper.”

Sarah’s lip quirked. “Oh, I know who you are. Everyone’s heard all about Maximilian Kite’s newest fascination. You’re the talk of the town.”

Vesper’s smile faltered a beat, but she kept it in place as she took her seat again. There was something about the way Sarah had said the word fascination that had sounded double-edged.

“We heard about the unfortunate mishap with the horse,” Sarah went on. “We came to see if you were all right. But it seems you’ve already found some very interesting company.” She turned to Bess. “Elizabeth, I must admit I’m surprised to see you out in public so soon.”

Vesper frowned in confusion. Elizabeth? She turned and saw Bess had flushed to a deep crimson.

“I don’t want any trouble, Sarah.” Her voice was small, barely a whisper.

Sarah’s smile turned cool. “No, I don’t imagine you would,” she said sweetly. “Certainly, you’ve stirred up more than enough trouble and embarrassment for your family.” She turned to Vesper. “Perhaps Miss Duxley hasn’t told you yet, Miss Evans, but she’s rather fond of offering coach rides through the city, especially at night. She likes offering other kinds of rides too, but I’ll let her tell you all about that.”

Miss Duxley. Elizabeth Duxley. Bess. Understanding dawned on Vesper. This was the girl Ada had told her about earlier.

The young women standing behind Sarah tittered, and Bess turned in her chair and started blinking rapidly. There were tears in her eyes. Anger suddenly prickled along Vesper’s skin. She recognized the look now clouding Bess’s face. It was the look of a girl who’d been made to feel small more than once. Vesper didn’t know what it was like to be the subject of a local scandal like this one, but she did know what it was like to be belittled, and she did know that bullies came in all shapes and sizes. She stood, so that her and Sarah’s eyes were level.

“Miss Levant, that’s quite a lovely necklace.” She gestured toward the choker. “I wonder, might I ask where you procured it?”

Sarah blinked several times, clearly thrown off by Vesper’s abrupt change in subject, but let her fingertips graze the necklace with obvious pleasure.

“Oh, this little thing? It was a gift from my parents, for my eighteenth birthday.” She spoke slightly louder. “It’s a red diamond actually, procured off the shores of the Calida Isles by professional deep-sea divers last summer. I’m told there’s no other gem like it in the world.”

“Really?” Vesper cocked her head. “How interesting.”

“Interesting?” A small furrow appeared in Sarah’s brow. “And why is that?”

“Oh.” Vesper waved a dismissive hand, her voice light. “Don’t mind me. I’m sure it’s nothing at all.”

“Please.” A hard glint flashed in Sarah’s blue eyes. “Do share. I insist.”

“Well, if you truly insist.” Vesper took a deep breath. “You say your necklace is a red diamond. That’s interesting to me because, as I’m sure you already know, diamonds come in an array of colors, but red is rarest. That’s because, unlike most colored diamonds, red diamonds are formed through plastic deformation of the mineral’s atomic structure, a process that takes many millions of years.”

Sarah’s eyes widened. The young women behind her exchanged looks of confusion.

“In fact,” Vesper went on, “red diamonds are so rare that the Gemological Institute of Victerra tracks them meticulously, and keeps an active record of how many there are in the country. There are specific tariff regulations in place that require any red diamonds brought into the country to be reported immediately. As of 1898, there are only four red diamonds in Victerra. All four are kept in museum collections, and the largest of them is only a half carat.” Vesper nodded to Sarah’s necklace. “Now, I’m no trained gemologist, of course, but yours looks to be at least three carats. If that’s true, your parents purchased a red diamond that is unreported, unregistered, and highly illegal. More likely though—since the Calida Isles stopped sanctioning offshore dives for rare minerals several decades ago—it’s not a red diamond at all. My guess is it’s something far cheaper, like garnet, or even red zircon.” Vesper offered a small smile. “As I said, it’s a lovely necklace. I just hope your father didn’t overpay for it.”

Sarah’s mouth opened and closed several times, like a fish underwater. Slowly, her face reddened until it was nearly the same shade as her necklace. She shot Vesper a withering look before she stormed away, the two other young women right on her heels. When she was gone, Vesper exhaled.

“Goodness.” Bess was still sitting in her chair. “How on earth did you do that?”

“Do what?”

“That.” Bess gestured at the place where Sarah had been standing. “How did you know so much about red diamonds?”

A small smile touched Vesper’s lips. In truth, she’d once written a piece on the Gemological Institute of Victerra for the Globe. She’d found what she’d learned in her research interesting, but never thought it would have any real-life application. To Bess, she simply said: “I read something in the newspaper once.”

Bess’s eyes were glistening with tears. “Thank you. You were absolutely brilliant.”

Vesper started. With the exception of Tom and Chief Stettner, most people found her skill in deductive reasoning odd; men especially found it off-putting. But there was no judgment in Bess’s voice now, just unabashed admiration. She sat back down, unable to contain her smile.

“It was nothing,” she said. “I wasn’t just going to stand there and let her say those terrible things about you.”

A small smile touched Bess’s face. “Well, thank you again. I hope, someday, I can repay your kindness. That’s the second time you’ve helped me this month.”

Vesper trusted her instinct as she leaned in. “Bess, I don’t mean to pry, but that night, when I saw you for the first time in the maze, was everything all right?”

The young woman sat up. “Of course, why do you ask?”

Vesper hesitated. “It’s just that … you seemed upset, not just because you were worried about getting caught.”

“Oh.” Bess averted her gaze. “It was nothing, really. I … I was in the maze hoping to meet someone, but they never showed.” Tears filled her eyes. “If you’ll excuse me, I should go.”

“Bess—”

The young woman said nothing else as she left the medical tent as fast as she could and didn’t look back.






THIRTEEN


MONDAY, 7TH OF NOVEMBER—12:16 P.M.

“I think we have a second suspect in Francis Gladwell’s murder.”

Across the small table, Maximilian grimaced before taking a long sip of his caffe latte. They were seated at Guillermo’s, tucked away in a corner that allowed Vesper to watch the coffeehouse’s breakfast crowd give way to the usual midday rush. They’d come to the coffeehouse after the polo match had ended, looking for lunch, but Vesper wanted answers too.

“Who?” asked Maximilian. He looked considerably better now. The color had returned to his face, and he seemed much more alert.

“Bess Duxley,” said Vesper. “During the polo match, I learned that she and Francis had some sort of affair, so she had the means to lure him away from the party. I saw her leaving the maze on the night of the exhibition, which gave her opportunity, and if it’s true that her affair with him cost Bess her reputation, that could be a motive to want him dead.”

“I’d heard rumors that the two of them were … involved,” Maximilian acknowledged, “but Francis was involved with a lot of women. If every young lady who’d had a fling with him was a suspect, we’d be investigating women for weeks.”

“Yes, but Bess was the only one we know of whose reputation suffered for it,” Vesper pointed out.

“True, but if Bess wanted Francis dead, why kill him the night of the exhibition?” he asked. “Personally, I still think the Gladwell Machine is involved in this somehow.”

Vesper bit her lip. She’d had the same thought.

“If you ask me, I also still think Charles Belver’s the more likely culprit,” said Maximilian. “We just have to find a way to prove it.”

Vesper sat back in her seat. “Why do you dislike Charles Belver so much?”

“What do you mean?”

“You seem to have real animosity toward him, even outside of the current situation. You said you once did business with him,” Vesper pressed. “What happened?”

Maximilian massaged the bridge of his nose, sighed, then leaned forward. “Do you know how old I was when I assumed leadership of the Basalton Coal Company and its foundation?”

“No,” Vesper admitted.

“I was fourteen.”

“What?” Vesper frowned. “How’s that possible?”

“It goes back to the founder of my family’s empire,” said Maximilian. “My great-grandfather, Ignatius Kite.”

Ignatius, Vesper thought. So that’s where you got your middle name.

“When he drafted the company’s bylaws, Ignatius added a special clause,” Maximilian went on. “It mandated that leadership of the Basalton Coal Company must always be held by a direct male issue of the Kite family, no exceptions.”

“But at fourteen, you were still only a child,” Vesper pointed out. “It couldn’t possibly have been legal for you to run a multimillion gild company.”

“It wasn’t,” said Maximilian. “So, to make do, a board of trustees was established to essentially run the company until I was of age. The board was made up of men personally preselected by my father. You might guess who one of them was.”

“Charles Belver,” said Vesper.

Maximilian nodded. “For the first couple of years, I was happy with the arrangement. After all, I was only a boy who didn’t know any better. But the closer I got to seventeen, the more obvious it became that Charles had no desire to relinquish the power that had been temporarily afforded to him. One day, I caught him trying to steal money, and immediately fired him from the board.”

“So that’s why you don’t like him,” said Vesper.

“To put it lightly,” said Maximilian. His smile was humorless. “And that’s also why I now want you to shift the focus of your investigation to him exclusively.”

“What?”

“Means. Opportunity. Motive.” Maximilian held up three fingers. “Belver was at the exhibition on the night Francis died, and had the ability to use sorcery to kill him. We know he also had a clear motive to want him dead. That’s enough for me.”

“Your personal bias is clouding your judgment.” Vesper pinched off a piece of banana bread from her plate. “You’re trying to make a case for Belver being the culprit instead of letting the facts lead you to it organically. Certainly he was at the exhibition, but neither of us ever actually saw him in the maze. Whoever killed Mr. Gladwell would have needed pretty good knowledge of the grounds to get in and out of the maze quickly. How would Charles Belver have even known Francis was going to be in there? And if he’s as wealthy as you say, why wouldn’t he have just offered Francis more money for his machine?” She shook her head. “Something about it isn’t right.”

Maximilian frowned. “Then we go back to the drawing board and look at every captain of industry who was at the exhibition,” he said. “One of them is guilty, I know it.”

“How can you be so sure that a captain of industry did this? They’re not the only ones in Basalton with power and motive, you know.”

“Fine.” Maximilian cocked his head. “Who would you rather focus on, then?”

Vesper’s gaze panned the coffeehouse. “I think we keep Bess Duxley on our list, and I think we keep asking questions about Francis Gladwell. Until we know who he really was and what secrets he might have been hiding, we’re missing a major piece of the puzzle.”

“And how do you plan to find that elusive piece?”

I don’t know. Vesper didn’t want to say the words aloud. She’d always hated uncertainty, it was one of her least favorite feelings, but that seemed to be the only thing she’d been feeling as of late. She picked up her apple cider to sip it, then immediately drew back, grimacing.

“What’s wrong?” Maximilian asked.

“It’s my cider.” Vesper set her mug down, disappointed. “I was waiting for it to cool a bit, but now it’s gone cold.”

“Here, allow me.” Maximilian picked the mug up by its handle, then placed his other hand underneath it. He murmured something under his breath as a furrow appeared in his brow. He closed his eyes and continued to speak, and Vesper remembered that he’d done the exact same thing during Francis Gladwell’s exhibition. In that moment, there was a real reverence in the sorcerer’s face, a gentleness as he spoke the Thaumaric incantation. Just as quickly as he’d begun, he stopped speaking and opened his eyes. Then he slid the mug back across the table. “Try it now.”

Vesper eyed the mug, dubious.

“Good grief, Evans.” The sorcerer rolled his eyes. “It’s not poisoned.”

Vesper lifted the mug to her lips. The cider was now the perfect temperature, not too scalding to drink, but still hot enough to send pleasant warmth through her body as she swallowed. She stared down at the steaming mug a moment, then looked back at Maximilian. “What did you just say?”

“Pardon?”

“To rewarm my mug.” Vesper gestured toward it. “You did that back at the modiste’s too, when we were having tea. So how do you do it? How do these Thaumaric incantations actually work?”

Maximilian gestured to the mug. “I used the Thaumaric word for heat, then focused on the molecules of the cider itself to make them vibrate rapidly, which in turn created thermal energy and heat.”

Vesper stared. “That’s just basic molecular science.”

Maximilian nodded. “I took an entire course in molecular chemistry in my first year of university.”

“It’s really that simple, then,” said Vesper. She looked at the steaming mug with new appreciation. “With the right words, and a bit of scientific understanding, anyone could use a Thaumaric incantation, just like Mr. Gladwell indicated.” She looked up in time to see that the sorcerer’s expression had changed.

“It’s not as simple as that,” he murmured. “It’s complicated.”

“Oh?” Vesper raised a brow. “It certainly doesn’t sound complicated.”

The sorcerer clasped his hands and stared at them a moment as though in deep thought, then:

“When you’re learning a new language, you begin by learning basic vocabulary and grammar, right?”

Vesper nodded.

“From there, you learn how to conjugate verbs, how to string words together to form increasingly sophisticated sentences,” he continued. “But one of the last things you learn, one of the hardest things, are the nuances of a given language. When we say, ‘it’s raining cats and dogs,’ we don’t literally mean that animals are falling from the sky, but that’s what it would sound like to a non-Victerran speaker trying to directly translate the words, because they lack the context needed to understand that the translation isn’t meant to be literal.”

“All right,” said Vesper. “So what’s your point?”

“Thaumaric is the same way,” said Maximilian. “It’s a language, full of nuances and quirks. Learning the vocabulary is easy enough with the right resources, but it still takes years of study to learn and understand its idiosyncrasies, of which there are many. To perform sorcery safely and correctly, it’s imperative that a person understands those idiosyncrasies before attempting an incantation. Otherwise, the consequences can be catastrophic. It’s not enough to memorize the words; you have to understand what putting them together in a certain order means, what laws of science you’re manipulating or, in some cases, outright violating. It’s an extraordinary power to dabble in.”

The word extraordinary shook a memory loose in Vesper’s mind. She remembered the words the sorcerer had said the night they met.

“You said once that you didn’t trust ordinary people with extraordinary power,” she recalled. “But if a machine like Mr. Gladwell’s allowed people to safely produce Thaumaric incantations that might better their lives, I still don’t understand why you’d be against that.”

Maximilian’s nostrils flared. “Weren’t you listening to what I just said?” He leaned forward. “An artificial machine is not the same thing as a human being. The flick of a switch or the press of a button does not replace years of honing a craft. To imply as much is an insult to every trained sorcerer who has dedicated their lives to the study.”

Vesper crossed her arms. “So, this is all about pride?”

Maximilian took another long sip of his latte before he answered. “I began training in sorcery when I was a Year Five student. At eleven years old, I was attending lectures and demonstrations, following a rigorous curriculum complete with practical and theoretical testing. Everything I can do now? It’s a direct result of that training. I am proud of the work I’ve done, and I have every right to be. But that’s not what this is about.”

“Then what is it about, Mr. Kite?”

Maximilian looked her over. “Tell me a way you think incantations could make the world better for the general populace.”

Vesper considered. “Incantations can be used to clean the air, I saw as much in Stonehaven. Why not do that in other parts of the city?”

Maximilian steepled his fingers. “Spoken incorrectly or without the proper knowledge, the same incantation that adds oxygen to purify the air could poison it.” He pointed to her mug. “The same Thaumaric incantation I just used to warm your mug could set this entire coffeehouse ablaze.”

Vesper shivered.

“There’s a reason sorcerers undergo years of training,” said Maximilian. “The Gladwell Machine allows people to bypass that. Think of all the time you’ve spent honing your craft as a writer. Imagine if someone could just press a few buttons on a machine and call themself a writer too.”

“That’s hardly the same thing,” said Vesper.

Maximilian leaned forward. “Isn’t it?”

“No.” A touch of annoyance colored Vesper’s voice. “What the Gladwell Machine does is provide access to those who would never have it otherwise. Thaumaric is only taught at expensive private institutions that most people can’t afford. It’s a form of gatekeeping. Mr. Gladwell’s device creates equality.”

“It creates the illusion of equality,” said Maximilian. “Sure, that machine might allow someone to say a Thaumaric incantation, but without proper training, they could hurt themselves, or worse, others.” He leaned forward. “Sometimes, there’s a reason things aren’t widely accessible. Sometimes, power has to be guarded and protected.”

Vesper’s mouth twisted, as though she’d tasted something sour. “Spoken like someone who’s always had access to power.”

He sat back and crossed his arms. “Spoken like someone who’s never had something worth protecting.”

Vesper recoiled, as though he’d struck her. She tried to remind herself that Maximilian didn’t know her background, that he had no idea exactly how wrong he was. Anger bubbled up in her anyway. She looked up at him, eyes narrowed.

“Do you really think my life has been a walk through a rose garden?” she said quietly.

Maximilian tensed. “Hang on, Evans. That’s not what I—”

Vesper rose. “Good day, Mr. Kite.”

She dropped a five-gild bill onto the table and turned before the sorcerer could say anything else. It was an odd reversal of the first time they’d met here: This time she was the one who headed out the door.

Outside the coffeehouse, Vesper hugged herself tight as the late autumn breeze picked up. Just an hour ago, people had stood on the sidewalks milling about and socializing. Now everyone was walking with stern purpose, keen to get out of the cold as quickly as possible. She was still looking back and forth along the street when her eyes caught on something. Someone.

The man walking down the opposite side of the road was of medium build, with wavy golden-blond hair, and a cleft chin. He was wearing the plain white shirt of a laborer, trousers, and dusty brown boots that looked like they’d seen far better days. Vesper’s mouth went dry as she stared at him. His clothes were different, but there was no mistaking that man.

It was Francis Gladwell.

No. Logic told Vesper that that was impossible. She’d seen Francis Gladwell’s corpse with her own two eyes; she’d watched a medical examiner cover his body with a sheet. The inventor was dead—everyone knew that—and yet she stood there and watched as that very same man continued down the road. He was almost to the end of the block when she found her voice.

“Mr. Gladwell!”

The inventor’s head shot up, confused. His eyes panned the street a moment before landing on her.

“Francis.” Vesper took a step forward. “It’s Vesper Evans, from the Globe. I—”

Without warning, the inventor turned and ran, sprinting away in the opposite direction.

“Wait!” Vesper ignored the looks of people around her as she hitched up her skirts and started after him. “Mr. Gladwell, please!” She tried to cross the street, but now it was congested with coaches and horses. Vesper maneuvered around them as quickly as she could, disregarding the coachmen who shouted at her as she darted around them. She reached the other side of the road and looked around, but the inventor was already gone.
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FOURTEEN


THURSDAY, 10TH OF NOVEMBER—7:58 A.M.

Every time Vesper had the nightmare, it began in the same place.

She recognized the living room she was standing in. It was as cramped as it was squalid, and as always, it was burning. She watched as the surrounding flames grew higher and higher, devouring everything in sight as they filled the tiny apartment with thick black smoke. Down on the street, frantic voices rose; a man was shouting, asking if the building had been cleared.

There are still people up here. Don’t abandon us, please.

The man never came for her, in this version of the nightmare, or in any other version that’d come before. Vesper knew what she would hear next, but nothing ever prepared her for that second voice. It was small, faint.

“Vesper?”

She cringed. Sometimes she heard her mother, sometimes it was her father. But in the very worst versions of this nightmare, it was Ethel’s wavering voice that called to her from the dark. Vesper lowered herself to the floor and began to crawl. The fire had consumed most of the apartment by now; in a matter of minutes, she knew the whole building would come down. She needed to find a way out, but Ethel’s voice was still perfectly clear, anguished and pleading.

“Vesper, I’m scared.”

“Ethel!” Vesper tried to draw breath, but took in a lungful of smoke instead. She coughed violently, retched, then forced herself to look up again. “Ethel, follow my voice. I’ll get you out, just tell me where you are.”

“Please.” Her sister’s voice was growing fainter. “Please, it’s so hot.”

Vesper felt around, trying to gauge a path forward. The room where she and the rest of her family slept was to the right, but the smoke had left her with no sense of direction. She tried crawling forward, but was stopped as a large structural beam came crashing down, engulfed in flames. The building shuddered ominously.

“Ethel!” Vesper’s voice was scraped raw now. “Ethel, keep talking!”

Her sister didn’t answer, but Vesper made out a gap in the smoke. It was fleeting, but it was enough. The door to the family bedroom was just a few feet away. That was where Ethel had to be. Vesper winced as she made her way across the floor, swallowing pain as the hot wooden floorboards beneath her blistered her palms and knees. Through the haze of smoke, she made out a shadowy silhouette in the bedroom’s doorway. Relief washed over her.

“Ethel.” Vesper got to her feet, trying to stay low and avoid the smoke. “I’m right here, come on. We’ve got to go. We—” The words died on her lips as the silhouette stepped out of the smoke. It wasn’t Ethel standing in the doorway. It was Francis Gladwell. He was wearing exactly what he’d worn the night he’d died, and he didn’t seem to notice or care that flames were now licking his arms, singeing the sleeves of his fine woolen suit jacket. His bright green eyes were focused only on Vesper, boring into her with unwavering intensity.

“It’s your fault,” he said, lips barely moving. “This is all your fault.”

“No.” Vesper tried to scuttle back, but the fire was closing in around her. There was nowhere to go.

“It was you.” The inventor took a step forward at the same time as a large piece of the apartment’s drywall crumbled. There was a low groan, and the building shuddered again. “You killed her, and you killed me.”

“Nonononono.” Vesper clapped her hands over her ears, curling into a small ball. “Please, it wasn’t me. I—”

Vesper shot up in bed, eyes burning. She stared around her apartment, and it took a moment for her to understand that none of what she’d just seen had been real. She’d had the same nightmare with new revisions. It had been months since any variation of it had visited her in sleep, but this version … She closed her eyes and saw Francis’s horrible face, the look of disgust that’d marred his features.

“It wasn’t real,” she whispered. “None of it was real.” Still, the words haunted her.

It’s your fault. You killed her, and you killed me.

Vesper launched herself from bed, fleeing the echoes of Francis Gladwell’s phantom voice in her ears. She knelt to kindle the woodstove, then waited for it to warm the room. “I’m all right.” She hugged her arms around herself until her heartbeat slowed. “It was all in your head. It wasn’t real. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

She wasn’t sure if the words were for herself, or for someone else.



By the time Vesper came down to the newsroom, the rest of its staff was already gathered. She glanced at the large clock above Tom’s office door and winced. She was five minutes late to their weekly meeting, which wasn’t like her. She offered a small awkward wave as she sat on the edge of her desk.

“Sorry,” she said. “I had a … wardrobe issue.”

Tom’s brows rose. “It’s no problem, Miss Evans. We were just beginning our morning meeting. As we’re all aware, money is tighter at the moment, so it’s important we’re resourceful…”

Vesper knew she should have been listening, but in truth, her mind felt like an overstuffed junk drawer, crammed with too many random things she was struggling to organize. The remnants of the nightmare had left her feeling rattled, but there was something else. She didn’t believe in ghosts, of that she was certain, but nearly a whole day later, she still had no satisfying explanation for what she’d seen outside of Guillermo’s. The man she’d seen had looked like Francis Gladwell. He hadn’t been wearing nice clothes, and he’d looked slightly paler and thinner, but his face had been unmistakable. And if that hadn’t been enough, the way he’d run when she’d called his name only confirmed it. But why had the inventor run?

Most importantly, how was he alive?

More than anything, she wanted to talk to Maximilian. She’d tried to find him after her run-in with Mr. Gladwell, but by the time she’d returned to Guillermo’s the sorcerer had already left. Now more than ever, she wished she could tell him what she’d seen, and ask him what he thought about it.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper looked up. To her embarrassment, Nell, Ronaldo, Rory, and Tom were all staring at her again, this time with shared concern. She sat up straighter, trying to look alert.

“Sorry, what did you say?”

The line between Tom’s bushy eyebrows creased. “I was asking if you planned to join us at the farmer’s market this Sunday. It’s the last one of the year, so we were all going to go as a group. I thought it might be a nice way for us to support the local community.”

“Oh, right.” In truth, Vesper hadn’t heard any of that. She smiled weakly. “I’m sorry, I can’t make it. I’ve got work to do, some follow-up on a story I’m working on.”

“All right, then.” Tom’s frown deepened, but he only nodded before turning back to the rest of the staff. “For those of us who are planning to attend, let’s plan to meet here at the office at half past ten that morning, then we’ll walk together. That’s all I’ve got for now, thank you.”

Vesper stood with everyone else, shouldering her satchel as she prepared to leave, but Tom waved her down. He stopped in front of her desk, arms crossed.

“Everything all right, Evans?”

“Of course.” Vesper tried to sound cheerful. “Why wouldn’t it be?”

Tom hesitated, then leaned closer. In a lower voice he said: “Vesper, you look exhausted.”

“I’m fine, Tom,” she said quickly. “You don’t have to worry—”

“It’s not just that,” Tom went on. “I took a look at the pieces you wrote last week, particularly the profile you did on that union boss, Clifford Owen.”

Vesper stiffened. “Was it bad?”

“No,” said Tom, not unkindly. “As always, your writing is concise and clean, but the profile was missing your usual flair.”

Vesper felt a renewed sense of guilt. She’d done her best to stay on top of her assignments and duties for the Globe while also managing her work for Maximilian, but there were only so many hours in the day. She suddenly thought of all the things Tom and Nell had done for her when she was a little girl. They’d purchased her secondhand clothes when her old ones became too small, brought hot soups up to her apartment when she’d gotten colds or felt under the weather.

“I’m sorry, Tom.” She lowered her gaze. “I’ve had a lot going on, but I’ll find a way to make it up to you. If there’s anything you need—”

“Actually.” A small smile touched her editor’s lips. “If you have the time, there is something you could do.” He went over to one of the desks and held up an envelope. “This form needs to be taken to the Treasurer’s Office at City Hall.”

“I’m on it.” Vesper took the envelope at once and stowed it in her bag. “I’ll deliver it before the day is out.”

“Miss Evans…” For the first time, Tom looked slightly uncomfortable. “I know it’s not my business, but I noticed your clothes have changed recently.”

Vesper tensed.

“You’re a grown woman,” he continued. “And you’ve always been perfectly capable of handling yourself. I don’t need to know the details of your personal life. I really just want to make sure you’re all right. You know you can always talk to me.”

Vesper paused. What on earth did Tom think she’d gotten herself into? Her cheeks warmed with embarrassment. She thought about telling Tom everything then—about her deal with Maximilian Kite, and why she’d struck it. She thought about telling him that the Globe was her home, and that he was the closest thing she had left to a father. But she’d never been good at saying how she really felt. She supposed it was just one more thing that had always made her strange.

“Thank you, Tom. But really, I’m fine.” She smiled for good measure. “I’ve just been staying up late working on some new articles to feed out over the next few weeks. I’m still hopeful we can get the newspaper’s subscriptions up for the holidays.”

“I know you’re worried about the Globe,” Tom said in a lower voice. “But I don’t want you to fret, all right? I think I may have an answer to our problems.”

Vesper straightened. “You do?”

Tom nodded. “I’ve had some meetings with a few local banks. Nothing’s confirmed yet, but it’s possible we may be able to take out a business loan to cover the money we need.”

A loan from a bank was hardly a fix to their situation. With loans came interest, and if they couldn’t pay that back fast enough, it would land them in an even worse situation in only a few months’ time. But Tom was ever-hopeful, ever-optimistic. She decided then that she wouldn’t be the one to douse her editor’s hope, however he found it.

“That sounds … great,” she said half-heartedly.

Tom smiled. “You keep focusing on your work, and let me worry about the rest,” he said. “Deal?”

Vesper nodded. “Deal.”

She waited until he’d returned to his office, then grabbed her things and headed out the door.



The late morning sky was dreary and gray as Vesper headed down Pierce Street. She reached an intersection, paused, then decided to keep going. In truth, she wasn’t walking with any purpose, she just wanted to move her feet as she tried to think of a plan. With every step, she thought to turn around and find Maximilian, but where would she look? She didn’t even know where the sorcerer lived. And even if she did find him, she had no idea what she would say to him. Already she regretted their argument, and though it felt strange to admit it to herself, a part of her even missed his company.

Just one more thing you’ve messed up.

She hadn’t realized where she was heading until she looked up and saw the wrought iron gates of the Basalton Cemetery coming into view. Vesper didn’t slow her pace as she passed through them. She wove through the crooked dirt paths and read the names on each of the headstones, imagining the stories and lives of people long gone.

It was obvious when she reached the end of the cemetery’s public plots and moved into the area of the site reserved for Basalton’s more affluent dead. Here, the headstones weren’t hewn from crude granite, but precisely carved from expensive white marble. Each one was decorated with fresh flowers. Vesper felt a small stab of resentment; even in death, the rich found ways to set themselves apart. She noted a white and pillared mausoleum situated among the fancier headstones. It had to be the largest in the cemetery, and Vesper noted it was heralded by what looked like two stone hawks. She drew closer to it, trying to read the surname etched above its door, when—

“Excuse me, miss, do you need some help?”

Vesper turned around. An older, fair-skinned gentleman in a faded white shirt, suspenders, and dark trousers was standing a few feet away. He was older and, judging by the rake he was holding, she guessed he might be a groundskeeper. She turned to face him.

“No, thank you,” she said politely. “I was just…” Suddenly, she thought of something. “Actually, I do have a question. Have there been any burials in this cemetery within the last week?”

“Just one.” The groundskeeper pointed. “Head down that path and you’ll see it.”

“Thank you.”

Vesper headed in the direction he’d indicated. She knew as soon as she’d reached the burial plot that the groundskeeper meant; a large mound of freshly turned soil set it apart from the ones surrounding it. Vesper stopped before the white headstone and read its brief inscription.

FRANCIS GLADWELL

1856–1898

Her eyes flicked from the years inscribed on the stone, then back to the name. Was the man who’d called himself Francis Gladwell really in there, or had they buried an empty casket? It didn’t escape her notice that his headstone was made of expensive white marble too, and a part of her still wondered who’d paid for it. Where had Francis Gladwell gotten all his money?

She did a quick calculation and realized that Francis had been forty-two, the same age her father had been when he’d died. Vesper hugged herself tight. There was no gravestone in this cemetery for either of her parents, or for her sister. Death didn’t discriminate, but funeral parlors and cemetery managers certainly did. Without warning, grief shot through her like a lightning bolt. She blinked away tears. There was no use staying in a place like this; she needed to leave.

She started to turn when the snap of a branch to her left made her head jerk up. She turned, squinting. A fog had descended over the cemetery, so thick that only the headstones nearest to her were visible. It was quiet, still, but Vesper couldn’t shake the inexplicable feeling that she was being watched. It reminded her of how she’d felt in the maze, the uncanny sense that someone was nearby that she couldn’t see. Was it the groundskeeper?

“Hello?”

No answer. Vesper’s eyes panned across the silvery mist. Slowly, she backed away from Francis’s grave, distracting herself by going over her list of to-dos.

Tom had noted that her work for the Globe lately was lacking, and she needed to make up for it. The holidays were approaching, and there were plenty of things to write about in celebration of the season. She was still gnawing on the corner of her thumbnail, trying as she walked to prioritize which part of her work to tackle first, when she heard it: the dry snap of a second twig, the crunch of leaves underfoot.

Vesper whirled around. “Who’s there?”

There was still no answer, but as she squinted through the fog, Vesper thought she made out an approaching gray shape. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end as an internal voice gave her a single, instinctual command.

Run.

Vesper’s heart thundered in her chest as she turned on her heel and broke into a sprint. Her pulse leapt as she heard footsteps behind her, but she didn’t dare turn around to identify her pursuer as she ran between headstones, mausoleums, and divots in the dirt. They were getting closer to the border of the cemetery; its wrought iron gates were already beginning to appear in the distance. Vesper picked up her pace. If she could run just a bit faster, she could get out …

The world upended as her foot caught on a tree root, and she fell forward. She threw her arms out to break the fall, but a sharp pain shot up her ankle as it twisted. She groaned, lying in the dirt for several seconds with her eyes screwed shut. Slowly, she sat up. She lifted her dress’s hem slightly and examined her ankle. Her hosiery had some dirt on it, but she was relatively unscathed. She looked around, but the cemetery had gone silent again.

She waited several seconds before she rose, brushing the dirt off her and heading toward the cemetery’s exit, albeit more slowly. She crossed the road, and started up the street to head back to the Globe’s office. A dull pain had already begun in her ankle, and she suspected it might swell. She swore again. That was the last thing she needed while trying to conduct this investigation.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper turned, then nearly jumped. Mrs. Oelrich was heading her way quickly, her too-smooth face stretched into something meant to resemble a smile.

“I thought that was you!” she said brightly. “Are you all right, dear? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Vesper schooled her expression quickly. “Yes, thank you. I just had a fall.”

“Oh, you poor thing!” Mrs. Oelrich put a hand to her chest. She might have been concerned, but her face didn’t move or show any expression. Perhaps that was the consequence of too much cosmetic sorcery. The woman leaned in. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m quite all right.”

“Good.” Mrs. Oelrich smiled. “Now, you must tell Mr. Kite that I haven’t forgotten about his request for the map of the maze. I intend to get it to him as soon as I can.” She sighed. “I’ve just been so busy with the children. They’re quite a handful when they’re young, you know.”

“You have young children?” Vesper didn’t quite manage to keep the incredulity out of her voice. Mrs. Oelrich had to be in her sixties. As though she could read Vesper’s mind, the woman smiled.

“I don’t have any biological children,” she said gently. “But what my womb didn’t give me naturally is made up for in other ways. I volunteer at the Heathnor House, one of Basalton’s shelters for underprivileged children.”

Vesper started. She hadn’t been expecting that. “That’s … very noble of you.”

The corners of Mrs. Oelrich’s eyes crinkled. “You’re sweet to say so, dear. I do try to stay active in the community.” She glanced up the street. “You’ll have to excuse me. I’m late for a tea. Do take care, and I so hope to see you at the Belvers’!”

Vesper didn’t have time to ask what was happening at the Belvers’ house before the woman continued down the street. Once she was gone, her thoughts returned to the cemetery.

Who had been the figure at Francis Gladwell’s grave, and why had they chased her? They were just more unanswered questions, and ones she was less and less sure she’d ever get the answers to.

The fog lifted as morning gave way to afternoon. Vesper ambled through Basalton’s streets until she realized she’d reached City Hall. The form Tom had given her was still in her bag, and she remembered that he’d asked her to drop it off at the Treasurer’s Office. She sighed.

Better get it over with.

She stepped into a large foyer with three corridors, turned left, then followed the signs until she reached the door that marked the Treasurer’s Office. Inside, a middle-aged woman was sitting behind a small desk.

“Good morning.” Vesper held up the envelope. “I’m here to drop this off from the Globe.”

The receptionist offered her a bright smile. “I can take that off your hands, thank you.”

Vesper handed her the envelope, then stopped. “Would you mind answering a quick question?”

The receptionist blinked. “Of course.”

“If I wanted to file a patent, where would I do that?”

“Oh!” The receptionist brightened again. “It’s a fairly straightforward process, I believe. You’d just fill out a form and send it to the Department of Trademark. Head back to the main entrance, then go down the hallway on the right until you see a set of stairs. Trademark’s on the second floor.”

Vesper nodded in thanks, then headed back the way she’d come. Up the stairs the receptionist had indicated, she found a landing with several doors, one of which bore a Department of Trademark sign. It was open, and just beyond it sat a gray-haired man behind a desk. A nameplate at its front read: HAROLD DEAKINS.

“Good afternoon,” she began. “My name’s Vesper Evans, and I’m here to—”

“Take a number.”

The man hadn’t even looked up at her; he just pointed to the ancient ticket dispenser sitting on the corner of his desk. No one else was there, but he was still ignoring her. She pulled a number from the dispenser, then took a seat at one of the chairs by the door. After a few minutes, the man looked up.

“Number eighty-seven!”

Vesper was on her feet in an instant. “My name is Vesper Evans. I—”

The man sneezed, then threw her an accusing look. “Do you have a cat?”

“No,” said Vesper. “But I do occasionally feed strays.”

“I’m allergic,” he said flatly. “Some space, if you please?”

Vesper took exactly one step back, then tried for a third time. “I’m a reporter for The Basalton Globe, and I—”

“They’re letting women work in newspapers now?” The corners of Mr. Deakins’s lips turned down at once. “In my day, a woman’s place was at home, with her husband and children.”

Vesper clenched her teeth and hoped it passed for a smile. “Yes, well, I don’t have either of those things. As I was saying, I’m working on a project for the Globe, and need access to the city’s patent archive.”

Mr. Deakins narrowed his eyes. “You’ll need to complete a request form.”

“All right,” said Vesper. “Where’s the form?”

He pulled a paper out from his desk and handed it to her. “Processing times take four to six weeks, so don’t expect an answer before then.”

Four to six weeks? Vesper swallowed. “Perhaps you might consider making an exception to allow me into the archive so I can—”

“No.” There was nothing subtle about it now. Mr. Deakins’s expression showed open disdain. “I am aware that times have changed, and that some women have all sorts of wild ideas about what they believe they’re entitled to.” He looked her up and down. “But I am still of the opinion that the traditional roles of a man and woman are the right ones. So you tell The Basalton Globe that the next time they want something from my department, they should send a man to do a man’s job.”

For a few seconds, Vesper was speechless. She’d dealt with misogynists before in her line of work, but rarely had she met any who were this brazen in their prejudice. She gathered herself quickly and stood taller.

“Sir.” Her tone was polite, but firm. “I am a tax-paying citizen of the city of Basalton, entitled to all rights and privileges afforded as such. If you deny me of my legal rights, I will be forced to lodge a formal complaint against you and submit it to your supervisor and the city.”

Mr. Deakins folded his hands and cocked his head. “But I’m not denying you your rights,” he said pleasantly. “As I previously said, to see the patent archive, you’ll need to complete a request form.” He leaned in, his eyes glittering with malice. “I think you’ll find it quite difficult to prove I’ve done anything wrong, no matter how hysterical you become, girl. No one will believe you.”

Vesper opened her mouth, then promptly closed it. He was right. She was a young, ambitious woman in a world that didn’t like young, ambitious women. She could lodge a complaint against Mr. Deakins, but there was no promise that she wouldn’t simply be dismissed as some meddling woman. Mr. Deakins knew that. She gave him one final withering look before turning around and heading out of the office. Some part of her wanted to cry, but Vesper found she didn’t even have the energy for that. She was physically and mentally exhausted. It felt as though she’d been walking through a maze like the one back at the Museum of Art for the last five days, hitting nothing but dead ends and disappointments. Usually, in moments like this, she could rally and find a new path forward, but for the first time Vesper felt the beginning of defeat. It was Thursday the tenth; she had exactly three weeks left to come up with the money the Globe needed, and she had no way to get it, no viable plan of action. For the second time she wished Maximilian was here to offer some kind of humor, or even comfort. She headed for the stairs, tears blurring her eyes. She reached the bottom, and found a middle-aged, tan-skinned man holding a mop, looking startled.

“Oh!” She wiped her eyes quickly. “Please, excuse me, I—” She’d been about to apologize, but her eyes caught on something. On the right breast pocket of his gray shirt, the custodian wore a small circular silver pin with three bold inscribed letters: B.L.U.

“Sir,” she said. “I see you’re part of the Basalton Laborers’ Union. Are all the custodians here members?”

The custodian immediately stood straighter and smiled. “Yes, miss. Every one of us.” He scratched his head, looking confused. “Is something wrong?”

“Not at all.” Vesper gave him a small smile. “I was just curious, thank you.”

The man tipped his head and headed up the stairs. Vesper watched him go, still smiling. She may not have been able to access the patent archive, but she thought she might know someone who could.






FIFTEEN


THURSDAY, 10TH OF NOVEMBER—8:49 P.M.

Vesper stood on the curb across from City Hall several hours later.

In daylight, Capitol Avenue was a bustling hub of activity as coaches rolled up and down the arterial road while its sidewalks filled with people. At night, the entire street fell quiet and still. That didn’t mean it was unoccupied—just a month ago, Vesper had written a piece on a string of unsolved burglaries here linked to the Thally Rousers, one of the city’s more notorious crime syndicates. The thought of them now made her shiver, and again she looked up and down the street, nervous. It had been a few days, but she still remembered the looks of the ones who’d been sitting outside the library, as though they were watching her. Unease needled through her resolve the longer she thought of them, until her eyes locked on something, and she relaxed.

Two men were making their way toward her, materializing from the evening fog like ghosts. They were walking side by side, their steps brisk and synchronized, but one of the men was noticeably larger than the other. They stopped before Vesper, and the larger man moved slightly into the light. He was ruddy and clean-shaven with broad shoulders, dark thinning hair beneath his busboy cap, and a defiant glint in his copper-brown eyes. He touched the tip of his hat to Vesper and nodded in greeting.

“Evening, Miss Evans.”

“Mr. Owen.” Vesper smiled. “Thank you again for meeting me.”

“You know you can call me Cliff.” The man winked at her. “And it’s no problem. I found someone who I think will be able to help you with your predicament.” He clapped the shoulder of the young man standing next to him, prompting him to step into the light too. He was fair-skinned with straw-colored hair. “This here’s Elmer. He works on the night cleaning crew for City Hall. He’s the one who’s going to get you in.”

Elmer gave a small wave.

“I really appreciate it.” Vesper looked between both men. “Truly, I owe you one.”

“No.” Cliff suddenly looked very serious. “We’re the ones who owe you. The Basalton Laborers’ Union has been fighting for good press all year. The Globe’s the only newspaper in town that would give us a chance to let our voices be heard in the community. It’s made a real difference when we needed it most. Things have gotten tougher for us since we last spoke.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” said Vesper.

“I told you to call on us anytime you needed anything, and I meant it.” Cliff checked his watch. “You two had better get going. Elmer’s shift starts at nine.”

Vesper thanked Cliff one more time before she and Elmer bade him good night. The young man shrugged off a small sack and handed it to her. Inside, she found a gray cleaner’s uniform and a matching cap.

“Smallest size I could find,” he said apologetically. “So long as you tuck your hair in and keep your head down, we should be able to get you in with no problem.”

Vesper looked up and down the street. It hadn’t occurred to her until just now that she had nowhere to change. She moved as far out of the light as she could, then stepped into the uniform, tucking her skirt into the pant legs before buttoning it up. It felt slightly strange, but when she looked down, she was pleased to see that her legs looked bulkier, which was helpful because the suit was slightly too big. Elmer rubbed the back of his neck, looking sheepish.

“All right,” she said, looking up. “I’m ready.”

“Take this.” He handed her a bucket and a rag. “I don’t think you’ll run into many people in the office this late, but it’s just in case. Come on.”

Together, they crossed the street. Elmer fished a ring of keys out of his bag, unlocked the front door, then gestured for her to follow him inside. The dim golden light of a gas lamp illuminated the front lobby.

“City Hall’s got three branches,” Elmer explained, pointing to the three corridors before them, and the signs above each one. “North, east, and west. To get to the archives, head all the way down the north corridor until you get to the last door on the right, then take the stairs to the basement. Once you’re done, just ditch the uniform in the alley outside the building, one of the boys will grab it.”

“Thank you.”

“One last thing.” Elmer looked suddenly wary. “Lloyd’s the other cleaner on duty tonight. He didn’t scab during the strikes, but he didn’t join the union’s protests either, bit of a freeloader if you ask me.” He grimaced. “If you see him, be careful.”

“Got it.” Vesper nodded.

Elmer offered a final nod before going down the east corridor. Vesper waited a beat, then headed into the north corridor. Sconces on the wall lit the way, but the utter quiet was still unnerving. At last, she reached the door he’d indicated, left the bucket and rag Elmer had given her, and headed down a set of concrete stairs. Moving still felt odd in her cleaner’s uniform, but eventually she reached the bottom and found herself standing before a second door. She tried its handle, but it wouldn’t budge. Her heart sank.

Come on. She tugged at the door harder to no avail. It was locked. Elmer must have forgotten. She’d have to go back upstairs and find him.

She took the stairs two at a time, grabbed her bucket and rag again, then started back toward the main lobby. Elmer wasn’t there, and she didn’t immediately see him when she looked down the east corridor where she’d last seen him. He could be in any number of offices by now …

“Who are you?”

Vesper whirled around. Another custodian was now approaching from the west corridor. She ducked her head and hid her face as he drew nearer.

“Uh … just looking for Elmer. I need the key to the patent archive.” Vesper did her best to lower her voice. The custodian had dark brown skin and wore his black hair in long thick locs that reached his elbows. This had to be Lloyd. He was frowning.

“The patent archive?” he repeated. His words were touched with a low, slightly musical accent. “That’s only cleaned once a month, and it’s in my section.”

“Oh.” Vesper realized too late that she hadn’t thought out her lie at all. “My mistake, then, I must have misunderstood.”

Lloyd squinted. “What’s your name? I’ve never seen you before.”

“Name’s Max,” Vesper said quickly. “I’m new.”

Lloyd shook his head. “No one said anything about a new guy on this shift, and I’m not taking a pay cut because the boss can’t afford the hours for three people.” He shook his head and turned. “I’m going to get in contact with our supervisor.”

Vesper watched his retreating back, horrified. She racked her mind trying to think of anything she might say to make him turn around. After a few seconds, she said the first thing that came to mind.

“How long have you lived in Basalton?”

Lloyd stopped walking and looked over his shoulder, frowning. “What?”

“How long have you lived in this city?” Vesper pressed. “You’re not from here, not originally. I can tell by your accent.”

Lloyd turned around to face her again. He crossed his arms, looking immediately defensive. “I’m a legal Victerran citizen.”

“But it’s not where you’re from originally, is it?”

The man opened his mouth, but Vesper spoke up before he could.

“That necklace you’re wearing.” She pointed to a simple cord with a small wooden fish around his neck. “That’s the sign of Saint Moziah, isn’t it?”

Lloyd squinted. “What do you know of the water saint?”

“Not much,” Vesper admitted quickly. “But when I was a little girl, I used to hear stories. There was one in particular that I liked, the story of a man who gave his life for his children by sacrificing himself to a giant rainbow fish that swallowed him whole. For his courage and selflessness, his people made him a saint.” Vesper paused. “At least, that’s the version I know.”

Lloyd was staring at her, cautious. “Who told you that story?”

“My grandfather,” Vesper said. “It was a story his father told him, and one he passed on to me and my sister.”

Sudden understanding dawned on the man’s face. “You’re Calidan.”

“No. Not really,” said Vesper. “My great-grandparents immigrated to Victerra when they were young. I never knew them, and I’ve never been to the Calida Isles. The stories are all I have.”

For a long time, Lloyd said nothing. Then, slowly, he shook his head. “Blood is blood.”

“What?”

“Blood is blood,” he repeated more firmly. “Your ancestors are of the Isles, and so you are of them too. No one can take that from you, ever.”

Vesper swallowed hard. Her parents had died before she could ask them more about their family’s heritage. Lloyd’s words resonated with surprising force.

“Thank you,” she said quietly. “Thank you for saying that.”

Lloyd cocked his head to the side. He no longer looked angry, only slightly bemused. “What are you really doing here, child? You’re no cleaner.”

Vesper took a deep breath, then made a decision. “I need to get into the archives,” she said. “It’s for a project, a really important one. I tried to come during the day, but the man who manages it wouldn’t let me in because I’m a woman.”

For the first time, Lloyd looked properly disgusted. “I will never understand Victerrans and their closed-minded attitudes toward women. In the Isles, we would do no such thing.” He shook his head, then reached into his pocket and produced a key.

“This is the one you need,” he murmured.

He said nothing else as he walked away, leaving Vesper in the hall alone again.



The patent archive was a windowless room lined with nondescript metal filing cabinets. If Francis Gladwell had maintained his false identity as thoroughly as she believed he had, that meant that the patent for his machine would be in the G section. Easy enough. Vesper’s hand hovered over the cabinets as she walked until she reached the one she was looking for. She unbuttoned her custodian’s uniform to pull a handkerchief from her skirt’s pocket, then wrapped it around her hand. That would prevent any fingerprints. She pulled the cabinet drawer open and withdrew a stack of folders, before taking them to the room’s lone desk. Her eyes tracked down the folders’ tabs.

Gannis, Geldart, Gillick … Gladwell.

Vesper’s pulse quickened. She stared at it a moment, breathing relief, then froze at a sudden sound. Footsteps. Someone was coming down the stairs. She looked around the room, frantic. There weren’t many places to hide, but she eyed a small gap between the wall and one of the cabinets and ran for it. She’d just wedged herself into it as far as she could when the door opened. Her pulse leapt.

Harold Deakins was standing in the doorway, frowning. Vesper slowly pressed herself farther into the wedge, grateful that her hiding spot was slightly out of direct light. Why on earth was the old man still here? And why had he come to the patent archive now of all times? She didn’t have time to dwell on either question as Mr. Deakins entered the room. Vesper’s breath caught as he eyed the cabinets a moment, then the desk where Vesper had left the folders. He studied them for a moment, deliberating, then scooped up the entire stack and headed back out the door. Vesper silently swore. Francis Gladwell’s file was in that stack.

She watched with dismay as Mr. Deakins closed the door behind him, then listened as his footsteps faded up the stairs. For several seconds, Vesper remained in her hiding place, trying to think. If she went after Mr. Deakins and he caught her, she’d be arrested for trespassing in a government building at the very least. But if she gave up now, she gave up seeing anything in that patent file, and her time to solve Francis Gladwell’s murder was running out. It was now or never.

Vesper slipped from her hiding spot, and headed back up the stairs. The north corridor was still mercifully dim, as was the main lobby once she reached it. She headed down the east corridor, and noted a spot of light at the top of the stairs. Deakins was back in his office. Carefully, Vesper rose to the balls of her feet, praying the steps didn’t creak under her weight. It seemed to take ages for her to climb the same steps, but eventually she reached the landing. As she’d expected, the only light came from the Department of Trademark’s office. She crept closer. Its door was slightly ajar, and past it she could just make out Mr. Deakins at his desk. He was thumbing through the stack of folders. Blood roared in Vesper’s ears as he pulled out one folder and started to open it, then stopped. The old man’s nose twitched, as though he’d smelled something odd, and then he sneezed so violently Vesper jumped. Her eyes focused on something, and she drew in a sharp breath.

Her handkerchief.

It must have gotten stuck among the folders, and no doubt it was covered in cat hairs.

He’s allergic, she remembered. Her mind began to race. If Mr. Deakins had touched that handkerchief and then touched any part of his face …

Mr. Deakins sneezed a second time, then a third. He began to aggressively rub at his nose.

“Damn cats,” he grumbled. He rose from his desk, and Vesper barely had time to duck behind a coatrack before he barreled out of his office and raced down the stairs, presumably to a bathroom. If her guess was right, he’d be in there rinsing his eyes for at least a few minutes. This was her chance.

Vesper stole a final glance over her shoulder, then darted into Deakins’s office. She circled the desk, snatched Gladwell’s folder from the stack, then dashed back down the stairs. A strip of light peeked from beneath a bathroom door, but she sprinted past and barreled out the building’s front doors without looking back. Only once she was outside again did the wild pounding in her chest ease. Vesper retreated into a narrow alley, then crouched to open the folder. There was only one paper inside of it. The nearest streetlamp’s light was dim, but she still made out the words PATENT APPLICATION FORM. She kept reading.

APPLICANT NAME: FRANCIS GLADWELL

APPLICANT COMPANY: Gladwell Enterprises, Ltd.

INVENTION NAME: GLADWELL MACHINE

APPLICATION DATE: 03 NOVEMBER 1898

Vesper stared at the final line of Francis Gladwell’s patent application, and her mouth went dry.

APPLICATION STATUS: PATENT REQUEST WITHDRAWN (04 NOVEMBER 1898)



By the time Vesper reached Pierce Street, it was nearly midnight.

This late at night, she knew she should have been more vigilant, more aware of her surroundings, but her thoughts were scattered. She couldn’t stop thinking about the patent application. Francis Gladwell had submitted a patent for his machine on November third, a day before the exhibition and his murder. Then, on the day of his death, it had been withdrawn. New questions began to form in her mind. Clearly, Francis had wanted a patent for his machine submitted before he presented it to the public, but why had he then withdrawn the request the very next day, before it could even be approved? Had he had a change of heart, or had someone coerced him? Vesper thought of what Maximilian would say, and Charles Belver’s name came to mind. He remained the most viable suspect so far, but there were still too many holes, too many threads that didn’t connect. Vesper gnawed on her lip, frustrated.

The Globe’s office was empty by the time she reached it, and she was surprised to find, once she’d let herself in, that a wrapped box had been placed on Nell’s desk. It was tied with purple silk ribbon, and a name tag was taped to it.


To: Miss Vesper Evans

From: MK



MK. Maximilian. Vesper carried the box up to her apartment, then laid it on the bed while she lit her small woodstove. Once she had a small fire going, she tugged its ribbon away, lifted its top, and peered inside.

The box contained a package wrapped in tissue paper, and a small envelope. Vesper unwrapped the package first. Inside was a bloodred dress with black lace trim and a beaded bodice. Definitely Bisan’s handiwork. Next, Vesper opened the envelope and pulled out a note.

Dear Miss Evans,

We have been invited to the opening of the Belver family’s private aviary tomorrow at 11:00 a.m. sharp. As I believe the event could be relevant to your ongoing work, it is my wish that you attend with me as my guest. I have included a dress made by Bisan for you to wear, and I will send for a coach to collect you at half past ten tomorrow morning.

Regards,

M

P.S. Please note that this letter is ensorcelled and will incinerate within exactly one minute of being opened. I would advise that, upon reading it, you avoid standing near anything particularly flammable.

Vesper was still reading the last line of the letter when its edges began to smolder. She stood and yelped, flinging it away from her quickly. There was a pop like a firecracker, and then the entire thing was gone, only wispy gray remnants of smoke remaining to prove it’d been there at all.






SIXTEEN


FRIDAY, 11TH OF NOVEMBER—10:32 A.M.

Sunlight filtered through the golden leaves of a nearby aspen tree as Vesper stood outside the Globe’s office the following morning.

She smoothed a hand over her dress’s front, rocked on her heels, and tried to do anything she could think of to avoid looking down the street. In a matter of seconds, she lost the battle and checked anyway. Still empty. She bit her lip, mildly annoyed.

Where is he?

Maximilian had said in his note that he’d pick her up at half past. As of now, he was two minutes late. Vesper drummed her fingers against her side, anxious. Had the sorcerer forgotten about their engagement entirely, or was he making her wait like this was just another game? She had a worse thought: What if he’d just decided not to come at all?

A group of laundresses carrying buckets and washboards passed her on the street. Vesper offered a small smile as they passed, but none of the women returned it, and more than one of them glowered with open hostility. Vesper swallowed, uncomfortable.

You’re a part of Maximilian’s world now, she reminded herself. They don’t see you as one of them anymore.

She was still staring after the women when the familiar clopping of horses’ hooves redirected her gaze. A mixture of relief and exasperation filled her as Maximilian’s familiar coach came charging down the street and stopped before her. Vesper curtsied to the footman as he dismounted from the platform and bowed.

“Miss Evans.” He bowed. “Good morning.”

“Good morning, Bexley.”

He opened the coach’s door, and Vesper immediately noted a familiar pair of long legs. She took a deep breath before accepting the footman’s hand and ducking inside. Immediately she was enveloped in a sugary smell. She settled into the coach and met Maximilian’s gaze. The sorcerer was eyeing her with unmistakable satisfaction.

“Red really suits you, Evans.” He nodded toward her dress. “I suspected it might.”

Vesper’s cheeks warmed. “You’re late, Mr. Kite.”

“Forgive me.” Maximilian’s expression turned solemn. “We had a bit of a crisis this morning.”

Vesper didn’t want to ask, but curiosity got the best of her. “What sort of crisis?”

“Guillermo was out of puff pastries,” he said with the same seriousness. “And as a result, I almost went without breakfast.”

Vesper massaged the bridge of her nose. “Mr. Kite, you may not be aware of this, but for most people, missing breakfast does not constitute a crisis.”

Maximilian suddenly smiled. “I anticipated your displeasure.” There was a new hint of amusement in his voice now. “Which is why, to make up for my tardiness, I’ve brought you these.” He lifted his coat, and produced a large bouquet of red roses and offered it. Vesper blinked.

“This … is a little extravagant for being two minutes late.”

“Yes, well…” Maximilian suddenly looked uncharacteristically nervous. “They’re also meant to be a peace offering.”

“A peace offering?”

“To make up for what happened at Guillermo’s the other day,” he murmured. “I was rude, and I’m sorry.”

Vesper sat back, stunned. Aside from the incident at the polo match, this was the most sincere she’d ever heard Maximilian. The apology was genuine. She accepted the roses and stared at them, perplexed.

“You don’t like them.” There was apprehension in Maximilian’s voice. “I guessed at roses, but if you like a different flower—”

“It’s not that.” Vesper looked down at the roses again. “It’s just … I’ve never been one for flowers. They’re pretty, but fleeting. They don’t last.”

Maximilian arched a brow. “You’re a tough customer, Evans. What’s a better gift?”

“Steel-tipped pens.”

“Pens?”

Vesper shrugged. “I’m a writer. Pens are far more useful to me than flowers.”

“Ever the romantic.” Maximilian looked incredulous. “Dare I ask what kind of pens you prefer?”

“Henry & Lewis Brothers are the best in Victerra,” said Vesper. “They’re handmade with quality steel, and the ink’s imported.”

“I’m courting a stylophile. Duly noted for next time.” Maximilian cocked his head. “Am I forgiven?”

Vesper looked to the roses again. “Yes, but … I owe you an apology too. I let my temper get the best of me, and that’s not helpful to our investigation.”

Maximilian waved a dismissive hand. “Water under the bridge.”

“Speaking of the investigation, I have an update.”

“Oh?”

Quickly, Vesper recounted her exploits at City Hall and the discovery she’d made about Francis Gladwell’s patent. By the time she’d finished, Maximilian’s eyes were wide.

“Maybe we should get into arguments more often,” he said. “You’ve been quite productive.”

“It’s still a dead end,” said Vesper. “We now know that Francis did submit and then rescind his patent application, but we don’t know why, and it doesn’t answer any of our outstanding questions.”

Maximilian glanced out the coach’s window. “With any luck, our trip to the Belvers’ might help. Many of the same people who were at the polo match will be there, which gives us a chance to gather more information from people who knew Francis.” He pursed his lips. “It also gives us another crack at Belver. I’m still convinced he’s behind this, and I’m determined to prove it.”

The Belvers’ home sat high on a hill just outside Basalton’s city limits. Vesper accepted Bexley’s hand as he helped her out of the coach, and for a moment she could only stare. The manor’s white brick gleamed in the morning sunlight, and lush winterberry bushes bordered its raked gravel drive. Not for the first time, Vesper wondered what it was like to call a place like this home. She was still taking it in when a well-dressed woman approached. She was wearing an extravagant blue-and-green ensemble that was clearly inspired by a peacock’s plumage. She stopped before them and smiled.

“Maximilian!” She clapped her hands in delight. “I’m so glad you could join us; welcome!”

“Mrs. Belver.” Maximilian tipped his hat. “The pleasure is ours, thank you for the invitation.”

The woman turned to Vesper. “And you must be Miss Evans. It’s so lovely to have you here!”

“Good morning, Mrs. Belver,” said Vesper. “Thank you for having us.”

Mrs. Belver gestured for Vesper and Maximilian to follow her down a smaller gravel path that cut across the front lawn and led to the aviary. Vesper did a double take. The aviary reminded her of a castle spun from a fairy tale. Most of the building was fashioned from rose-tinted glass, and its windows were trimmed with shining gold. A footman dressed in gray livery held a door open for them, and they entered together. The other guests were already inside, and Vesper immediately spotted several familiar faces, including Ada, who appeared to be trapped in a conversation with Mrs. Oelrich and another woman who looked like Ada’s mother. She threw Vesper a pained expression before returning her attention to them, and Vesper redirected her attention to the aviary’s interior.

It seemed the place had been designed to resemble a tropical jungle. Tucked between lush palms and monstera, she made out various birds swooping and flying amid the foliage. Toward the front of the group stood an older-looking gentleman in a brown bowler hat, matching suit, and spectacles. Mrs. Belver moved to stand beside him.

“I’d like to thank all of you for joining us this morning!” she said. “The construction of this building has been a dream of mine for many years, and I’m pleased to see it finished at last. To commemorate the occasion, I’ve invited Professor Vernon O’Gilvie, one of Victerra’s leading ornithologists, to provide information about the birds in my collection.”

The professor mentioned that there were more than sixty different species housed here. Vesper saw local birds, such as cardinals, chickadees, and finches, but also birds clearly taken from other parts of the world. The gray shoebill in particular, with its odd angry yellow eyes, had unsettled her quite a bit.

“And now, I’m pleased to present the crown jewel of this wonderful collection!” Professor O’Gilvie announced. “Behold, the northern teratorn!”

The teratorn was the only bird in an enclosure, and Vesper immediately saw why. It was, by far, the largest and most frightening bird she’d ever seen. The feathers on the creature’s body varied from rust brown to bloodred, while its crest was bright blue. She eyed the bird’s hooked black beak and scaly yellow talons, then swallowed.

“As you’ll notice, the teratorn is kept in an entirely separate enclosure from the rest of the aviary,” said Professor O’Gilvie. “This is because it is a true apex predator, quite capable of killing any and every living creature in this building—including us!” He glanced at the bird with unmistakable affection. “Fortunately, due to their size, teratorns cannot fly for very long. They rely on their keen eyesight so they can spot prey quickly and attack. Then they require long naps!” He bounced on his heels. “My wife tells me that sometimes, before supper, I behave just like a teratorn!” He laughed at his own joke, but when no one else did, he cleared his throat. “Ahem. Well, that concludes the tour. Please feel free to mill about and enjoy the aviary’s attractions!”

“We’ll then convene for tea on the west lawn!” Mrs. Belver added.

Maximilian leaned in and lowered his voice. “I’m going to work the room and see if anyone wants to talk about Francis,” he murmured. “We can regroup in a few minutes.”

Vesper nodded, then watched as Maximilian made a beeline for a group of well-dressed men standing together and talking. She looked around the aviary, keen to do the same, but it seemed everyone was already in tight groups of conversation. Small talk had never been her strong suit, and she suddenly wished she had her notebook, or a list of prepared questions she could reference. She’d hoped she might find Ada again, but the young woman must have been pulled away, because she was nowhere in immediate sight. The only other person she recognized was Mrs. Oelrich. Vesper shifted. She wasn’t especially keen to speak to the woman—her ensorcelled face still unnerved her—but she reasoned that she’d have to start somewhere. She’d just started in Mrs. Oelrich’s direction when she bumped into Professor O’Gilvie.

“Oh, pardon me.”

The professor smiled. “The fault’s mine, young lady. I was distracted.”

Vesper followed his gaze. He’d been watching a tiny reddish bird with golden-brown feathers on a branch a few feet away. He gestured toward it.

“It’s curious,” he went on. “There are over one hundred different species of sparrows across the world, but that one is the smallest of them all. Passer eminibey, the chestnut sparrow. They’re quite interesting birds, wouldn’t you agree?”

Vesper nodded in agreement, mostly to be polite. “I’ve always thought sparrows were fairly ordinary birds, not particularly special.”

“They’re actually exceptionally talented creatures,” said the professor. “They’re resourceful, able to adapt to most climates, which is why there are so many different species all over the world. What they’re best known for, however, are their problem-solving skills!”

Vesper looked up. “Problem-solving?”

Professor O’Gilvie nodded, clearly pleased to have garnered her full attention. “Ornithologists have observed sparrows employing basic reason and logic to find solutions to everyday problems. As I said, they’re quite talented, if often underestimated.”

Vesper assessed the little brown bird with new eyes. She could relate to the chestnut sparrow in more ways than one.

“Thank you, Professor.”

“Of course.” Professor O’Gilvie glanced over his shoulder. “I believe I should probably make my way to the other side of the house. Enjoy the aviary!” He offered Vesper a final tip of his bowler hat before making his way toward the exit. Vesper’s eyes panned the aviary again. It seemed Mrs. Oelrich had already left, as had most of the event’s guests. She felt a pang of regret, then annoyance that she’d allowed the professor to distract her. Eventually, she spotted Maximilian. It appeared he was done with his own fact gathering, because he was now standing alone with his arms clasped behind his back, studying a large hawk perched on a nearby tree. A fond smile touched Vesper’s face. It was fitting that the sorcerer would like the bird. If she could see herself in the small and resourceful chestnut sparrow, then why wouldn’t Maximilian see himself in a large, powerful bird of prey?

A hawk and a sparrow, she mused. A doomed pairing if there ever was one.

Maximilian looked up as she approached. “Any luck?”

Vesper shook her head. “I was thwarted by an ornithologist.”

Maximilian chuckled. “I didn’t fare much better. The gentleman I spoke to seemed to know about as much as we do, if not less. But I’ve been thinking about what you said on our way here, about the patent…” He turned to face her. “I don’t think the fact that it was withdrawn the day Francis died is a coincidence, and I think it adds credibility to the theory that his death and that machine are linked.”

“I still don’t want to rule Bess Duxley out,” said Vesper.

“I have another theory,” said Maximilian. “What if Francis and Belver had initially agreed to be partners, and then had a falling-out? If Francis threatened to find another partner…”

“That’s a motive for Belver to want Francis dead,” said Vesper. “If he threatened Francis and forced him to rescind his patent application, then he could just take the Gladwell Machine’s design and resubmit it under his own name once Francis was out of the way.” She paused, thoughtful. “The police didn’t find the prototype of the Gladwell Machine in the museum either. He might even have it.” She cast a wistful look toward the house.

If I could get inside. If I could just look in Charles Belver’s office …

“We need a linchpin,” said Maximilian. “Something that undeniably ties Belver not just to Francis Gladwell, but to his death. I think that’s the next stage of our investigation.”

The clouds above shifted, allowing fresh sunlight to pierce through the aviary’s glass. Vesper fanned herself, suddenly warm. Maximilian looked up, squinting.

“We should probably make our way to the reception,” he suggested.

Together, they headed toward the exit. There was no footman waiting outside anymore, and when Maximilian tried to open the door, the handle wouldn’t budge.

“That’s strange…” He tried the handle again. “It’s locked.” He concentrated a moment and held his hand over the door handle before trying again. “I’m not able to ensorcell it either.”

Vesper’s brows knitted. “Why on earth would someone lock—?”

Her words were cut off by a long screech. Vesper whirled around as a large, winged creature came careering toward them.
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Vesper stared at the bird in horror.

“Evans, run!”

Maximilian’s voice brought her back to her senses. Vesper gathered her skirts and began to sprint as fast as her heeled boots would allow. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder, but she still saw a dark shadow forming ahead of her, growing larger as it drew closer.

“Get down!” Maximilian shouted.

Vesper threw herself forward and flattened her body to the ground. A rush of wind passed overhead, knocking her hat from her head. The teratorn screeched in fury as it rose back into the air. Her mind began to race as she tried to put the pieces together. The only exit was locked with just the two of them inside. That on its own might have been a mistake by a careless footman. But the teratorn’s enclosure should have been closed. That could only mean—

“It’s circling!” Maximilian was flat on the ground beside her. Sunlight caught the teratorn’s blood-colored wings as it angled slightly to change direction, and in a strange, detached way, she found she could almost admire the grace in that motion. An earsplitting shriek tore through the quiet, jolting her back to reality again.

Vesper pointed to a cluster of monstera a few feet away. “We need to get some cover!”

Maximilian jumped to his feet at the same time Vesper did, and they ran together. She heard the flapping of the bird’s massive wings and the sharp click of its hooked beak. The second time they dove, she heard a ripping sound. The bird’s talons had caught on several of the plants around her and ripped them out of the ground. She and Maximilian tucked themselves more deeply into the foliage as the teratorn arced upward again, showering the aviary with dirt and torn leaves. All around them, the rest of the birds were squawking with terror. Maximilian turned to her, tie askew.

“What should we do?”

“Me?” Vesper glared at him. “Why do I have to come up with a plan?”

Maximilian looked affronted. “I hired you to act as my private investigator—problem-solving is supposed to be one of your fortes!”

The teratorn screeched again and Vesper cringed. “Didn’t you go to university and get some fancy formal education?”

“In arcanic studies!” Maximilian snapped. “Not ornithology!”

“Can’t you use an incantation to stop it like you did to the horse at the polo match?”

Maximilian shook his head. “Not with it flying all over the place like that.”

Vesper racked her mind, trying to remember Professor O’Gilvie’s words about the teratorn from earlier. Something came to her. “We need to tire it out and then find a way to escape.”

Maximilian stared at her. “What?”

“The ornithologist said that teratorns were apex predators, but because they’re so big, they tire quickly.” She pointed above. “That teratorn has been in an enclosure for who knows how long, so it stands to reason that it would tire even more quickly, because it wouldn’t be used to flying.”

“So we, what, just sit here and wait for it to get sleepy?” Maximilian asked.

“No.” She massaged the bridge of her nose. “The professor also said that teratorns rely on sharp eyesight to capture prey quickly.” She looked away for a moment, then back at Maximilian. “I think I have a plan, but I’m going to need your help.”

Maximilian nodded. “What can I do?”

“I need you to use sorcery to make it darker here.”

A look she didn’t understand passed over the sorcerer’s face, but as quickly as it was there, it was gone. He nodded again, looking more stoic.

“I can do that,” he said. “How much time do you need?”

Vesper stared up at the aviary’s dome. “I just need a few minutes.”

“Got it.”

She launched herself out of their hiding place and started to run. In the distance, the teratorn shrieked. She imagined the bird changing course and soaring directly toward her the way she’d seen owls hunt mice at night. The shadow of the teratorn covered her completely, and she watched it get larger as the beast descended. Then, abruptly, the shadow was gone. The entire aviary darkened, and the wind picked up. Vesper looked over her shoulder and jumped. Maximilian was now standing in the foliage. Both of his arms were raised high, and he was staring upward with complete focus. Iron-gray storm clouds were swirling around him, growing larger and darker as the seconds ticked by. The teratorn was now entirely concealed in them. She’d reached the door. Distantly, she remembered a lesson Stettner had once taught her. Generally speaking, police officers were trained to breach doors with a battering ram, but those tactics worked for wooden doors, not glass ones.

“Evans!”

Vesper didn’t look at Maximilian, but she could hear the strain in the sorcerer’s voice. Above, the clouds were already beginning to dissipate and rays of sunshine were beginning to pierce through. She picked up a medium-sized rock and hurled it as hard as she could at the door. A tiny fissure appeared. She picked up the same rock and struck again; this time, a hole the size of her fist appeared. She breathed relief.

“Evans!” Maximilian sounded closer now, much closer. Vesper looked over her shoulder, and was surprised to see the sorcerer running toward her.

“I’ve got a hole in the glass,” Vesper said. “I can make it bigger, and then we—”

“No time!”

Vesper looked up. “What—?” The breath was knocked from her body as Maximilian wrapped his arms around her waist, then threw them both through the door. Vesper screwed her eyes shut. Glass shattered, and she felt a rush of cold air. The glass fragments should have been cutting her everywhere her skin was exposed, but the pain never came. Instead, she heard a rush of wind, as though she was standing in a large tunnel. She cracked one eye open and saw that there were fragments of glass everywhere, but they appeared to be swirling all around them, reflecting off the sun. Understanding dawned on her.

Maximilian has used sorcery to wrap us in some sort of cocoon, to protect us.

There was no time to register anything else. In one moment, Maximilian held them suspended slightly; in the next, Vesper heard him exhale sharply before they crashed to the ground hard. Vesper sat up, stunned. They were now surrounded by tiny glass fragments that almost reminded her of snowflakes. For a few seconds, she simply sat there, stunned. Then:

“Good heavens!”

Several people were running around the house down the hill, with Mrs. Belver and Professor O’Gilvie in the lead. For one frantic moment, she thought about the teratorn, still flying around the aviary, but when she turned, the bird had perched itself on a tree branch. It was still looking at her, but showed no apparent interest in moving. It seemed the professor had been right about the giant bird tiring easily.

“Miss Evans!” At last, Mrs. Belver reached them. Her cheery disposition was gone. In its place, her face had gone white. “Are you all right? What on earth happened?”

“Mr. Kite and I got locked in the aviary,” Vesper explained. “And someone set the teratorn loose. It was attacking us. We had to break the glass to get out, but really I’m fine.”

“Miss Evans.” There was a new sternness in Mrs. Belver’s voice. “You are most certainly not fine. Look at your hand.”

Vesper looked down. It seemed one large piece of glass had made it past Maximilian’s defenses and sliced right through her glove and into the meat of her right palm. Now that the adrenaline was beginning to wear off, it was starting to sting. She tried not to react, but winced.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper turned. In the ensuing chaos, she’d nearly forgotten Maximilian. She stiffened. The sorcerer was lying down and looked even paler than he’d been that morning. Nicks and small cuts covered his face, a few of them bleeding, but his eyes were on her injured hand. “I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I thought I—”

“You both need medical attention,” said Mrs. Belver. She signaled to two footmen who were running across the grass. Together, they carefully got Vesper to her feet. Upright, Vesper now saw that several more servants were quickly trying to cover the hole in the aviary.

“I’m going to take Mr. Kite and Miss Evans up to the house to be bandaged,” said Mrs. Belver.

“If it’s all right, I’ll have my footman attend to me,” said Maximilian. He winced, then sat up. “Please, prioritize Miss Evans.”

Vesper felt a pang of something she couldn’t quite name. Gratitude? Guilt? In truth, Maximilian looked like he needed far more immediate attention than her, but the sorcerer was already shaking off the Belvers’ attendants.

“Come, dear.” Mrs. Belver gently took her by the arm. “Let’s get you inside and cleaned up.”

Vesper only got one more look at Maximilian before Mrs. Belver led her away from the destroyed aviary and toward the house. There was something about the way the sorcerer had looked at her, something about the remorse she’d heard in his voice, that she found she couldn’t stop thinking about. She thought of all the cuts on his body compared to only one of her hands, and new understanding dawned on her.

He shielded you. He deliberately took the brunt of the glass to try to protect you.

The thought made her heart beat faster for a reason she couldn’t quite put her finger on. She was still thinking about it when she and Mrs. Belver reached the mansion. More liveried men held the door open as they ducked inside, and Mrs. Belver guided her down a long hallway of rich oak. Vesper’s eyes wandered as they walked. Every room in this house looked as though it belonged in a museum. Deep, jewel-toned drapes framed its towering windows, and every room was furnished with stone busts, porcelain vases, and floor-to-ceiling oil paintings. At last, Mrs. Belver led her to a sitting room with several chaises, bookshelves, and a grand piano.

“This is for your hand.” She offered Vesper a handkerchief. “I’m going to find water and some proper gauze for a bandage. We may even be able to get the bloodstains out of that gorgeous dress, if I can find our laundress. You just stay right there.”

“Thank you,” said Vesper. She found she was surprisingly touched by Mrs. Belver’s care. All her life, she’d only thought of rich people as self-centered and rude. She now wondered if perhaps she’d been wrong to cast such a broad judgment.

Mrs. Belver nodded and squeezed her uninjured hand. “Nothing to thank me for, dear, I’m just glad you’re safe. I’ll be back.”

Mrs. Belver gave her a final pat on the shoulder before heading down a different hall. The last of the adrenaline was fading, and now the sting in Vesper’s hand was becoming more pronounced. She let her eyes wander the room to distract herself. A huge painting of a younger Mr. and Mrs. Belver on their wedding day was mounted on the wall to the right. Vesper sighed. What was it like for people like the Belvers and Maximilian Kite, who’d never wanted for anything? She was still studying the painting when the soft pad of footsteps drew her eyes right. Vesper started.

“Oh!” Bess Duxley was standing at the doorway in a day dress. “My apologies, I … I was looking for a powder room.” Her eyes landed on Vesper’s bloodied hand and her mouth popped open in a perfect O. “Goodness. Are you all right?”

“I will be,” said Vesper. “Mrs. Belver’s gone to get a dressing.”

“What happened?”

“In short, I had a much more interactive experience in the aviary than planned.”

A half smile pulled at one corner of Bess’s lips. “I’m glad you’re all right.”

Silence fell between them, and for a few seconds, Vesper wasn’t sure what to say. “Did you come with your parents?”

Bess nodded. “The only time I’m allowed to go out anymore is with my mother.” Her tone was sullen. “I’m twenty, but she treats me like a child.”

Vesper felt a stab of pity for the girl. “I’m sure your mother only does what she thinks is best for you.”

Bess gave a small, humorless laugh. “I’m not. She does what’s best for her, and her reputation.” She sighed, then nodded to Vesper. “I’ll bet your mother is much more reasonable.”

Vesper’s gaze dropped to her hands. “Not exactly. My mother passed away when I was eight.” When she looked back up, Bess looked stricken.

“I’m so sorry, Miss Evans,” she said quietly. “I didn’t mean to bring up something painful.”

Vesper shrugged. She was never very good at this, figuring out how to balance comforting someone else for a grief that belonged to her. “It’s all right,” she said. “My mother passed away before I was old enough to want to do things on my own. If she was alive, I’d probably feel the same way you do.”

Bess seemed to hesitate a moment, then entered the room and sat on the couch. “I’m not being fair to Mother,” she murmured. “The truth is, she has every reason to want to keep an eye on me, after what happened.” She looked up at Vesper. “You know what I’m talking about,” she said. “What Sarah alluded to at the polo match. I’m sure you’ve already heard a version of the story, about me and Francis Gladwell.”

Vesper nodded. “I have.” There was no point in pretending otherwise. “You don’t have to talk about it if you don’t want to, but I think your version of that story matters too, if you want to share it.”

Bess’s brows rose. “No one’s ever asked,” she whispered. “No one wanted to know my side.”

Vesper held her gaze. “I do.”

A single tear slid down Bess’s cheek. “I met Francis earlier this year, at the start of spring,” she began. “Everyone was fawning over him, but he made a point to talk to me at every social gathering. He told me that he’d moved here from the west, and that his family had built their fortune in real estate all over the world. He was a bit older, but he seemed to come from ‘good stock,’ as my mother would say. Plenty of girls wanted him because he was rich, handsome, and successful.” She met Vesper’s gaze. “But if you can believe it, I liked him because he was kind. He made me laugh. He was incredibly charismatic. In a roomful of people, Francis could make you feel like you were the only one there.”

Vesper thought about her one and only encounter with the inventor at the exhibition. Even from that brief interaction, she knew exactly what Bess meant.

“One evening, I was on my way home from visiting a friend when I saw him walking on the sidewalk,” Bess continued. “The weather was especially poor—cold and rainy—but he told me his coach was being repaired. I insisted on giving him a ride to the men’s club. I was just trying to be kind. Once he got inside, he…” She looked away. “I know I shouldn’t have let him kiss me, especially when the coach was parked outside the men’s club, but it was only a kiss, nothing more. He told me he cared for me deeply. Not that any of that mattered.” She sighed. “I wasn’t upset at first, that people knew. I assumed Francis would do the right thing and propose to me, to protect my honor.” She shook her head. “That was when I met the real Francis, I suppose. He’d completely changed, I barely recognized him. He said I’d misunderstood him, that he wasn’t at all ready for marriage. When I pushed back and asked him why he was acting so oddly after saying he’d cared for me, he called me emotional and clingy. I learned later that I probably wasn’t the only woman he was courting. As I understand it, there’d been several others.”

Vesper cringed. “Is that why you went into the maze the night Francis died?”

Bess shook her head. “It all sounds silly, now that he’s dead, but I’d hoped…” She trailed off. “I knew he was going to be at the exhibition. He kept looking at me, and I thought maybe if I could just get him on his own and talk to him, maybe the commitment wouldn’t be so scary to him. I told myself everything could be salvaged if we married in the end, but…” She shrugged. “It was all for naught. We kissed a few times, but he was so drunk he could barely hold himself up, let alone hold a proper conversation.”

Vesper sat up. “So he was already drunk when you met him after the exhibition?”

Bess nodded. “He was absolutely tossed. I knew he liked his drink, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen him that bad.” She looked away and chewed on her bottom lip. “Francis did hurt me, it’s true, but I never wanted anything to happen to him. When I found out he’d been murdered…” She blinked tears away. “He might’ve been a rake, but he was still a brilliant man, and he didn’t deserve to die.”

“I’m sorry for your loss, Bess.” Vesper found that she meant it.

Bess withdrew a handkerchief and sniffled. “Thank you for being the only person who bothered to ask for my side of the story, and for being the only person willing to listen.” She tipped her head, then left. Vesper stared at the place in the doorframe where Bess had stood for several seconds. Tom had taught her that fact always superseded speculation, but something more innate told her that what Bess had just shared was the truth. She thought of the sorrow she’d seen in the young woman’s eyes, the pain in her voice, and she knew. Bess Duxley hadn’t been the one to kill the inventor.

Vesper rose from the couch and stepped back into the hallway. There was no sign of Bess, and Mrs. Belver hadn’t returned. To the left she noted a set of stairs that led to a second floor lined with several closed doors. She eyed them, considering.

No, some responsible voice in her head said. Don’t be foolish, it’s not worth the risk.

Of course it is, another voice argued. She was annoyed to find that it sounded a lot like Maximilian’s. When are you ever going to be in Charles Belver’s house unattended again? This might be your only chance.

Vesper checked left and right, then darted up the stairs. The second floor was quiet and blessedly carpeted, which muffled her footfalls. The first two closed doors she tried led to bedrooms, and the third appeared to be some sort of drawing room. Vesper reached the door at the end of the hall, and held her breath as she gently turned its knob and stepped inside. Almost at once, she was hit with a strong burnt-cedar smell. It took Vesper a few seconds to recognize it as the same smell of cigars she’d noticed on Francis Gladwell the night they’d met. The hairs on the back of her neck stood on end. She let her gaze pan the entire office to see what she could deduce.

The immaculate tidiness of the place told her that Belver was probably a disciplined man, someone who appreciated order. Her eyes fell to the floor-to-ceiling shelves on either side of the desk, and she leaned forward to inspect some of their titles. Most of the books were collecting dust, which suggested that Charles Belver wanted to appear well-read, even if he wasn’t. Vesper noted the mounted ivory tusks against the wall too, and scowled. He killed for sport. A chill ran the length of her body at that thought. Carefully, she tugged open the narrow drawer in the middle of the desk. There was a business ledger, as well as an array of papers. She picked up one of them and read. The letterhead was from the Bank of Basalton.

Dear Mr. Belver,

We regret to inform you that we are unable to extend your line of credit due to your unpaid balance.

Vesper frowned. Unpaid balance? Charles Belver was supposed to be one of the richest men in the city. She picked up another letter, this one from the Basalton Men’s Club.

Dear Mr. Belver,

Our records indicate that your membership fee for the month of October has not been remitted. Please contact our director to resolve this at your earliest convenience.

The furrow in Vesper’s brow deepened. All this time, she’d believed Charles Belver was wealthy—Francis Gladwell and Maximilian had separately confirmed it—but these letters told a different story entirely. Charles Belver wasn’t rich at all.

He was … bankrupt.

Vesper’s thoughts began to race. If Charles Belver was in truly dire financial straits, he wouldn’t have been able to improve his offer to Francis, which could have made him desperate …

She was about to close the drawer, when something else caught her eye. A journal. It was covered in plain brown leather, just larger than her hand. Vesper opened it carefully and flipped through the pages. There were more sketches of the Gladwell Machine inside, but also a series of what looked to be complex math equations. She frowned. Was this Francis Gladwell’s? And if Belver had this, what else might he have? Her eyes panned the room, then stopped on an oak armoire in the corner. Vesper tucked the journal under her arm and opened the armoire’s door with her uninjured hand. She drew in a sharp breath.

The wooden box was scuffed and splintered in one corner as though it had been dropped, and the glass dome affixed to its top right was cracked, but Vesper would have recognized the Gladwell Machine prototype anywhere. Chief Stettner had said his men hadn’t found it at the museum, and now she knew Charles Belver had taken it—why?

Footsteps echoed down the hall, approaching fast. Vesper closed the desk drawer quickly, then ducked into the wardrobe. She barely had time to hide before the office door opened. Through a crack, she made out Charles Belver. He was frowning, as always, but now he looked particularly perturbed. Slowly, he surveyed the room. Vesper froze when his eyes fixed on the wardrobe, but then he looked away and moved around the desk to stand where she had been just seconds before. He opened the drawer and sifted through the papers. His frown deepened, and Vesper drew in a sharp breath.

There was a spot of blood on one of the papers.

Vesper glanced down at her hand, her stomach tight. She had bled through the handkerchief. Her breath hitched as Mr. Belver studied the bloodstain. Then abruptly, he looked up, shoved the paper back into his desk drawer, then charged out of the room. Vesper stayed crouched inside of the wardrobe, her heart drumming hard against her rib cage.

That had been too close. If Belver had found her in his office, if he’d found out what she’d been looking for …

Another chill ran the length of Vesper’s body. If Charles Belver really had been the one who’d murdered Francis Gladwell, she had no doubt that he’d murder again to protect his secrets. She needed to leave this place, fast. She waited a few more minutes to ensure he wasn’t going to return, then carefully crawled out of the wardrobe. She rewrapped her bandaged hand to ensure it didn’t bleed anymore, tucked the journal into a hidden pocket of her dress, then peeked outside. The hall was, to her immense relief, empty again. Vesper slipped through the doors, then practically ran down the steps two at a time. She was on the last step when:

“My wife tells me you had an accident in our new aviary.”

Vesper whirled around so fast she nearly lost her balance. Charles Belver was standing at the top of the stairs. There was a coolness in the man’s eyes that immediately set Vesper on edge. Did he know she’d been in his office? Did he know she had the journal? She took a deep breath and schooled her expression.

“Just a small scratch,” she said with a cheer she certainly didn’t feel. “Fortunately, I believe I’ll make a full recovery.”

Mr. Belver nodded slowly. “That’s very good to hear.” He began to descend the stairs. Nothing in his expression or posture changed, but there was menace in every step. Vesper had to fight the urge to step back as he approached her.

“Do be careful, Miss Evans,” he murmured. “I would hate for you to have a more serious accident due to … carelessness.”

“Of course,” said Vesper. “I will.”

The barest hint of a smile touched Charles Belver’s face as he offered a final bow, then skirted around her to go down the hall.

Vesper watched the man walk away, unease prickling down her neck.






EIGHTEEN


SUNDAY, 13TH OF NOVEMBER—10:31 A.M.

There were forty-four empty lines on the sheet of paper placed on Vesper’s desk.

She knew there were forty-four lines because she’d counted them, over and over again, for the better part of the last half hour. She was seated at her desk in the Globe’s newsroom, tapping her pen against a cup of tea that had gone cold a while ago. She frowned at the blank paper, then sat back in her chair, annoyed.

There was plenty of work on her docket. She needed to come up with at least two pieces for next week’s style section, and she still needed to do a write-up on the city’s upcoming midterm elections. But try as she might, Vesper couldn’t find the words. She’d woken up early that morning, determined to get real work done while the office was quiet. But every time she set pen to paper and tried to write, something stopped her.

Charles Belver.

Vesper flexed her right hand, then winced. Mrs. Belver had eventually found her again and bandaged it properly as promised. The cut was healing well, but it still hurt slightly. Vesper stared at the wound, then thought of the malice she’d seen in Charles Belver’s eyes. His words in her head were almost taunting

I would hate for you to have a more serious accident due to … carelessness.

She grimaced. Maybe the words should have scared her more than they did, but really, they just made her angry. Charles Belver was like any man with power in this city, someone who thought they could bully and intimidate those who he perceived were beneath him.

She would not be intimidated.

She flexed her hand again, ignored the pain, then went back to her paper. If she wasn’t going to work on her assignments for the Globe, then she’d pivot to her ongoing investigation. It was now the thirteenth of November, which meant she had exactly two weeks and three days to vindicate Maximilian and get the money the Globe needed, but she was stuck. She now had a primary suspect—Mr. Belver—but she had no definitive way to prove it. Speculation without corroboration wasn’t journalism, and it certainly wasn’t enough to clear Maximilian’s name. For the thousandth time, she thought about what would happen if she didn’t meet the December first deadline, of what would happen to the Globe, to her.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper looked up. Tom was standing in the doorway, a coat folded over his arm and a hat in his hands. He cocked his head. “Are you all right?”

“Yes.” Vesper sat up again, trying to look alert. “Perfectly fine.”

“We’re heading to the farmer’s market.” He thumbed over his shoulder. “You sure you don’t want to join us?”

Vesper shook her head. “I’ve got too much work, Tom.” She gestured to the paper on her desk, remembered it was blank, then moved it out of his line of vision. Her editor’s eyes narrowed.

“Miss Evans, you know better than most that I don’t say this often…,” he said slowly. “But I wonder if you should take a break. It seems all you’ve done this month is work.”

She raised a brow. “That’s a bit rich, coming from you. Where do you think I learned it from?”

Tom chuckled. “I suppose that’s fair,” he admitted. “But I’ll tell you one thing I’ve learned.” His expression turned more serious. “Life stops meaning much if you don’t have any time to enjoy it, or anyone to share it with.” He examined his hat, then smiled at her. “Just something to think about.”

Vesper watched him open the door and leave the newsroom without another word. She stared at the place he’d been standing, not liking the new feeling that was needling in her gut. How often did Tom ask her for anything? In eleven years, she’d certainly asked plenty of him. Tom had always been willing to read her work and give feedback; he’d never said no when she’d asked to join him on interviews, no matter how inconvenient it was to have a small girl with him. And that had only been what he’d done for her professionally. Vesper still remembered the sandwiches he’d made for her lunch, the times he’d taken her to the library and helped carry her stacks of books home. He’d done so much, and asked for so little back. She drummed her fingers along the edge of her desk for a few more seconds before standing. Then she snatched her coat from the back of her chair and raced out the door.



When she was a child, Vesper’s parents had taken her to the Main Street Farmer’s Market almost every week.

It had been a highlight, something she looked forward to. Her parents had taken her and her sister to the market mostly to find food at cheaper prices than the grocers, but her father had waited until her mother was distracted to whisper:

We’ll get you some treats too, if you’re good.

Vesper still remembered the excitement of visiting the market, the sense of authority she’d felt as she’d held Ethel’s small hand and given her a guided tour of its different offerings. Sometimes, she wished she could have just a small bit of that wonder back.

Eleven years later, as she and the rest of the Globe’s staff meandered down Main Street, browsing tables manned by farmers who came from the rolling hills outside the city selling carrots, sweet potatoes, and winter squash. They passed artisans selling street art, handmade jewelry, and any number of painted pots and plates. Vesper inhaled, and took in the sweet and spiced scent of fresh apple cider—someone was brewing it somewhere on this street. Her mouth watered as she considered finding it, but just as quickly, she swallowed that urge. She couldn’t afford to waste money on frivolities at a farmer’s market, not until she knew that the Globe would be okay. Until then, every gild mattered.

Tom pointed, and they headed for an open area that featured several different scarecrows. It seemed there was some sort of competition going, with passersby able to cast ballots for the one they liked most. While Tom, Nell, Rory, and Ronaldo wrote down their votes, Vesper let her eyes wander the busy street. It was packed with people, but her eyes caught on one person in particular. A young woman, dressed in pink, making her way up the road. She stuck out among most of the plain-clothed folks; no one else on this street could afford silk that expensive. Vesper thought she recognized the young woman’s dark curls under her hat.

“I’ll be right back,” she said over her shoulder, and then she was moving through the crowd.

“Ada!” she called. “Ada, over here!”

The young woman turned and did a double take. When her eyes landed on Vesper, she smiled.

“Vesper!” She hugged her tight. “What a lovely surprise.” She looked her over, and smirked. “Not undercover today, then?”

“No.” Vesper smiled back. She found that she wasn’t embarrassed for Ada to see her in her normal clothes. If anything, she was glad to see Ada when she felt more like herself. “I tried to find you at the Belvers’.”

Ada rolled her eyes. “My mother had a headache, so we left early.” Her eyes danced. “I heard all about it though. You continue to be the talk of high society.”

Vesper crossed her arms. “I’m surprised to see you here.” She gestured around them. “I didn’t think a farmer’s market would be to your taste.”

The corners of Ada’s eyes crinkled. “I do enjoy some of the street art,” she said. “But the truth is, I needed to get out of the house. I figured some fresh air would do me good.”

Vesper paused. Now that she was standing closer to Ada, she noted that Ada’s cheeks looked slightly puffy, and her eyes were red.

“Ada.” Vesper’s voice softened. “What’s happened?”

“What?” Ada fidgeted. “What do you mean?”

“You’ve been crying,” Vesper said in a lower voice. “I can tell.”

“Oh.” Ada pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed at her face. “It’s nothing.”

“Ada.” Vesper took one of the girl’s hands in hers. “As a reporter, I deal with sensitive information as a part of my job.” She gave her a meaningful look. “You can trust that anything you say to me will stay with me, you have my word.”

Ada smiled, and then Vesper saw something in her expression slowly shift. She looked away. “As I said, I’m being silly,” she murmured. “Most girls are much happier when they get engaged.”

“You’re engaged?” Vesper blinked. “To whom?”

“A gentleman named Melvin Calhoun.” Ada wrinkled her nose. “He’s a banker. My father knows him.”

“I didn’t even know you were being courted.”

Ada’s eyes hardened. “That’s because I wasn’t.”

Vesper paused. She hadn’t missed the disdain in Ada’s voice. “Is Mr. Calhoun … unattractive?”

“No.”

“Is he unkind?”

“He’s fifty-seven.” Ada’s tone was flat. “I’m nineteen.”

Vesper stiffened. At fifty-four, Mr. Calhoun was three times her age. Her brow furrowed.

“Surely you don’t have to marry him if you don’t want to,” she said tentatively. “Couldn’t you just tell your parents that you don’t—”

“My parents are the ones who’ve arranged the marriage.” There was a bite in Ada’s words, but this time, Vesper heard a slight whine behind them that reminded her of an injured animal. In a whisper, Ada added: “My father has made things quite clear. He’s tired of my ‘dilly-dallying,’ as he puts it, and he wants me to make myself a respectable woman. I’m to marry Mr. Calhoun, or I will be stripped of my inheritance and cast out.” A single tear tracked down her cheek. “I have no useful trade or skill,” she said. “I wouldn’t last so much as a week on this city’s streets.”

Vesper squeezed Ada’s hand. “What if you found someone else?” she asked. “Someone handsome and kind, but closer to your age? Perhaps that might satisfy your father?”

Ada shook her head. “It isn’t about that,” she said. “I could meet the perfect man, and I still wouldn’t want to marry him.”

“Why?”

“Because as you know, our coverture laws decree that the assets of a married woman become the property of her husband as soon as they are married,” Ada explained. “My inheritance, everything I own? It will no longer belong to me, ever again.”

Vesper had heard rumors of the city’s archaic coverture laws, but never before had they been explained to her in such stark terms. She suddenly looked at Ada with a very different perspective. All her life, Vesper had had to work for everything she had; all her life she’d felt trapped by her socioeconomic status. But here was Ada, a young woman who had access to immense wealth and power, and she was trapped too. Vesper found herself thinking of the birds she’d seen at the Belvers’ aviary. Maybe women were like caged birds. Some of the cages might be large and elegant, others might be small and crude, but a cage was still a cage.

“You know, high society gossips about spinsters,” Ada murmured, “but I actually think I would have been happy as one. People might have talked about me, but at least I would have been free.”

Vesper didn’t know what to say to that.

Ada sighed. “I should probably go.” She looked over her shoulder. “My mother and I are supposed to have tea with Sarah Levant and her mother.”

Involuntarily, Vesper grimaced, which made Ada laugh.

“You’ve met Sarah, then?”

“At the polo match.” Vesper nodded. “She wasn’t very kind.”

For the first time, Ada’s expression turned sly. “Oh, I imagine not,” she said. “She’s probably quite jealous of you.”

“Jealous?” Vesper frowned. “Why on earth would Sarah Levant be jealous of me?”

“Didn’t you know?” One of Ada’s brows rose. “Maximilian courted her last year. It went on for a while, but then it abruptly ended without much fanfare. No one really knows why.”

Vesper chewed on her lip.

Ada looked over her shoulder again. “I’d better start walking toward the end of the street,” she said. “My coach can’t come down here.” She gave Vesper a half smile. “It was good to see you, and thank you for listening.”

Vesper watched Ada until she’d disappeared into the crowd and out of sight. Even when she was gone though, her words echoed. Maximilian had courted Sarah Levant? They came from the same world, she supposed, but was that really the kind of girl he liked? She couldn’t explain the disappointment she felt, the hard twist in her stomach. She reminded herself that who Maximilian courted was none of her business. He was her employer, and his personal life was none of her concern.

She returned to the area where the scarecrow competition was happening, but it seemed Tom and the rest of the Globe’s staff had already moved on. Vesper opted to continue meandering down the street. She was eyeing a table with several hand-painted earrings, when she heard a commotion.

A small group of men was making its way through the crowd. One quick look at their clothes told Vesper they were mostly laborers. Several of them were holding up crudely painted signs. She read them:

MORE SCHOOLS, LESS JAILS!

AN INJURY TO ONE IS AN INJURY TO ALL!

EIGHT HOURS WORK, EIGHT HOURS SLEEP, EIGHT HOURS LEISURE!

None of the men were speaking, but each of them held grim expressions as their procession moved down the road with their signs held high. Vesper watched them until they were out of sight, then continued down the street. That was the kind of thing her father might’ve done. She’d just noticed another table covered in various home-baked goods. An old woman was sitting behind it in a chair, speaking to a tall young man with unmistakable dark curls. Vesper drew in a sharp breath.

“Mr. Kite?”

The sorcerer turned, spotted her, then smiled. “Miss Evans.” He tipped his hat. “This is auspicious timing. Please, come join us.”

Vesper sidled up to the baked goods table. Maximilian gestured at an assortment of pies.

“I have a serious dilemma,” he explained. “This kind woman tells me her pies are the best in Basalton, but I can’t decide between the pumpkin and the sweet potato pie. Their flavor profiles are similar, but—”

“They’re not similar,” said Vesper seriously. “Pumpkin’s gross. Sweet potato is the one to get.”

Maximilian winked. “Much obliged.” To the old woman, he said: “I’ll take two, please.” He turned back to Vesper while the woman packed the pies into a brown paper bag. “So, what are you doing here?”

“I could ask you the same.”

Maximilian gestured. “I’m here for the desserts.”

Vesper raised a brow. “Have you ever tried baking something yourself?”

“Myself?” Maximilian wrinkled his nose. “Why in heavens would I do that? I have enchantments, and I have money. That suits me just fine.”

Vesper’s eyes landed on a small stack of wrapped raspberry tartlets. Maximilian followed her gaze, then smiled.

“Didn’t you tell me that your favorite dessert was a raspberry tartlet?” he asked slyly.

Vesper looked up. “Yes, but—”

“I’ll take two of those as well,” he told the woman. “One for her, and one for me.”

“This really isn’t necessary,” Vesper said as he handed her one.

“Nonsense.” Maximilian gave the woman a ten-gild bill and took the bag of pies from her. “We’ll call it a business meal. I’m actually glad we ran into each other; we can discuss the progress of our investigation.” He gestured, and they headed down the road. Vesper tucked her wrapped tartlet carefully into her satchel.

“So,” he said as they walked. “How are we doing on Belver?”

Vesper tugged on her collar. “No change.” She’d already told him about what she’d found in Belver’s office. “We’re basically still stuck. We know Belver is very likely responsible for Francis’s death, but we’re missing proof.”

Maximilian bit into his tartlet and licked a bit of raspberry off his bottom lip. “We could see about getting another invite to the Belvers’ house?” he suggested. “Mrs. Belver seemed to take a shine to you, and after that mishap with the aviary, I’m told she was quite embarrassed. Surely, she’d host us for dinner or tea.”

“Mrs. Belver liked me,” Vesper agreed, “but I don’t think Mr. Belver would allow me back in their house. I think he knows I was in his office. Besides, even if by some miracle I was able to get back in, I’d be shocked if he hasn’t already destroyed any evidence linking him and Francis, including the prototype.”

“Then we’ll have to go with the next best thing,” said Maximilian.

“Which is?”

“We tell him we know what he did and see if we can scare him into confessing.”

Vesper nodded. “But how would we—?” She stopped short.

In the midst of the packed crowd, the thin, fair-skinned woman sitting on the curb was easy to overlook. The little boy and girl seated beside her shared her dark hair color. They were holding little flowers made of carefully folded paper, waving hopefully to passersby. No one was even looking at them. Vesper’s stomach twisted hard. She recognized the hollowness in the woman’s cheeks, the desperation in the children’s eyes.

“Evans?” There was new concern in Maximilian’s voice. “Are you all right?”

“I’m fine.”

He looked between her and the woman, before something passed over his face. Then, without warning, he was marching over to the woman and children. He stopped in front of them, then knelt, so that his eyes were level with the woman’s.

“Excuse me,” he said cordially. “I’d like to inquire about these.” He pointed to the paper flowers.

The woman looked at the little boy, who appeared to be about ten.

“My mama doesn’t speak Victerran,” he explained. “But I can translate. My sister can too.”

“Very good.” Maximilian turned slightly to address him. “What exactly is your family selling here?”

“Paper flowers!” the little girl chimed in. She looked to be no older than seven. “Two gild each!”

“Two gild?” Maximilian’s brows rose. “That’s outrageous.”

The boy and girl both flinched. Their mother looked at Maximilian, her face lined with worry.

Maximilian picked up one of the paper flowers, a rose, and inspected it. “For this level of artistry and craftwork, you should be charging at least ten gild each.” He smiled. “I’ll tell you what, I’ll take ten for that price.”

The boy gasped, then turned to his mother and translated. She nodded fervently, and Maximilian produced a hundred-gild bill. He handed it to her, then whispered something in another language. The woman nodded again, looking much calmer. She gathered ten paper roses into a bouquet wrapped with a string, then handed it to him. Then she looked to Vesper and gestured.

“Vour ka viat onjeli.”

To her surprise, Maximilian turned slightly pink. He took the paper rose bouquet from the woman, then handed it to Vesper. “For you.”

“Uh…” Vesper looked from Maximilian to the bouquet. “Thank you.”

They bade the woman and children goodbye, then continued down the street. Vesper waited a few minutes before speaking.

“The language that you spoke to that woman in,” she said. “What was it?”

“There are several names for it,” said Maximilian. “But colloquially, it’s called Freetongue. It’s spoken in the Interlands.”

“How do you know it?”

“My mother taught me when I was little,” he said. “My father’s family is from here, but hers came from the west. They called themselves the Free People. I don’t remember most of what she taught me, but I’ve retained enough.”

Vesper was stunned. She’d always thought Maximilian descended from a long line of rich and powerful Victerrans. The idea that some of his ancestors might have been like her own, simple people who’d come to East Victerra looking for work and possibly a better life, rocked her presumptions about the sorcerer to the core. Several beats passed before she spoke again.

“What did you say to her in Freetongue?” she asked.

“I told her to use the money for her and her children,” he said.

“And what did she say back, when she pointed at me?”

“Ah…” For the second time, Maximilian’s cheeks reddened. “Nothing, really.”

Vesper stopped walking. “Tell me.”

Maximilian stopped walking too, then met her gaze. “She told me to give the bouquet to my pretty wife.”

“Oh.” Now Vesper felt her own cheeks warming.

“Miss Evans.” His voice was strained. “There’s actually something I’ve been meaning to speak to you about while I have you here. I—”

“Belver!”

Maximilian frowned. “I beg your pardon?”

“It’s Belver. I can see him a few feet away,” she whispered. “He’s here, in the farmer’s market.”

Maximilian’s brows knitted. “Why on earth would he—?”

But Vesper was already moving past Maximilian and into the crowd. She felt more than saw the sorcerer fall into step with her, staying on her heels as she kept her eyes glued to the black curly hair she recognized. She wove through the customers, careful not to lose Mr. Belver in the crowd. Within a few feet, she’d positioned herself so that she was almost to the immediate left of him. From this angle, she could see that Mr. Belver’s face was red, his eyes harder than she’d ever seen them.

“He looks like he’s on a mission,” Maximilian whispered, keeping step with her.

Vesper nodded. She couldn’t put her finger on it, but something didn’t feel quite right. Belver was walking quickly, and kept glancing over his shoulder. Vesper cringed, afraid he would spot them, but he only looked back, then accelerated to a jog. Something clicked in her mind, and the hairs on the back of Vesper’s neck stood on end.

“Belver’s not walking toward something,” she said, “he’s running away from—”

The rest of her words were lost in the sharp crack of a gunshot.
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Around her, people were screaming.

The street’s calm devolved into chaos. In seconds, people were running, knocking one another over as they tried to flee.

“Evans, come on!”

Vesper felt Maximilian grab her by the upper arm and drag her away. They’d almost reached the end of Main Street. People were darting left and right down the intersecting road. She was all right, Maximilian was all right, but … a bolt of white-hot panic knifed through her. What about Tom and Nell? Rory and Ronaldo? She dug the heels of her boots into the ground, forcing Maximilian to stop. He stared at her, bewildered.

“We need to get out of here, Evans,” he said urgently. “It’s not safe.”

“I can’t leave.” Vesper shook her head. “I came here with other people from the Globe. I can’t go without making sure none of them is still in the market. You don’t have to stay, but I’m going back.”

For a moment, Maximilian seemed to wrestle with himself. Then he inhaled sharply. “Let’s go.”

Vesper turned and headed back down Main Street. Several vendor tables had been overturned, and it looked as though several people had been knocked over or roughed up in the melee. She looked up and down the street.

“Tom! Nell! Rory! Ronaldo!”

No answer. Vesper’s panic grew more acute. Several of the labor protesters from earlier were being cuffed by police, a few of them shouting obscenities. She looked away. Her eyes had just caught on something at the very end of the street. Several uniformed police officers were standing in a circle around something, someone. She made out Chief Stettner in the midst of them. Vesper’s pulse leapt to her throat as she drew closer. At the sharp click of her boots on the pavement, Stettner turned around. His gaze was wary.

“Miss Evans,” he said as she ran forward. “Stand back. This is a police—”

Vesper ignored the police chief as she pushed past him, then froze.

Charles Belver was lying on the ground dead, a single bullet hole in his chest.
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TWENTY


FRIDAY, 18TH OF NOVEMBER—1:03 P.M.

The sky was an ominous pale green as Vesper stood before the steel casket.

She wasn’t alone. Around her stood most of Basalton’s high society, all dressed in formal black, all with their heads bowed in collective solemnity. A member of the clergy was standing next to the casket. He checked his pocket watch, then began.

“Good afternoon,” he murmured. “Today, we are gathered to remember the life of our dear friend Charles Michael Belver. We’ll begin with the reading of the eulogy…”

Vesper let her mind wander as he went on. When he was finished, he gestured for Mrs. Belver to step forward. She was wearing a black veil that covered most of her face, but Vesper still saw the woman’s bottom lip tremble as she laid a single white lily on her husband’s casket before taking her seat. The clergyman gestured, and everyone else came forward to lay their own lilies. Once the last person had laid theirs, the clergyman folded his hands and bowed.

“Peace be with you all,” he said gravely.

The rest of the mourners dispersed after that, but Vesper remained standing at Charles Belver’s grave. Maximilian stood next to her, and the two stayed silent as the groundskeeper lowered the casket into the ground. No matter how hard she tried, she just couldn’t quite accept it.

Charles Belver was dead.

The news of what had happened had spread through Basalton like an epidemic. Vesper had heard at least three different variations of the story on the street, but the same details had cropped up enough times to paint a picture. Belver, it seemed, had been underpaying his workers at Belver Steel, a cost-cutting measure he’d employed to try to keep the failing company afloat. A disgruntled worker who’d been protesting at the farmer’s market had seen him, and decided to take matters into his own hands. Now one of this city’s captains of industry was dead, and they were back to square one.

“Miss Evans?”

Finally, she looked up at Maximilian. He seemed hesitant.

“Are you … all right?”

“I’m fine,” said Vesper. “Just thinking about what I need to do for the Globe. Let’s meet at Guillermo’s tomorrow.”

Maximilian looked slightly stung, but nodded. “O-kay,” he said slowly. “I’ll … see you tomorrow, then.” He tipped his hat, then headed toward the cemetery’s exit. Vesper knew she should have gone after him, but something kept her feet rooted to where she stood. Now that she was alone, an emotion she’d kept tamped down over the last five days was finally bubbling to the surface. It took her a moment to name it.

Anger.

She knew that that wasn’t the right emotion. Anger wasn’t what she should have felt in the wake of a man’s murder. But the longer Vesper stared at Charles Belver’s grave, the angrier she became.

She’d had him.

She’d been close, so close, to concluding this investigation. The pieces had been set on the chessboard, and she’d only been a few moves away from taking the queen. Then, without any warning, that entire board had been overturned, cleared away, and reset as though the game had never happened. It was easier to think about it that way than to reconcile with the other truth.

She’d missed her chance.

Belver was dead, and with his death any chance for a confession and the truth was gone. Without a confession, Maximilian wasn’t exonerated, and without that exoneration, she wouldn’t be able to collect the money for the Globe. She had no other leads to chase, and she was running out of time. Belver was dead, and so was her investigation.

She turned away from the grave and left the private section of the cemetery, but she continued to walk among the dirt paths between the rows of headstones. In the past, walking had sometimes shaken loose new ideas in her mind, and she was going to need a new idea fast. It was the eighteenth, which meant she only had one week and five days to figure this out.

It’s not enough time, a panicked voice whispered. You can’t solve a crime in twelve days with no suspects or leads.

Vesper frowned, then promptly smothered that voice.

“Vesper?”

She turned to find Ada coming her way. This afternoon, she was wearing an elegant black lace dress that Vesper suspected cost more than some people in Basalton made in a whole month. The young woman stopped before her, her expression cautious.

“You’re upset,” she murmured. “I can see it all over your face.”

Vesper didn’t answer.

“It’s not because of Belver though,” Ada pressed. “Is it?”

Vesper sighed, and felt her shoulders relax slightly. She couldn’t explain it, but there was something refreshing about Ada’s candor, her directness. For the last week, she’d been asked any number of times if she was all right; it was a relief, for the first time, to speak to someone who knew she wasn’t all right.

Ada pointed to a wooden bench beneath a large oak tree. “Join me?”

Together, they settled on the bench, and for several seconds, the two of them simply sat in silence. Finally, Vesper broke it.

“Have your parents said anything else about your wedding to Mr. Calhoun?”

Ada shook her head and shrugged. “I convinced my mother to hold off until at least spring so that we can incorporate the florals she likes.” She laughed humorlessly. “That at least buys me a little more time.” She turned to Vesper. “But you’re deflecting. Tell me what’s bothering you, really.”

Vesper shook her head. “I can’t talk about it.”

Ada’s expression turned briefly teasing. “Why? Because you’re a reporter and you deal with sensitive information?” She crossed her arms. “You know, I may not be a reporter, Vesper, but I know how to be a decent friend.” She reached out and squeezed Vesper’s hand. “You can trust me too.”

They were simple words, but something in Vesper softened. She’d had a real family once, and found a second one at the Globe, but Vesper realized she’d never really had any female friends. Most of the young women her age weren’t interested in the same things she was, and though she’d tried a few times to strike up friendships with other girls on her block, few had taken interest in a girl who preferred to bury her nose in a book over discussing which boy was cutest. She’d always felt that ever-present split, the decision to be herself, or to be acceptable. With Ada though, Vesper found that she didn’t have to choose. It was easy to talk to her, to be herself. She took a deep breath, and made a decision.

“I need to tell you something,” she whispered. “I’m not really writing an exposé on the rich. I’m investigating Francis Gladwell’s murder to try to find out who killed him. It … isn’t going well.”

For a long while, Ada said nothing. Then: “You’re trying to help prove Maximilian is innocent,” she said slowly.

Vesper nodded. “But I’m stuck. All this time, I thought it was Belver, but with him dead and no confession, I’m back to square one.”

Ada pursed her lips. “If you still believe it was him, you could take the information you have to the police?”

Vesper shook her head. “There’s not enough evidence, and there are still too many unanswered questions.”

Ada sat back on the bench. “Maybe he left clues, something that could still tie him to Francis’s murder.”

Vesper pulled the journal out from the folds of her dress. “All I have is this.”

Ada frowned. “What is it?”

“I’m not sure.” Vesper opened it up and began flipping through the pages while Ada looked over her shoulder. “I found it in Belver’s office,” she explained. “I think it may have belonged to him or maybe Francis, but I can’t prove it. There’s no name anywhere in the journal.”

Ada held her hand out. “May I?”

Vesper handed her the journal, and watched as Ada went through the pages more slowly. Her brow furrowed, then she looked up at Vesper and shrugged.

“I’ve never seen anything like this before,” she said, shaking her head. “It looks rather technical.”

Vesper nodded. “I don’t know what the figures mean, or what they even are.”

Ada pinched her chin. “It almost looks like the figures our family’s accountant creates at the end of each year. I’ve seen them on my father’s desk.” She paused, thoughtful. “I could show this to him, if you’d like? He won’t know whose journal it is, but he might be able to tell me what the numbers and calculations mean?”

Vesper hesitated. Until now, her investigation of Francis Gladwell’s murder had stayed between her and Maximilian. She didn’t mind Ada knowing, she trusted her, but she wasn’t sure about anyone else knowing. On the other hand …

You only have twelve days left, that needling voice she’d tried to smother returned. If you want different results, you have to try a different approach.

She looked from the journal, then back to Ada, then nodded.

“Thank you,” she said, “I appreciate it.”

“I’ll let you know as soon as I hear from him.” Ada stood. “I’ve got to go, my parents are waiting for me. Are you going to be all right here?”

Vesper nodded. Ada started to walk, then stopped.

“For what it’s worth,” she said. “If there’s anyone I believe can solve this murder, it’s you, Vesper.” She left without another word.

Vesper stayed on the bench, staring past the oak tree’s thick branches. Storm clouds were gathering now, she knew it was likely about to rain, but she couldn’t make herself move. The fourth stage of an investigation was deduction, when the investigator took all the information they’d gathered and analyzed and used it to tie everything together and ultimately come up with a conclusion and verdict. But every time Vesper tried to grasp at the strings of this investigation they seemed to slip from her fingers. Even if Ada’s accountant could tell her what the numbers in the journal meant, she still had several unanswered questions.

Who had really killed Francis, and why?

What had happened to the champagne bottle?

How had the killer gotten in and out of the maze?

Who had Francis Gladwell really been, and where had he gotten his money?

Vesper sighed and stood. She wasn’t going to answer any of her questions sitting alone in a cemetery. Gradually, she made her way back into Basalton proper, grateful that the threatening rain hadn’t started yet. It was past two, late in the day. She might have time to work on at least one of her articles this afternoon if she hurried back to the Globe. She was at the intersection of Oliver Avenue and Pierce Street when she looked up and saw something that stopped her.

At first, she didn’t believe her eyes. The man walking toward her was slim, slightly haggard. His head was bent and his eyes were downcast as the wind picked up. But those eyes were green. Vesper would have recognized them anywhere.

They were Francis Gladwell’s eyes.






TWENTY-ONE


FRIDAY, 18TH OF NOVEMBER—2:12 P.M.

Vesper’s heart thundered in her chest.

She watched as Francis Gladwell continued in her direction. Every nerve ending on her body tensed as he drew nearer. He was just about to pass her, and he hadn’t even looked up. Vesper acted before she could stop to consider it. She reached out and grabbed the inventor by his wrist. He immediately tried to jerk away, but she stepped around him and crossed her ankle behind his, so that he was thrown off-balance and went toppling to the ground, hard. She felt slightly guilty when he groaned in pain.

“What’s your problem, miss?”

There was no doubt that the man glaring up at her had Francis’s facial structure—his cleft chin, his high cheekbones, his distinct, pea-green eyes. But the longer she studied him up close, the more certain Vesper became that this was definitely not the man she’d met at the museum. This man’s face was careworn in a way that the inventor’s had never been; there were deep lines in the corners of his eyes and around his mouth.

“I’m so sorry,” she murmured. “I … I thought you were someone else, a man named Francis.”

The man had been trying to get to his feet, but when she said Francis’s name, he flinched. He didn’t meet her eyes as he stood and brushed himself off.

“Don’t know anyone named Francis,” he muttered. He shoved his hands into his pockets, then stepped around her to continue down the sidewalk.

“No,” said Vesper slowly. “But you do know who I’m talking about. You knew Francis by a different name, didn’t you?”

The man faltered in his steps.

“You look just like him,” Vesper went on. “He must have been a cousin, or—”

“Brother.”

“What?”

The man took a deep breath, then turned around to face her again. His expression was hard, but there was pain in his eyes. “Frankie was my little brother.”

Frankie? Vesper’s pulse quickened. “I’m sorry for your loss. I’ve spent most of this month trying to figure out who’s responsible for your brother’s death,” said Vesper. “But I keep running into dead ends, there are too many questions around who your brother really was. I was hoping maybe you’d have some answers.”

“Sorry.” The man shook his head. “I can’t help you.”

“But—”

“Please.” The man’s eyes glistened. “What happened to Frankie … I think about it all the time. He was my little brother and I wasn’t there for him, even though I promised—” He cleared his throat. “Anyway, it doesn’t matter now. He’s gone, and there’s no changing that. I’ve accepted that, miss. You should too.”

“What’s your name?”

The man’s brows shot up. “Stanley Dawson. Most people call me Stan, though.”

“Stan, I know what it’s like to feel as though you’ve failed someone,” Vesper said quietly. She didn’t know where the words were coming from, but she trusted them. “I had a younger sibling too once, a little sister. She’s gone, just like your little brother’s gone.” She swallowed. It was still easy to remember Ethel’s round brown face, the way her small hands had felt holding on to Vesper’s. Vesper pushed that thought down and went on. “I can’t do anything for my little sister,” she said. “But you have something I don’t. You have the power to help find justice for your brother. Maybe you weren’t there for him when he died, but you can still be there for him now.”

Stan’s expression softened slightly. Vesper saw an opening, and took it.

“Look.” She held up her hands. “I’ll make you a deal. Give me ten minutes of your time, just enough to ask you a few quick questions and”—she looked around, trying to think fast—“and I’ll buy you lunch, my treat. There’s a coffeehouse just down the road, Guillermo’s. They’ve got the best soups and sandwiches in the city.”

Stan’s expression hardened again. “That’s it? You think you can just bribe me with food like a dog?”

“No,” said Vesper calmly. “But I do think it’s been a while since you’ve had a good meal. As I understand it, welders in Basalton don’t make much.”

Stan’s eyes narrowed with new suspicion.

“Ten minutes.” Vesper’s hands were still raised. “That’s all I’m asking. Please.”

Stan shifted his weight from foot to foot. After a few seconds, he bit his lip and met her gaze again.

“Where’s this coffeehouse?”



Mr. Crivello didn’t notice her as she and Stanley found a small table toward the back of the coffeehouse. She ordered food for them both—apple and grilled cheese sandwiches with two bowls of roasted tomato soup—then settled into a chair across from the man and gestured.

“Enjoy.”

Stanley didn’t touch his food. His eyes were fixed on her, suspicious. “How’d you know I was a welder?” he asked.

Vesper nibbled at a corner of her sandwich. “Your hands.”

Stan looked down at his hands, then back up at her, confused.

“They’re covered in burns,” she offered. “I suppose you could have also been a cook, but you aren’t wearing the right clothes.” She shrugged. “I took a lucky guess.”

Stan’s frown deepened. “You some kind of fancy detective?”

“Actually, I’m a reporter,” said Vesper. “Now, let me ask you a question: The first time you saw me, when I thought you were Francis and called out to you, why’d you run?”

Stan dropped his gaze and began to busy himself by picking apart bits of the grilled cheese sandwich’s crust. “Didn’t want to cause any problems for Frankie,” he muttered. “Before he died, he made a choice to separate his old life from his new one. I thought I should continue to respect his wishes, even though he’s gone.”

“You called him Frankie,” said Vesper. “That was his real name?”

“Franklin, technically,” said Stanley. “Frankie for short. Our mother named him after her father, our grandfather.”

Vesper took a moment to digest that information. Franklin. Francis. The names were similar enough, but distinct. It would have been easy for Franklin Dawson to shed that name and slip into Francis Gladwell without much fuss at all.

“I know a lot about Francis Gladwell, the name your brother was using when he died,” said Vesper. “But if you don’t mind, I’d really like to know more about Frankie, whatever you’re willing to share.”

Stan stopped picking apart the sandwich and met her gaze. “You gonna tell the cops?”

Vesper swallowed. “Not if I don’t have to.”

Stanley looked at her for a long while, then took a large bite of his sandwich. He chewed for a while, then said: “Ever been to Shalescreek?”

“Sure.” Vesper nodded. “Only a few times, though.”

“That’s where Frankie and I grew up,” said Stanley. “I’m sure you know its reputation.”

Vesper nodded again. Shalescreek was in the southern part of the city, one of the poorest in all Basalton, and rougher even than the neighborhood she’d grown up in. It was known for being dirty, crime-ridden. She couldn’t imagine being a child there.

“My mother was a seamstress,” Stan went on. “It was her, Frankie, and me. My dad died when we were little. Ma did the best she could for us with the meager wages she had; she tried to keep us out of the factories and make sure we went to school.” He wrapped his hands around the soup bowl. “I made it to Year Five before she ran out of money. Frankie was in Year Three. After that, we had to drop out and work.”

“I’m sorry,” said Vesper.

Stan shrugged. “I was okay, but Frankie … He took it pretty hard. He wanted to keep going to school, but I explained to him that we couldn’t afford to pay rent if he didn’t contribute. That didn’t stop him from dreaming though. Sometimes, after work, he’d beg me to walk with him all the way up to the nice neighborhoods and just look at the houses.” Stan chuckled. “He used to tell me that, someday, he was going to save up enough money to buy one for Ma.

“Things were pretty good, until she died.” Stanley blinked several times, then cleared his throat. “Honestly, I think that’s the straw that broke the camel’s back. It wasn’t long after our mother died that Frankie started changing.”

“Changing?” Vesper prompted. “How do you mean?”

Stanley stared into his bowl of soup. “It started with little things. At first, he was late to work a few times, got a couple of warnings. Then he stopped showing up altogether, missed entire shifts. I told him that he needed to get his shit together or he’d lose his job, but he just kept telling me that he had it all figured out, and that it was all going to be okay. Of course, I didn’t believe him, but then…”

“Then?”

Stanley looked up. “He started coming home with money,” he whispered. “I’m not talking about pocket change either. I mean real money, sometimes as much as fifty or a hundred gild a week.”

“And he never told you where he got it?” Vesper asked.

Stanley shook his head. “Never told me, and I never asked. I didn’t want to know, in case it was something illegal.” He took a deep breath. “I regret that now.”

“You said Frankie changed,” said Vesper. “How else?”

Stanley pursed his lips. “He got all … fancy,” he said. “Started combing his hair and wearing these nice clothes. I guess he bought them with all that money he was getting. One day, I came back to our apartment after work and our only picture of Ma was gone.” His face clouded. “That’s when I knew he’d left for good.”

“When was that?”

“About a year ago.”

“Stanley, er—Stan.” Vesper hoped she sounded respectful. “I really appreciate your willingness to speak with me. If you don’t mind, I just have one more question: Before your brother died, did you ever notice him spending time with anyone from Basalton’s high society, other people in fancy clothes?”

Stan scratched at his chin. “I never saw him with anybody dressed in fancy clothes,” he said. “But one of the last times I saw Frankie, when I got off from work early, he was on our stoop talking with … some people.”

“People?” Vesper repeated.

For the first time, Stan looked nervous. “I’m not sure I should say.”

“Please.” Vesper leaned forward. “You can trust me.”

Stanley fidgeted a moment, then leaned in too. His voice was barely above a whisper. “I saw my brother with some Thally Rousers.”

“What?” Vesper straightened. “You’re sure?”

The corners of Stanley’s lips turned down. “Very. Those boys are hard to miss.” He tapped the side of his neck. “They like to mark themselves.”

Vesper started, remembering something from the exhibition. There’d been a server there with a black tattoo just above his collar. She hadn’t been able to see it in detail, but she remembered that the server had been keen not to talk to her much. Her pulse quickened. If what Stanley was saying was true, this was the kind of development she’d been looking for. It changed everything.

“Do you think your brother might have joined the Thally Rousers?” she asked.

Stanley shrugged. “Dunno,” he said. “But I do know one thing: I saw my little brother with a bunch of Rousers once. Next thing I know, he’s dead. Make of that what you will. I certainly have.” Without warning, he pushed back from the table and brushed the crumbs from his hands. “I’ve got to go,” he said. “I’m covering a night shift, and I need sleep before I start.”

Vesper stood too. “Thank you, Stan, for everything.”

Stanley gave her a curt nod before heading out of the coffeehouse and up the street. She didn’t notice until he was gone that he’d only taken a single bite of his sandwich. Some part of her was sad about that, just as some part of her was almost sure she’d never see Stanley Dawson again. Vesper picked up her own sandwich and kept eating as she considered what he’d said. Certainly, she’d gotten several of her questions answered.

Now she just needed to know what Francis Gladwell had been doing with the most notorious crime syndicate in the city.



By the time Vesper returned to the Globe’s office, the rain that had held off since Charles Belver’s funeral had begun to fall in a light drizzle. She ducked into the Quander Building as it began to fall harder, and found Nell, Tom, Rory, and Ronaldo standing in the newsroom, laughing.

“Miss Evans!” Tom held up a small bag. “You’re just in time. Someone dropped off fudge for the staff!”

Vesper smiled and was about to set her satchel on her desk, when she noticed a small envelope was already on it. She held it up.

“Who dropped this off?”

Nell shrugged. “Postman brought it in about an hour ago,” she said. “No return address, but it had your name on it.”

Vesper examined the front and the back of the envelope. It only said VESPER in red block text on the back. Carefully, she tore it open and pulled out its contents, a single paper. She read it, and froze.

“Miss Evans?” Tom was pouring his hot chocolate now. “Everything all right?”

“Yes!” Vesper looked up quickly and smiled. “All good. I’m just going to go up to my room for a minute. I’ll be right back.”

The rest of the staff nodded, then returned to their conversation. Quietly, Vesper hugged the envelope to her chest and darted up the stairs. Once in her apartment, she tried not to let her hands shake as she sat down. She pulled the paper out of the envelope a second time, then took a deep breath as she read over the words.

It was a crudely cut clipping from an article she’d written earlier in the week about Charles Belver’s death. Her eyes skimmed the brief write-up.

OIL TYCOON SLAIN AT FARMER’S MARKET


BY [image: ]

BASALTON, Vic. (November 15, 1898)-This weekend’s festivities in Basalton were cut tragically short when violence erupted during the city’s last Main Street Farmer’s Market of the year. Authorities say Charles Belver, 67, was gunned down in an isolated incident involving an apparently disgruntled former employee. Jon Riggs, 29, was later taken into custody and charged with capital murder. Riggs maintains that he is innocent, and was participating in a legal protest for workers’ rights at the time Belver was shot. He has entered a plea of not guilty, and his next scheduled court appearance will be on the 14th of December. When asked for comment, Police Chief Frederick Stettner noted that the investigation into Belver’s murder was ongoing, but emphasized that any and all parties found to be culpable would face prosecution to the fullest extent of the law.



Vesper stared at the article for several seconds without moving. The clipping was perfectly ordinary, except for the fact that her name had been circled several times in red ink. There were two words scrawled underneath it in the same block text her name had been written in on the envelope. She read them slowly, over and over.


YOU’RE NEXT.








TWENTY-TWO


SATURDAY, 19TH OF NOVEMBER—6:49 P.M.

There were no signs that marked the place where the neighborhood of Shalescreek began, but Vesper still knew the moment they’d entered it.

She peered out the window of Maximilian’s coach and watched the cityscape change before her very eyes. With every passing block, the streets grew filthier, the buildings more dilapidated. A group of hard-eyed young men stared as they rolled by, and she backed away from the window quickly.

“Do you really think this is going to work?” Across from her, Maximilian was sitting as he always did, one ankle crossed over his knee. His eyes, mahogany brown today, were intent.

“I think we’ve got to try,” she said. “Elizabeth Duxley and Charles Belver led us to dead ends. The Thally Rousers are the only other compelling lead left.”

“And you really think they were the ones who killed Francis Gladwell?”

“I don’t know for sure,” she said honestly, “but there’s some compelling evidence to support the theory. I’m almost certain that the server I ran into at the exhibition before it started was a Rouser, and Chief Stettner said his men saw a bunch of them lurking around the maze after Mr. Gladwell’s murder. Add that to his brother’s testimony, and it certainly looks like Francis got mixed up with the wrong people and paid the price for it.”

“You think the Thally Rousers had an interest in the Gladwell Machine?” Maximilian asked.

“It’s possible. They’re all about profit.” Vesper leaned in. “Did you know that, last year alone, the Thally Rousers took in an estimated two million gild in illegal revenue?”

Maximilian whistled low. “How’s a street gang pull those numbers?”

Vesper shook her head. “They’re not just some street gang. The Thally Rousers have been around for years. They consider themselves more like a company, Basalton’s premier merchants of contraband materials.”

Maximilian frowned. “How do you know all this?”

“Stettner,” said Vesper. “He’s been on a special task force tracking them for years. There have been a few inroads, but they always hit a dead end. Apparently the Rousers are fiercely loyal, especially to their leader.”

“What’s his name?” Maximilian asked.

Vesper shrugged.

Maximilian sat back in his seat. “I suppose it makes sense,” he said. “If this Stanley guy you talked to was telling the truth, the real Francis Gladwell—or, Frankie—would have been an easy recruit.”

“I have a working theory,” said Vesper. “Francis joined the Rousers and agreed to be their proxy so that he could take the Gladwell Machine out on their behalf. They set him up to look like some legitimate scion of a wealthy family and gave him the money to back it up so that he could pass the Gladwell Machine off as his own. It would explain how he lived so lavishly, and why there’s no record of him as an actual inventor.”

“One question,” said Maximilian. “You said the Rousers have plenty of money. If that’s the case, why would they have needed Francis to court high society investors to finance his machine? They could have done it themselves.”

“Because the Rousers are still an illegal operation,” said Vesper. “If they wanted to go public with the machine, they’d need the kind of legitimacy high society investors offer.”

“So why kill Gladwell?”

Vesper drummed her fingers against the coach’s window ledge. “I think something happened,” she said. “Maybe Frankie got greedy once he figured out how much money was to be made and tried to double-cross them.” She gave Maximilian a significant look. “Stettner told me Rousers are infamous for the punishments they dole out to turncoats.”

Maximilian nodded. “You know, if the Rousers really are responsible, they’ll never admit it.”

“We don’t need them to confess to the actual murder,” said Vesper. “We just need enough information to prove they could have done it.” She inclined her head. “Did you bring it?”

Maximilian reached into his trousers’ pocket and withdrew something wrapped in a plain handkerchief. Slowly, he unfolded it, then held the item aloft for Vesper to see. She leaned forward and a sigh escaped her.

The brooch Maximilian was holding was the size of a kiwi, oval shaped and inlaid with gold with a large ruby at its center. For a few seconds, she could only stare at it in wonder.

“You’re sure you want to use this?”

Maximilian nodded. “It was my great-grandmother’s,” he said. “Lovely woman by all accounts, but her taste in fashion was questionable at best. I found this in the back of a drawer. No one was looking for it. Will it do?”

Vesper took the brooch and pinned it to the shirt under her coat before she nodded. “I suspect it will.” She looked out the window again. They had all the pieces in place now, but she still didn’t know if her plan would work.

It has to, an internal voice said. You only have eleven days left.

“Uh, Evans?”

Vesper looked up. “What?”

Maximilian’s brows had knitted. “You’re torturing that handkerchief.”

Vesper looked down and realized the handkerchief she’d been holding in her lap was twisted up. She slipped it into her pocket just as the coach slowed to a stop. “We’re here.”

They disembarked quickly, then Vesper gave the coachman instructions on where to wait. She watched the coach disappear before turning to the street sign closest to her. It was rusted and dented in several places, and read “Pike Lane.” They were definitely in South Basalton now.

“Is the Rousers’ marketplace nearby?” asked Maximilian.

“A few more blocks farther down,” said Vesper. “I didn’t want a fancy coach blowing our cover.” She turned, and for the first time surveyed Maximilian’s full attire. He was wearing plain gray trousers, a white button-down shirt, and a busboy cap. She squinted.

“What?” asked Maximilian.

“What’s on your shirt?”

“Oh.” The sorcerer grinned. “It’s shoe polish. I had Bisan smudge it up for me to look authentic. I told her tonight’s theme was urban distress.”

Vesper rolled her eyes. Leave it to Maximilian Kite to treat a high-stakes infiltration mission the same way he treated a themed luncheon. She gave him a sidelong glance. Reluctant as she was to admit it, the new attire did add a certain roguish quality to his person. It seemed he’d skipped shaving; a dark shadow of stubble dusted his jawline in a way she found almost intriguing. Abruptly, she shook her head, refocusing.

“You ready?”

Maximilian nodded. “Let’s go.”



Pike Lane was empty at this time in the evening, but Vesper couldn’t ignore the feeling she and Maximilian were being watched as they headed down the road. Every few seconds, she glanced at the sorcerer, and the longer they walked, the more uneasy he looked. When several rats darted across the road and he jumped, she stopped and frowned at him.

“Something wrong?”

“Not at all,” said Maximilian with unconvincing levity. “Shalescreek just has slightly more … personality than I’d anticipated.”

Vesper smiled grimly. “This is how the other half lives, rich boy. Welcome.” She knew she really had little room to talk. Her own neighborhood had been solidly working class, but it had been nowhere near as desolate as this. Everywhere she looked, Pike Lane’s gutters were clogged with detritus and waste; the windows of most of its buildings were blackened with soot. She glanced to her right, and noticed a harried-looking woman in a shabby dress shepherding four small children into one of the tenement buildings. Her heart sank.

“Those units should be condemned.” Maximilian had followed her gaze. “They can’t possibly be safe to live in.”

“They’re not,” said Vesper, unable to keep some of the bitterness from her voice. “Around places like this, some tenement units hold as many as three families. They split the rent.”

Maximilian frowned. “That can’t be legal.”

“It’s all they can afford,” said Vesper. “The landlords don’t care, as long as their money comes in every month.” She nodded down the road. “I think that’s the pub up ahead.”

The building they were approaching was situated on a street corner, crammed in between dilapidated buildings in an uncomfortable way that reminded Vesper of a mouth crowded with too many teeth. Her eyes flicked up to the small sign swinging above its door. Thally’s Pub.

“Not a very subtle group, are they?” asked Maximilian wryly.

“In this part of town, they don’t have to be,” said Vesper.

They approached the pub’s door together. She didn’t bother waiting for him to hold it for her—formalities like that didn’t exist in Shalescreek—so she ducked right inside. At once, she was hit with an overwhelming smell of old beer and cigarettes that made her want to gag.

At this point in the evening, Thally’s Pub was almost full, occupied mostly with working-class men clearly having just finished their shifts. They gathered at round tables playing cards, shooting dice, or talking with their heads bowed. Vesper moved among them carefully until she spotted a small vacant table at the far end of the room and gestured toward it. Once she and Maximilian had taken their seats, he leaned in.

“I thought you said the Rousers ran a market,” he said. “Where is it?”

“We’re in it,” Vesper murmured. “Look around.” She discreetly pointed to two old women a few tables over. They extended their arms and exclaimed as though enjoying a reunion, then hugged each other. When they separated, their hands were clasped together. Vesper caught a glint of gold, the purple of a few bills, before they walked away from each other. She gave Maximilian a meaningful look. He opened his mouth to say something, but just then they were interrupted as a young barmaid appeared at their table.

“Drinks?”

“A white wine if you have it,” said Maximilian with a genteel smile. “Though I wouldn’t say no to a red either.”

The barmaid stared.

“He’ll have a beer,” said Vesper. She smiled brightly. “As for me, I’d like something…” She flashed the brooch. “Sweeter.”

Understanding touched the barmaid’s expression. “Coming right up.”

She turned and headed back to the bar. Once she was gone, Vesper glared at Maximilian.

“Wine?”

Maximilian shrugged. “Call it wishful thinking.”

Vesper pinched the bridge of her nose. “Well, straighten up. Now that that barmaid has seen the brooch, she’ll no doubt send someone our way.”

“Excuse me.”

Vesper and Maximilian both looked up. A dark-skinned man with thick salt-and-pepper hair had appeared before them. He was well-dressed, wearing a crisp white shirt, black pants, and a vest. Flanking him were two muscular men. He smiled, and Vesper noted that one of his canines was pure gold.

Well, she thought, that was fast.

“May I join you?” the man asked in a low, melodic voice.

Vesper only had time to exchange a look with Maximilian before the man sat down. The other two men remained standing.

“My name is Richard,” the well-dressed man said pleasantly. “I’m told you’ve come to this establishment with something interesting. But I’ve never seen you before.”

“We were lucky enough to be in the neighborhood,” Vesper replied.

Richard nodded. “Lucky indeed. My barmaid mentioned you might have something … sweet for me?”

Vesper tried to remain calm as she pulled her coat back, unclasped the brooch, then placed it on the table. Richard’s dark eyes lit up briefly, but just as quickly his expression returned to neutral. He looked up at her.

“May I?”

“Of course.”

He picked up the brooch and examined it for a few seconds before weighing it in his palm. His eyes flicked to Vesper. “Where did you get this?”

“My employer is a very rich old widow in Stonehaven,” said Vesper. “But her memory isn’t what it used to be. She’s constantly misplacing things these days.” Vesper flashed a smile. “Luckily, she has me to lend a hand.”

Richard nodded, then examined the brooch again. “What is this, four carats?”

“Five,” Maximilian cut in.

Richard frowned, then looked to Vesper. “Who’s he?”

“My business partner,” she said.

“Hmm.” Richard placed the brooch on the table again. “How much are you wanting for it?”

Straight to the point. Good. Vesper had prepared for this. “At five carats, it’s worth at least fifteen thousand gild.”

Richard laughed. It was a surprisingly musical sound. He folded his hands and leaned forward. “Maybe in a jewelry shop in Rockbriar you’d get that much, but you’re in Thally’s Pub, love.” He shook his head. “You’ll have to do better than that.”

Vesper pretended to look affronted. She steepled her fingers and looked considerate for a moment. Then:

“How about this: I’ll give you the brooch for seventy-five hundred gild, half my original asking price, if you give me some information.”

Richard tensed. “What kind of information?”

Vesper braced herself. This was what she’d been leading up to from the moment they’d entered Shalescreek. She took a deep breath before speaking. “I want to know about a man called Frankie, sometimes Francis Gladwell.”

The men standing behind Richard exchanged a look that Vesper didn’t miss. For his part, Richard frowned. “What’s Frankie to you?”

Vesper fluttered her eyelashes. “Now, Mr. Richard, you know a good girl never kisses and tells. Let’s just say he and I have … unfinished business that I’m trying to sort out.”

Richard chuckled. “I’ll bet you do.” He cocked his head. “Excuse me a moment.” He stood, then turned to talk to the men behind him in a huddle. Less than a minute passed before he sat back down again.

“Your offer is a good one,” he said, “but I’m afraid I’m going to have to decline.”

Vesper tried to keep the surprise from her voice. “Why?”

Richard tapped a finger against the table. “A ruby this size is rare in our market. We usually deal in passable knockoffs. A piece like this one would attract serious attention, too much attention for my preference.” He slid the brooch back toward her. “My advice? Take that back to your employer before she notices it’s missing.”

“But—”

“Have a good night.” Without another word, Richard stood. “And, if your business with the Rousers is complete, please consider vacating the table. We’ve got people waiting.”



Vesper marched back up Pike Lane, her fists curled and her jaw clenched.

Maximilian kept in step with her, though she was further peeved to note in her periphery that he didn’t have to try very hard. They made it one block before he broke the silence.

“At least we know one thing,” he offered. “The Rousers knew Francis. That Richard guy called him Frankie.”

“They’re hiding something,” Vesper murmured. “And whatever it is, the information’s more valuable than I anticipated. You can be sure I intend to—” She looked over her shoulder, then stopped. Maximilian did too.

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” Vesper kept walking, albeit slightly faster. “I just thought I heard something.” They walked for another five minutes before she stopped again. Now she was certain. The skinny man several paces behind them had stayed with them for the last two blocks. She tensed.

“Maximilian,” she whispered. “Listen to me very closely.”

“What is it?”

“I think our new friends at Thally’s Pub are escorting us off their turf,” she said softly. In an even lower voice, she added, “We’re being followed. Don’t look.”

Maximilian swore. “What do we do?”

“There’s an alley up ahead,” she said. “We’re going to turn into it. If they follow us in, we’ll have the advantage.” She slipped the brooch into his hand. “Use sorcery if you have to.”

Maximilian gave a stiff nod. They were drawing closer to the alley Vesper indicated. Behind them, she could still hear a lone set of footsteps. They reached the narrow alley, and then abruptly Vesper veered to the left, plunging herself into darkness. Maximilian followed suit, pivoting so that he faced the alley’s opening, poised and ready. The seconds seemed to pass like hours as they waited. Vesper heard her own heart thundering in her chest as the footsteps drew closer, became louder. She braced herself as a shadow appeared in the alley, but then the skinny man just kept walking. He didn’t even look in their direction. She exhaled.

“Thank God.” Maximilian stood again once the man was gone. He combed his hands through his dark curls, then smiled. “Despite my urban-distress attire, I was in no mood for a bout of fisticuffs tonight.”

“Let’s go.” Vesper pointed behind them. She didn’t want to risk being followed again. They were almost at the other end of the alley when a muscular man stepped out from the shadows. Vesper recognized one of the men from the pub at the same time she heard a low, melodic laugh. Panic arrowed through her as she caught the glint of a golden tooth. Richard leaned against the wall.

“I think you’d better come with us.”






TWENTY-THREE


SATURDAY, 19TH OF NOVEMBER—8:02 P.M.

One of the Thally Rousers held her upper arm in a viselike grip; Maximilian was being frog-marched beside her, held by a second Rouser. Richard was walking ahead of them, like a wolf leading his pack. He hadn’t looked back or addressed them at all since ordering the men to grab them.

The struggle itself had been quick. Vesper had turned to Maximilian, hoping he’d had time to mutter an incantation, but it seemed this wasn’t Richard’s first time dealing with sorcerers. One of the muscled Rousers—faster on his feet than he looked—punched Maximilian in the gut before he could react. The sorcerer had doubled over and wheezed, and Vesper had drawn in a sharp breath. She watched with dismay as the brooch slipped from Maximilian’s hands. Richard had picked it up, smiling.

“If he starts an incantation, gag him,” he’d said calmly, tucking the brooch into his own pocket. He’d turned to his cronies then. “Check them both, and make sure they don’t have any more gifts for us.”

The warehouse they were approaching looked derelict, as though it hadn’t been occupied in years. Vesper tried to temper her rising fear as Richard and the two Rousers led them toward it. Once inside, they were ushered down a short hall and into an empty room on the first floor. Richard folded his hands as though in prayer before he looked between them.

“Now,” he murmured. “The two of you have exactly thirty seconds to tell me what you were really doing in the pub.” His dark eyes glinted. “And if I were you, I’d talk fast.”

“We didn’t come here to cause any trouble,” Vesper said quickly.

Richard cocked his head. “I’ve never seen either of you in the pub before. And he”—he nodded toward Max—“is clearly not working class.”

It was Vesper’s turn to frown. Urban distress, indeed.

“You didn’t wander into a pub owned by a gang by accident,” Richard went on. “Either you’re crooks, or you’re cops.”

Vesper swallowed hard, trying to sound confident. “We’re not with the police.”

“Funny.” Richard’s expression didn’t betray even a shred of humor. “I don’t believe you.”

“It’d be easy enough to get the truth out of them,” said the blond Rouser holding Maximilian. Now that they were in proper light, Vesper saw that the man was younger than she’d expected, but there was a hardness in his eyes that aged him. He kept his grip on Maximilian tight, but with his other hand, he withdrew something from his pocket, and flicked it. Vesper saw the silver glint of a switchblade, and shivered.

“Hold on,” said Maximilian, his voice strained. “We only came to the pub because we were trying to get information on Francis Gladwell.”

Richard grimaced. “I knew it. Coppers.”

Oh, for goodness’ sake. “We are not with the police,” said Vesper firmly. “We were just trying to figure out why Francis Gladwell joined the Rousers!”

There was a long pause. The anger on Richard’s face was replaced with open confusion. “What?”

“Wasn’t he a member?” Vesper asked.

The Rouser holding on to her let out a dry laugh, and Richard shook his head.

“I don’t know where you got your information,” he said, “but Frankie was no Rouser.”

“He had dealings with you though,” Vesper pressed. “His—someone said that they saw him with the Thally Rousers. They thought he might have some sort of business with them.”

Richard scoffed. “We are a diverse enterprise.” A hint of amusement touched his expression. “There are any number of reasons he could have been seen with one of our members.”

“Would any of those reasons require significant amounts of money?” Vesper asked.

Richard hesitated. “You’ll have to speak to the boss.”

Vesper started at the same time Maximilian said: “Wait, isn’t that you?”

Richard shook his head. “I serve as first captain, but Thally’s the boss. That’s who you’ll need to speak to.”

“When?”

“Now,” said Richard. “Thally’s asked to see you, that’s why you’ve been brought here. I’m taking you up to the office.”

Vesper tensed. The Thally Rousers’ boss had asked to see them. Why?

“A few rules,” said Richard. “You don’t speak unless spoken to. You don’t sit down unless invited to do so. You insult the boss? You answer to us.”

Vesper swallowed. “Understood.”

Richard nodded, and the Rousers holding on to them turned them around and marched them out of the room and up a flight of narrow, rickety stairs. There was only one door at the top of the landing, and only once they’d reached it were they released and shoved forward. Vesper started for the door, but Maximilian caught her wrist.

“Let me go first,” he said firmly.

Vesper nodded. She watched as Maximilian took a deep breath, as if to gird himself, then turned the door’s handle and stepped inside. At once, the concentrated smell of cigarette smoke made her want to choke, but Vesper kept silent as she filed in behind him.

They were standing in an office. A large oak desk was positioned in the center of the room. On it sat a single white candle. Vesper’s eyes adjusted, and she noted that there was a figure sitting behind the desk, a silhouette cloaked almost entirely in shadow.

“Well, well.” A low, gravelly voice broke the heavy silence. “What have we here?”

“Mr. Thally, my name is Vesper Evans.” Her voice trembled as she began. “We’re here because we’re looking for answers about Francis Gladwell, the inventor who was recently—”

The figure suddenly leaned forward, so that the candlelight illuminated one half of their face, and threw the other half into sharp relief. Whatever words Vesper had been about to say disappeared.

“I…?”

The old woman sitting behind the desk was small, fair-skinned, and heavyset, with cottony white hair styled into an elaborate updo piled high on her head. An amused smile touched her face.

“Not what you were expecting?”

She might have been anywhere between sixty and seventy. Vesper couldn’t put her finger on it, but this woman seemed almost familiar. It took a few seconds, but then, with a start, she realized where she recognized the old woman from.

“You were at the Main Street Farmer’s Market selling baked goods.” Maximilian looked stunned. “I bought two pies and two tartlets from you!”

The old woman’s brows rose. “How were they?”

Maximilian swallowed. “Exceptional. Don’t change a thing.”

The old woman nodded with approval. “Not all of my trade is contraband, young man,” she said. “I strongly believe that all women should have at least two passion projects outside of work.” To Vesper, she added: “I also enjoy gardening, when my knees allow.”

“I don’t understand,” said Vesper. “I didn’t think…”

“That the most prolific crime syndicate in this city could be run by a little old woman?” Miss Thally’s smile dimmed just slightly. “Surprising, Miss Evans. With your background, I expected better.”

Beside her, Maximilian stiffened. Vesper stood straighter. “You know who I am?”

“Of course I do.” Miss Thally leaned back in her chair. “I make it a point to know who works in every media outlet in this city, who’s covering my organization’s endeavors.” She inclined her head. “I must say, you’ve written several riveting pieces about us. You’ve quite a way with words, dear. That’s part of the reason you’re standing here.”

Vesper wasn’t sure whether to be honored or horrified. A part of her wanted to run from the room, but her boots were rooted to the ground.

“I also make it a point to be aware of who’s in Thally Rouser territory,” Miss Thally continued. She examined her painted red nails for a beat before looking up. “The next time you try a little stunt like the one you attempted tonight, I suggest you avoid entering my domain in a coach worth more than most of this neighborhood’s buildings.”

Maximilian turned pink, and Vesper felt her own face warm too. She thought of the young men she’d seen as they entered Shalescreek and shook her head. How could she have been so foolish?

“As for you, Mr. Kite.” At last Miss Thally turned her attention to the sorcerer. “I’m quite aware of who you are and who your family is too. While I do appreciate your own attempts here, your costume isn’t quite right. I suspect it’s the shoe polish.”

Maximilian looked properly affronted, but Vesper shot him a warning look. Miss Thally offered a sweet smile so reminiscent of the one Vesper had seen at the farmer’s market that it gave her chills. “Now that we’ve gotten all of that out of the way…” The old woman began shuffling papers on her desk. “Perhaps now the two of you might tell me why a reporter and a coal magnate are so interested in a dead inventor that they’d make the foolish decision to come onto my turf and start asking odd questions?”

“We’re trying to figure out who killed Francis Gladwell,” said Vesper. “I spoke to a source, and they mentioned that he came into a lot of money in the year before he died. They also implied that Francis might have been…” Vesper hesitated. “Uh, affiliated with the Rousers.”

At this, Miss Thally threw her head back, laughed, then nodded at the door. “I assume Richard already told you this, but Frankie certainly wasn’t one of us. That boy was a lot of things, but a gangster he was not. He expressed no interest in joining our ranks. Even if he had though, we’d never have taken him.”

“Why?” Vesper asked.

Miss Thally gave her a curious look. “For one, Frankie never had the stomach for the real dirty work,” she said. “But it was more than that. He was a loud, careless man. He had all the finesse and tact of a bull in a china shop. There’s no room for men like that in my operation.”

Vesper frowned. “But if Francis wasn’t trying to join the Rousers, then how did he know you?”

Miss Thally sat back in her chair. “He didn’t know us. He was trying to get us to invest in that ridiculous machine of his.”

Vesper swallowed. “And you weren’t interested?”

Miss Thally shrugged. “I might have been, if the man had spoken with any kind of sense.”

“What do you mean?”

Miss Thally sighed. “I granted Francis’s request for an in-person meeting when he told me he had something that could be very profitable for the Rousers. He spoke about his machine for nearly thirty minutes before I cut him off. It had only taken me two of those minutes to realize that he had no idea what the hell he was talking about. He could certainly tell me what his machine could do, and he’d clearly practiced some lines about it being a generator and a capacitor, but when I pressed him on the real details of how it worked, he completely fell apart. It was painful to watch, actually.”

“So, you told Francis you wouldn’t invest?”

Miss Thally nodded. “And I told him that if he ever shared who really ran the Rousers with anyone, he wouldn’t have hands to play around with his machine or any other machine ever again. That was the last time I saw him.”

Vesper swallowed. “And when was that?”

Miss Thally sat back, thoughtful. “Three days before he died.” She met Vesper’s gaze and smiled. “But you have another question, I can see it in your eyes.” She inclined her head. “Go on, ask.”

Vesper hesitated, then: “How does a woman become the leader of this city’s biggest gang?”

The woman smiled. “In another life, I was called Josephine.” She nodded to Maximilian. “There are probably still a few high society people left who are old enough to remember my infamous fall from grace. Sweet Josephine Thalheimer, the last child and last hope for a respectable, old money family that has lived in Victerra since it was founded in the 1700s. I only had to do one thing to preserve my family’s legacy: marry.” She smiled sadly, as though remembering. “I had every intention of doing what a young respectable woman of high society is born to do, until I learned about the coverture laws.” She looked at Vesper. “You know all about them, I’m sure.”

Vesper thought of Ada and nodded.

“Basalton law says that a married woman automatically yields her rights to her husband—her money, her land, her agency. It doesn’t matter if the husband is cruel, or foolish, or both; once married, it all belongs to him. The wife has no say.

“Well, once I learned that, I pleaded with my parents. I was a quick study, particularly in areas of accounting, and I tried to convince my father that I would be more than capable of running his businesses after he was gone.” Some of the light in the woman’s eyes faded. “Of course, he would hear nothing of the sort. When I turned twenty-one and still refused to marry, he unceremoniously cut off my inheritance and cast me out without a gild to my name. I later learned that our family’s fortune was bequeathed to a distant male cousin who squandered it within a few years of my father’s death. My family’s impeccable pedigree and its old name, Thalheimer, fell to extinction, nothing more now than a line or two in a history book that no one will read. But not me.” Her eyes glinted. “I flourished in this city’s underbelly. As it turned out, my gift for accounting coupled with years of watching my father’s work in trade and finance proved quite useful. I knew how the rich behaved because I’d once been one of them, which meant I also knew the best ways to fleece them. In a matter of years, I had a fortune that rivaled my father’s. Eventually, Josephine Thalheimer became “Jo Thally,” and Jo Thally created the Thally Rousers, the most successful and lucrative crime syndicate in all East Victerra.” She leaned back in her chair, looking smug. “It’s funny now, my mother had once hoped that I might marry some foreign aristocrat and become a duchess, or viscountess.” She spread her arms, grinning. “If only she’d lived long enough to see that her daughter became something better: a queen.”

Vesper thought of Ada, of the broken look on her friend’s face. She’d thought then that to be a woman was to always live in some sort of cage, but as she stared back at Josephine Thalheimer, a woman who had sacrificed everything to maintain her freedom, she started to wonder if that was really true. Perhaps a woman didn’t have to live in a cage if only she was brave enough to break free of it. She found that she could relate to the old woman, that she could even respect her.

“Does that satisfy your questions, girl?” Miss Thally asked.

“Yes,” said Vesper, and to her surprise she found it did. “Thank you for your help.”

“And thank you, for your excellent journalism. I do so like to see a woman thrive in a male-dominated field.” The old woman steepled her fingers. “With that, it seems our business is concluded.” She jutted her chin. “I don’t expect to see the two of you in Rouser territory again, am I clear?”

Her words were interrupted by a crash. All three of them turned to the door, and Vesper was surprised to find Richard standing in its frame. His chest was rising and falling fast.

“Boss,” he said between gasps. “We’ve got a problem. I just heard from some of our scouts.”

Miss Thally stood at once. “What’s wrong?”

Richard swallowed. “Pierce Street is burning.”






TWENTY-FOUR


SATURDAY, 19TH OF NOVEMBER—9:13 P.M.

The gas lamps flew past in a procession of yellow blurs as Maximilian’s coach raced through the city streets.

Every few seconds, Vesper glanced out one of its windows, checking the night sky for smoke. She chewed on the corner of her thumbnail, tapped a frantic rhythm against the coach’s floor with the heel of her boot.

Pierce Street is burning.

“Evans.”

Vesper looked up. Maximilian’s expression was concerned, and sympathetic.

“I’m sure everything’s fine, it won’t be as bad as he made it sound.”

Vesper swallowed. She wanted Maximilian to be right, but … she remembered the look on Richard’s face. She was trying to keep calm, but already her mind was filling with terrible images. The memories she worked so hard to keep caged were rattling their shackles. She heard Ethel’s voice.

Vesper, it’s so hot.

Vesper shook her head. No, this was different. Maximilian was right. The fire probably wasn’t as bad as Richard had made it sound. Everything would be all right. She took several deep breaths, and had just leaned back in her seat, when she felt the coach slow to a stop. She looked at Maximilian, and knew he was thinking the same thing she was. They’d only been in the coach for ten minutes. They couldn’t possibly be back at the Globe already. Seconds later, the door opened, and the footman’s head popped inside.

“Sir.” The man’s voice sounded slightly strained. “We may have a problem.”

“Where are we?” Maximilian asked.

“We’ve reached the start of Pierce Street, but the traffic is bad; it may take some time to get through.”

Vesper stiffened. With the coach’s door now open, the smell of smoke thickened the air. She looked out the window again, and this time there was no mistaking it: A thick vertical of black smoke was billowing into the air several blocks down. She pushed past the footman, and bolted from the coach.

“Miss Evans!” Maximilian called after her. “Wait!”

Vesper wove past the horses, people, and coaches that congested the road and headed down Pierce Street. Her heart pounded harder in her chest as she reached a slight curve in the road. She turned around the bend, then stopped short.

She knew at once that Maximilian had been wrong. Massive flames licked the second-highest floor of the building before her, and several arms were waving bits of cloth frantically from the story above that. Uniformed firefighters had surrounded the building, but they seemed to be at a loss as they stared up at its top floors. Vesper’s eyes searched until she found a face she recognized.

“Cliff!”

The union president looked up, surprised. He was holding an empty pail.

“Miss Evans?”

“I heard there was trouble,” she said, out of breath as she reached him. She looked up at the building again. “What’s happened?”

Cliff ran a hand across his face. Up close, Vesper saw he looked exhausted.

“The fire started on the fourth floor of the textile factory, unknown cause,” he said. “It’s mostly women and children up there.”

Vesper’s eyes widened in horror.

“The structure isn’t sound enough for the firefighters to climb up. Apparently the doors are locked from the outside too. We don’t know why.”

“How many workers are in there?”

Cliff met her gaze. His eyes were wet. “I’m told at least fifty.”

Vesper felt as though she’d been punched in the gut. The people in that building were trapped, just like her own family had been trapped. With the smell of smoke filling her lungs and the heat of the fire on her face, she could feel herself being dragged back to that night.

“Everyone! If I could have your attention!”

Vesper and Cliff both looked in the direction of the new sharp voice. One of the firefighters was holding a red megaphone.

“This building is no longer secure,” he said. “We need everyone to stand back!”

“My wife’s in there!” one of the men standing a few feet away shouted. His face was ashen. “And both of my daughters!”

“I know there is concern,” the firefighter tried again. “But if you all could just—”

His words were cut off as a coach came racing down the road. Vesper barely had enough time to wonder how it had gotten through the traffic that had stopped Maximilian’s coach before two well-dressed gentlemen got out. One was tall and skinny, with an elegant mustache and top hat; the other was shorter, rounder, and bald. They both ran over to the building and peered up at it, looking horrified. The bald man swore.

“Gentlemen.” The firefighter turned to address them now. “This street’s closed to the public. I need you both to return to your coach, and—”

“That’s our building!” the taller man said. “We own the lot! Can’t you people do something?”

“We are.” The firefighter sounded testier and testier by the minute. “But right now, we need everyone to stand back.”

“Well, hurry up!” The shorter bald gentleman was now glaring at the firefighter. He pointed toward the building. “The merchandise stored in that building is worth hundreds of thousands of gild!”

Vesper flinched, and something shifted in Cliff’s face. He turned toward the two gentlemen.

“Merchandise?” he said in a low voice. “Is that really all you care about right now? There are workers trapped in there who can’t get out and we don’t know why.”

The bald man turned his glare toward Cliff. “The doors to the work floor are locked per our company’s protocol.”

Vesper felt the blood drain from her face. Cliff stared at the man in horror.

“What?”

“They were taking too many bathroom and smoke breaks,” the taller, mustached man cut back in. “So we implemented a policy. It worked too; we’ve made several hundred more gild per week.”

“I don’t understand.” Vesper’s voice sounded hollow in her ears. “Are you telling me you locked those workers in so that they couldn’t get out? That’s inhumane.”

The mustached man looked at her the same way he might have looked at a cockroach on the wall. “Young lady, we’re running a business, not a charity. Be assured that every single one of our workers signs an agreement that says they will comply with all company policies. No one’s forcing them.” He turned back to Cliff, and nodded toward his B.L.U. pin. “Not everyone wants to unionize, you know. Maybe, if people like you did an honest day’s work instead of running around this city sowing dissent and discord, you’d actually make something of yourself.”

Cliff started as though he’d been slapped.

“That’s the problem with you people,” he said, his tone scarily calm. “You sit there with your money and your comforts, and you pretend that it’s the product of hard work.” He shook his head. “The truth is, you make your profits off the backs of the hardworking men, women, and children of this city. The same ones you won’t give basic rights to.” He pointed to the building. “The same ones you’d watch burn.”

Vesper felt it then, an intangible shift in the air as the collective anxiety filling the street became something else, directed squarely at the two well-dressed gentlemen. Several of the men turned and began to close in around them. The bald man’s eyes darted around, now wary.

“Enough of this!” he snapped. “Tell your thugs to stand down at once.”

“Thugs.” Cliff Owen laughed, but it was a dry, humorless sound. “Of course that’s what you call us. It’s far easier to vilify and slander honest working-class men than to take any responsibility for your actions. You people did it to Jon Riggs last week, and you’ll do it now. You can’t be trusted.”

Vesper blinked, momentarily confused. Jon Riggs was the man who’d been arrested for shooting Charles Belver at the Main Street Farmer’s Market. What did he have to do with this?

The crackle of the fire pulled her gaze back toward the building. The firefighters were gathered around its main door, preparing to breach, but the flames looked worse than ever. Vesper looked to the men surrounding Cliff and the two gentlemen. Many of their eyes had hardened and they were looking at the two men with the same open disgust. Both of the gentlemen seemed to realize this. They began backing toward their coach.

“I’m warning you!” The shorter one pointed his walking stick. “You people stay back!”

“Or what?” one of the men shouted.

“Cliff.” For the first time, Vesper spoke up. She had a distinct and growing sense of unease. The shorter gentleman closed his eyes and his lips began to move. Something clicked together in her mind.

“Cliff, watch out—”

The words came too late. Vesper watched it all play out as the world around her slowed. The man’s grip on his walking stick tightened. With his free hand, he made a motion as though swatting a fly. The man standing nearest to him suddenly lurched back several feet, as though he’d been shoved hard, then fell to the ground. He did not get up again.

“Sorcerer scum!” one of the men roared. “He didn’t even touch you!”

More people were shouting now, and the men pressed in. The bald sorcerer tried to use his walking stick again, but a man standing behind him shoved him hard in the back, so that he lost his balance. Another ripped the stick out of his hand and struck his head with it. A raucous cheer went up from the crowd as he crumpled to the ground. In the distance, Vesper heard the shrill whistle of a police officer. Cliff was now getting on top of a crate, addressing the growing crowd.

“You see this, boys!” he said in a voice that carried. “These rich folk don’t care about us!” He pointed behind him. “They’d lock us in a burning building if it meant they could still turn a profit. Well, I say, you hit at one of us, you hit at all of us, and now we’re hitting back!”

Several in the crowd cheered, but Vesper’s eyes went to the building. The front door had been breached. Firefighters were coming out holding victims. Several were burned beyond recognition. Goose bumps stippled her arms.

Another whistle sounded, louder and closer this time, and she swiveled. A line of uniformed police officers were now making their way down the street, batons in hand. There were at least twenty of them, but the crowd filling up Pierce Street had also swelled in size. There had to be at least a hundred people there.

“An injury to one is an injury to all!” Cliff shouted. “Stand your ground, boys!”

Vesper watched as police and the laborers collided, and then the street broke out in chaos. Men were being struck down by police batons, and women snatched up children and ran for alleys. Someone knocked into her shoulder, throwing her off-balance, and Vesper fell to the ground hard at the same time the front wall of the burning building caved in. There was a loud boom, a wave of heat, and Vesper went still as bright orange embers danced high into the air.

Around her, people were still screaming. It was getting harder and harder to breathe. In the distance, thunder clapped, but Vesper didn’t trust her mind anymore. It wasn’t November. It was January seventeenth. She was standing outside her family’s tenement building, watching with horror as it burned with people still inside.

You left us. Ethel’s imaginary voice was cold, accusing. You left us to die.

Rain was pouring down now, but the flames continued to devour the building, just as they had all those years ago. Something wet slicked her cheeks, and she no longer knew if it was rain, or tears, or both. She tried to get up, but her skirt was tangled in her legs. Someone grabbed her wrist, and she opened her mouth to scream, then stopped. Maximilian was standing over her, his profile traced in the fire’s light. He lifted her to her feet. She couldn’t find words. Her mind was still a jumbled mess, but a single clear thought permeated the darkness.

“Evans!” he shouted. “We’ve got to go, this is bad.”

“We can’t!” Vesper pointed at the building. “There are people trapped in that building!”

Maximilian looked in the direction she indicated, and she watched the color drain from his face. He closed his eyes a beat, then nodded, as though he’d come to a decision. He approached the firefighter nearest to him and tapped his shoulder.

“Are your men able to put this out?”

The firefighter shook his head.

“Where’s the nearest hydrant?”

The firefighter pointed to a red hydrant a few feet away. Maximilian nodded. “Unhook your lines and let the water run, I’m going to try something.”

The firefighter looked confused, but ran over to the hydrant and removed the large hose that’d been attached to it. At once, a small geyser of water spouted from its side outlet. Maximilian turned to Vesper.

“Stand back,” he said to her.

Vesper took several steps back as Maximilian moved closer to the burning building. She watched as he closed his eyes and his lips began to move. Slowly, he stretched his arms, then flexed his hands. As first, Vesper didn’t understand, but then she saw it: An invisible force seemed to be directing the water from the hydrant in another direction. She looked back at Maximilian and watched as he lifted his hands higher. Suddenly, he pitched his body forward, and a wave of water crashed against the side of the building. Some of the flames were doused, but his arms raised again almost immediately, throwing another wave against the building.

“The fire’s low!” another firefighter shouted. “We can get in!”

Maximilian sent a third wave of water into the building before lowering his arms. Several firefighters were now racing into the building through its front door. He turned and faced Vesper again and she started. The sorcerer’s skin was pale, and a sheen of sweat slicked his forehead.

“Miss Evans.” His voice was faint. “We need to go.”

Vesper didn’t object this time when he steered her away from the building and back down Pierce Street. Around them, police were arresting laborers now; some had been laid face down in handcuffs on the street. She heard a gunshot somewhere behind them, then a scream. Maximilian picked up his pace.

“This way!”

Her mind was settling, and now common sense kicked in. She grabbed the hems of her skirt and raised them so that she could run faster. A second clap of thunder sounded, and the rain began to fall harder.

“Up ahead!” Maximilian’s dark hair was plastered to his face, and his white shirt was getting soaked. Vesper followed his gaze. Sure enough, the blue-and-gold coach was waiting on the next block. They were closing the distance to it, drawing nearer, when a trio of men stepped out of the shadows. One of them was holding a near-empty beer bottle, the other brandished a bat. They leered as Vesper and Maximilian stopped short.

“Turn out your pockets,” one of them ordered.

Maximilian held up a hand. “We don’t want any trouble.”

“And we didn’t ask for any lip, boy. Turn out your pockets.”

They were closing in on them, the same way the men from earlier had closed in on the two gentlemen. They were outnumbered. Maximilian was a sorcerer, but what he’d done to douse the fire had clearly exhausted him. He’d be easy for them to take down.

“Evans.” Maximilian’s voice was low, so that only she could hear it. “Hang on.”

“What do you—?”

The words had barely left her mouth before Maximilian muttered a Thaumaric incantation and swiped his hand in an arc before him. It was similar to what she’d seen the other sorcerer do before, but the motion was bigger. She heard a gust of wind, then watched as all three men were blown back several feet, as though hit by a tidal wave. They’d barely hit the ground before Maximilian was taking her hand.

“Run!”

They were steps away from the coach now. There was a new stitch in Vesper’s side from running, but she ignored it as she sprinted. They didn’t wait for the footman; Maximilian yanked the door open and half shoved Vesper inside before climbing in after her and shutting it behind him.

“Go!” he bellowed.

There was a violent lurch, and then the coach was racing down the street once more.
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Rain slicked the coach’s window as it barreled down Basalton’s roads.

Vesper followed each drop as it splattered against the glass, then tracked in a diagonal line all the way to the window’s edge. Adrenaline was still coursing through her veins, but the rhythmic sound of the coach’s wheels against the cobblestone outside was lulling. Eventually, her eyelids grew heavy, and she let her head rest against the tufted upholstery. She closed her eyes, and sighed.

“Are you hurt?”

At once, she was upright again. Across the coach, Maximilian was staring at her. He hadn’t spoken or even looked at her since they’d gotten into it twenty minutes ago. Now he was, and Vesper couldn’t read the expression on his face. It was impossible to tell what color his eyes were in the dim light, but she knew they were dark. His skin was the palest she’d ever seen it, and his dark hair had dripped so much onto his shirt that both of his shoulders were soaked.

“Well,” he said, “are you?” His voice sounded slightly strained.

“I’m fine.”

“Good.”

He turned back to stare at the opposite window, and Vesper saw a muscle twitch near his jawline. Her gaze dropped to his hands. They were balled into fists. Was he angry? Had she done something to offend him?

The coach shifted slightly, and Vesper sensed that they were now on a slight incline, moving uphill. A few minutes later, it rolled to a stop, and the door opened.

“After you,” said Maximilian in that same strained voice. Vesper hesitated, then ducked out of the coach. The footman waiting outside was holding out a black umbrella, protecting her from the drizzle. She lifted her head, then blinked in surprise.

The sprawling stone manor that loomed before her reminded her of the castles her father had once described in the fairy tales he’d told her as a little girl. A few seconds passed before understanding dawned on her.

He lives here, she thought, this must be Maximilian’s home.

A flight of stone steps and a set of towering black double doors marked the entrance. The footman held the door open for her and Maximilian, but the sorcerer headed straight for the door without waiting for an umbrella.

“This way,” he said over his shoulder.

Vesper followed, but slower. She’d barely made it up the manor’s steps when one of the front doors opened and doused them in golden light and warmth.

She found herself at the edge of a foyer large enough to rival the Basalton Museum of Art. The floor was covered in polished white marble veined in dark gold, and a large chandelier hung from the ceiling above. Her breath caught as she took it all in. Was this really what Maximilian came home to every day?

“Oh, Mr. Kite!”

Vesper turned in the direction of the new voice. It belonged to a short, stout, older-looking woman with brown skin and kinky black hair, shot through with gray. She stopped before them, looking alarmed.

“I’ve been worried sick!” she addressed Maximilian. “You told me to have dinner ready by seven, but when you didn’t show…”

“My apologies, Mrs. Cauble,” he said. “I was held up by some unexpected events. But if you’ll forgive me…” He turned and gestured to Vesper. “We have a guest.”

The woman called Mrs. Cauble turned too, then jumped. It seemed she hadn’t noticed Vesper.

“Oh,” she said much more quietly.

“Mrs. Cauble, please be introduced to Miss Evans,” Maximilian added.

“Evans?” Mrs. Cauble straightened. “Do you mean the Miss Evans? The one you’re—”

“As I said, we were held up by some unexpected events,” said Maximilian. “Miss Evans needs a change of clothes. After that, Bexley will take her home.”

“Apologies, sir, but that may not be possible.”

All three of them turned as a very drenched coachman stepped inside. He gave Vesper a small but polite bow, then addressed Maximilian again. “I’ve just received word that the city is now under a mandatory lockdown, due to the civil unrest on Pierce Street.”

“Unrest?” Mrs. Cauble placed a hand on her heart. “Good gracious.”

“It’s in effect until morning,” Bexley went on. “The police have closed down all the city’s major roads, and Pierce Street is completely inaccessible.”

Vesper started. If travel through the city was restricted, and she couldn’t get home …

“Very well, then,” said Maximilian. “Miss Evans will stay here for the night. Mrs. Cauble, please prepare one of the bedrooms.”

“Wait, what?” Vesper did her best to keep her voice even. “I can’t … I can’t stay here.”

Maximilian turned to her, one brow raised. For a moment, he looked like his normal self. “Even if you intended to walk home—which I wouldn’t recommend—you heard what Bexley just said. Pierce Street is shut down. They won’t let you back in there. So unless you have another idea…?”

“But what will people say?” Vesper’s voice cracked. “It’ll be a scandal.”

“It’ll only be a scandal if you tell anyone. I certainly don’t plan to.” He gestured around the foyer. “My household’s staff is loyal. They won’t say anything either. No one ever need know that you were here.”

Vesper faltered. “But…?”

“And if you’re worried about impropriety, you can take one of the bedrooms on the third floor. Mine is on the second, so we’ll be completely separated. Mrs. Cauble can even act as a chaperone if you prefer.” A hint of a smile touched his face. “See? All perfectly aboveboard.”

Vesper opened her mouth just as a violent shiver racked her body. She’d been running on adrenaline until this point; now a wave of fatigue hit her so suddenly she thought she might fall over. Mrs. Cauble seemed to read her mind, because she stepped closer and offered an arm of support.

“Come, dear,” she said kindly. “Let’s get you out of those wet clothes and into something warm and dry.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Good night, Mr. Kite.”

Vesper let the woman gently guide her out of the foyer and up the stairs. She glanced over her shoulder just in time to see Maximilian turn on his heel, head down another hallway, and vanish from sight.



Vesper had had real reservations about staying at Kite Manor.

But by the time Mrs. Cauble showed her to a bedroom where she could change out of her rain-soaked clothes and into a warm bathrobe with an embroidered letter K, a great deal of those reservations had abated. She hadn’t seen a clock in hours, but she gathered that it was now well past ten. Outside, the storm was still raging, but it was muted within the walls of Kite Manor.

“You’ll have to excuse my lapse in manners earlier, Miss Evans,” said Mrs. Cauble as they walked together down the hall. “Mr. Kite doesn’t usually bring guests here. But don’t you worry, we have everything prepared for you now. I took the liberty of drawing you a hot bath.”

“Thank you,” said Vesper. She paused, then: “How long have you worked for Mr. Kite?”

“Oh!” Mrs. Cauble looked thoughtful. She counted on several fingers before she answered. “Goodness, it’s been nearly twenty years, I think. I was hired when Mr. Kite was just a baby, and stayed on after his parents … well, I’m sure you know.”

“I don’t, actually,” said Vesper. “What happened to them?”

She gave Vesper an apologetic look. “I think it’s best if you hear it from Mr. Kite.”

Vesper didn’t ask any more questions, and a few minutes later, they reached their destination. Mrs. Cauble pushed open a door, and Vesper found herself standing in a bathroom furnished with a freestanding claw-foot bathtub in its center; an entire wall was covered in a stained glass window illuminated by flickering white candles. At the look on Vesper’s face, Mrs. Cauble chuckled.

“It is quite exquisite,” she conceded. “Mrs. Kite, Maximilian’s mother, designed it herself many years ago, so it has all the comforts a young woman might want.” She pointed. “All the linens are over there, and there’s a selection of soaps, conditioners, and shampoos on that rack next to the tub. I’m afraid we didn’t have much in the way of nightclothes for young women.” Her cheeks pinked. “Mr. Kite suggested I lend you some of his.”

Vesper turned to her and nodded. “Thank you again, Mrs. Cauble.”

The woman bade her good night, and then Vesper found, for the first time in hours, that she was alone. She’d thought that she’d relish having peace and quiet at last, but as she stood there, surrounded by the bathroom’s finery, she found that the growing silence unnerved her. She shook her head, then slipped off her robe and approached the bathtub. There was no running water at the Globe. She had to carry it up the stairs and heat it over the woodstove before pouring it into a basin to wash. She tipped a hand into this tub, then watched a line of steam coil around her wrist. She braced herself, then stepped into the tub and sank into the water. Waves of pleasant heat washed over her instantly, and a small sigh escaped her unbidden. She tilted her head back and closed her eyes.

Then the images began seeping into her mind.

The burning factory came first, the red-faced men shouting, and then burn victims being carried out by firefighters. Scenes from the brawl on Pierce Street replayed in her head, growing more and more distorted with each iteration. She heard the sinister crackle of burning wood, heard the flames’ roar, and the sharp crack of gunshots. The smell of smoke made her tense, and in the back of her mind, she heard a terrible new voice.

Vesper?

Vesper clapped her hands over her ears. The voice wasn’t real, she knew that, but her sister’s voice sounded real enough in her head. She drew her knees up to her chest in the tub, screwed her eyes shut as she tried to block that voice out. Ethel’s voice found her anyway.

Vesper, why did you leave?

Vesper began to rock. Water splashed around her, no doubt spilling everywhere, but she couldn’t stop. She saw her sister’s face, then her parents’ faces. They were standing in a room filled with flames, their clothes catching on the embers. They were burning.

You left us, said Ethel’s voice. We loved you, and you left us.

“Forgive me.” Tears slicked both of Vesper’s cheeks. “Please. Please forgive me.”

She sat like that, curled up in the tub, until the voice abated and the ghosts from her past were gone again.



By the time Vesper was finished with her bath, her skin was warm and her fingertips were pleasantly wrinkled. She wandered down the hall until she found the bedroom Mrs. Cauble had made up for her. Everything inside of it—from its walls and curtains, to its plush rug, to its opulent silk bedding—was a deep, rose red. Vesper stepped inside and closed the door behind her, then immediately noticed a folded white nightshirt on the bed’s edge. She crossed the room and held it up. As soon as she touched it, she knew it was expensive, the cotton impossibly soft. She brought it to her nose, and detected Maximilian’s piney cologne. She dried herself off, and slipped it over her body, relishing its feel against her skin.

The small golden clock on the nightstand told her that it was past eleven now. Vesper started to crawl into bed, but something stopped her. If she got into bed now, she knew that she would only lie there staring at the ceiling, picturing everything that had happened on Pierce Street. She slipped a red bed robe off a hook on the wall, and headed out the door again.



Most of the lights were dimmed as Vesper padded down the hall. It seemed Mrs. Cauble, Bexley, and the other members of the household’s staff had gone to bed, and Vesper was grateful for it. She wasn’t really sure where she was heading, or even if she was heading anywhere at all, but she found that it felt good to stretch her legs, to breathe in clean air. The storm was still roaring outside. Rain lashed against the windows, and occasionally thunder rumbled in the distance. She made her way down the polished hardwood stairs to the main floor. Its walls were decorated with portraits of regally dressed men and women who had to be Maximilian’s ancestors. She stopped before a particularly grand oil portrait of an old man wearing a black suit and a severe frown. The cuff links on his sleeves were the same as the ones she’d seen Maximilian wear. Her eyes dropped to the golden plaque affixed to the bottom of the portrait.


V. IGNATIUS KITE



The founder of Basalton Coal. Vesper studied the portrait. Despite the fact that Maximilian shared a name with him, they bore little resemblance. She kept walking. Only a few candles were lit, spots of light in the darkness. Her eyes caught on a framed black-and-white photo mounted on the wall near the start of one of the hallways. The photo was only the size of a postcard, and featured three people—a man, woman, and small child sitting on a picnic blanket. Unlike Ignatius, this man resembled Maximilian quite a bit, and Vesper guessed that this was his father. The woman had a sweet, heart-shaped face, full lips, and a pointed chin, but her hair was long, curly, and dark like Maximilian’s. She was looking directly at the camera, and there was a small smirk on her face so like the sorcerer’s that Vesper’s breath caught. She had to be his mother. That meant there was only one person the little boy in the picture could be. Maximilian might have been four or five when this photo was taken. His dark hair was already long, but his cheeks were still fat and round. He was waving at whoever was taking the photograph, grinning, and there was a light in his eyes that Vesper realized she’d never seen on the sorcerer’s face. She found herself wondering when he’d lost that light, when he’d buried it. Maybe it’d been doused when his parents died, or maybe it had simply faded the way most people’s did as they got older. She thought again of what Mrs. Cauble had said when she’d asked about Mr. and Mrs. Kite.

I think it’s best if you hear it from Mr. Kite.

What had happened to them? And why was it so bad that Mrs. Cauble hadn’t wanted to tell her? She looked away from the photograph, and noticed for the first time that, farther down the hallway, there was a sliver of buttery light. It was coming through an open door. Vesper hesitated, then approached.

The den was cozy, with one of its walls featuring a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf while the other was taken up by a large arched window. There were two plush blue armchairs angled toward a large roaring fireplace on the back wall, but that wasn’t what made Vesper’s blood run cold. It was what she saw right in front of the fireplace, illuminated by its red-gold light.

Maximilian was sprawled on the rug, writhing in agony.
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Something lurched in Vesper’s chest.

She tried to stay calm, to employ reason and logic the way she always did when faced with a crisis. But the longer Maximilian seized, the more her panic heightened. She started to have flashbacks, memories of the way Francis Gladwell had seized and convulsed the same way in the museum’s maze before he’d died. Her mouth went dry.

“Mr. Kite.” She crossed the room in a few strides and knelt beside him. “Can you hear me? Tell me what I need to do.”

“Miss Evans.” Maximilian’s eyes were screwed shut. He spoke through gritted teeth. “Please … don’t … trouble yourself. I’ll be fine in just a moment.”

Vesper stared. “You’re absolutely not fine,” she said indignantly. “Something’s very wrong. You’re clearly ill.” She started to stand. “I’m going to go get Mrs. Cauble.”

“Don’t.” Maximilian was still grimacing, his eyes were still closed, but his voice was steadier, firm. “She’s probably asleep right now. I don’t want to wake her. Not for this.”

“Maximilian.” Vesper’s fear was giving way to impatience. “You can’t just stay like this. You need to see a doctor. We need to figure out what’s—”

“I already know what’s wrong, Miss Evans.” There was a touch of annoyance in Maximilian’s voice. “Believe me, a doctor’s not going to fix it.” He seemed to brace himself, then with some effort, he sat up. He kept his eyes closed as he turned toward the fire, so that Vesper was staring at the back of his head. She frowned.

“I don’t understand.”

“It’s better if I show you.” He took a deep breath, then slowly he turned to face her. Vesper gasped.

Maximilian’s eyes were no longer a normal color like brown, gray, blue, or green—they were bright purple, the color of a hyacinth in bloom. She went still.

“What’s happened to your eyes?”

Maximilian covered his face. “It’s the arcanic energy,” he explained. “Using it makes me ill.”

“What?” Vesper frowned. “Are you sure? I’ve never heard of arcanic energy having a physical effect on anyone, negative or otherwise.”

Maximilian examined his fingernails. “That’s true for most of the population,” he said calmly, “but there’s a very small percentage of people who can develop what’s referred to medically as an arcanic energy intolerance.”

Vesper blinked. “What exactly does that entail?”

Maximilian frowned. “I can be around it, but when I try to channel it in great quantities, my body reacts poorly to it.”

“How poorly?”

“Imagine a migraine headache, but much worse.”

The words took a moment to sink in. Vesper stared at him, horrified. “So, every time you use sorcery, you get sick?”

“It depends,” said Maximilian. “Sometimes, I can do a little without issue. Other times…” He winced. “It can take hours or even days to recover. The more arcanic energy I channel, the worse it usually is.”

Something clicked into place and Vesper thought back on all the times she’d see Maximilian use sorcery. She remembered the first night she’d met him, when she’d seen him onstage beside Francis Gladwell. All this time, she thought he’d been uncomfortable because of the inventor, but had that discomfort come from using sorcery? She thought of something else.

“That’s why you went into the maze,” Vesper said. “You were having a reaction after what you did for Mr. Gladwell’s demonstration.”

“I was able to get it under control quickly that time,” he said. “But yes, that’s why I was there.”

“And after you got us out of Mr. Gladwell’s hotel room, when you collapsed at the end…”

“I tried to hold on for as long as I could.” Maximilian sounded pained now. “I spent the next four hours in bed recovering.”

“Do your eyes turn purple every time?” she asked.

“A side effect.” The sorcerer nodded. “It’s why I change the color. I’d rather people think I’m vain than know the real reason.”

“I don’t understand.” Vesper shook her head. “If channeling arcanic energy does this to you, why on earth would you continue to use it so frequently?”

Maximilian massaged the back of his neck. “I didn’t find out about my intolerance until my third year at university,” he said slowly. “At first, I thought I’d caught some sort of cold, then I told myself that it was just a by-product of stress.” He shook his head. “Eventually though, through process of elimination, I figured it out. I told myself that I would use sorcery less once my studies were complete and I’d received a degree, but then…” He shrugged. “I suppose a part of me doesn’t want to give it up. Sometimes, I believe I really can handle it, but…”

“But you can’t,” said Vesper gently. “You’re not being honest with yourself about your own body’s limitations.”

“It’s not just that.” Maximilian massaged his temple. “There’s also my reputation to consider.”

Vesper blinked. “Your reputation?”

“I come from a long line of respectable sorcerers,” he said. “People wouldn’t understand if I didn’t use sorcery in my everyday life.”

“People wouldn’t expect you to use sorcery if they knew what it cost you,” Vesper argued.

For the first time, Maximilian looked scornful. “Miss Evans, I’m the sole proprietor of a multimillion-gild company. Everything—my family’s reputation, our fortune, the Kite legacy—hinges on the belief that I am a strong, competent, and capable leader. If people knew that I was a sorcerer who couldn’t perform sorcery, what exactly do you think that would make me?”

“It would make you Max,” said Vesper firmly. “And it would make you a person still deserving of respect and decency.”

The sorcerer blinked, surprised. “Max?”

“What?”

“You just called me Max, not Maximilian.”

Vesper felt her face warm. “Isn’t that what you prefer? That’s what you said the first time I interviewed you. I put it in my notes.”

Maximilian nodded. “It is.”

Vesper looked away, and for a few seconds, neither of them said anything. Abruptly, Maximilian stood. He moved around one of the armchairs, and snatched a glass and a large brown bottle from the side table next to it before sitting back down next to her on the rug.

“What is that?” Vesper asked.

“This?” Maximilian looked down at the bottle. “It’s apple cider, spiked with whiskey.” A devilish smile touched his face. “I don’t suppose you’d want some?”

There was a hint of challenge in the question. Vesper heard it. She knew, in any other situation, that she would have said no. Sharing a drink with someone like Maximilian Kite was more than a little ill-advised. But then she thought about what had happened in the bathtub earlier, the voices she hadn’t been able to silence. Maybe a drink, just a sip, would quiet her mind and help her sleep tonight. She held out a hand. Maximilian stared at her.

“Really?”

“Pour me a glass.”

Maximilian blinked in surprise, poured, then handed Vesper the glass. She sipped tentatively. The drink tasted just like normal apple cider, but there was a pleasant cinnamon aftertaste that burned the back of her throat when she swallowed. She handed the glass back, and Maximilian clapped.

“Well, well,” he murmured. “The no-nonsense reporter’s got expensive taste. You should know, the whiskey in that goes for five hundred gild a bottle.”

Never in her life had she ever consumed anything worth that much. She made herself shrug. “It all tastes the same.”

Maximilian gave her an amused look. “You continue to amaze me, Miss Evans.”

Vesper shifted slightly. She didn’t know what to make of the way Maximilian was looking at her. His eyes, still purple, seemed to be getting brighter. The sorcerer grinned.

“You all right?”

“Fine,” she said. She searched for a way to divert the conversation and looked down at herself. “I saw the picture in the hall of you and your parents.” She paused. “What happened to them?”

Maximilian studied his fingernails. “My parents were always interested in new technology. One day, when I was fourteen, they were invited to join the maiden voyage of a flying invention called a dirigible.”

Vesper had a sinking feeling.

“The dirigible crashed shortly after takeoff,” said Maximilian brusquely. “Hard landing. No survivors. I suppose it’s why I’m hesitant when it comes to new technology.” He said the words without emotion.

Vesper did some quick mental math. If Maximilian had turned twenty just a few months ago, and his parents had died when he was fourteen, it meant that he’d lived in this huge manor alone for the last six years. She’d lost her family too, but at least she’d had Tom and the staff at the Globe. She felt a surprising pity for the sorcerer.

“I’d like to make a deal with you, Miss Evans.” Maximilian’s tone had warmed again. “You just asked me a question, and now I’d like to ask you one. We’ll call it … a game of reciprocity.”

Vesper pursed her lips, immediately skeptical. “What on earth would you want to ask me?”

The sorcerer paused for a moment, apparently thinking, then: “Why do you live at the Globe’s office, instead of with your family?”

Vesper stiffened.

“Sorry.” Maximilian turned to face her. “If you don’t want to talk about it, you don’t have to.”

Vesper took a deep breath. She’d never told anyone about the worst day of her life. For eleven years, it had been her secret, a creature she’d kept caged in the back of her mind where it couldn’t hurt her. She looked at Maximilian and made a decision.

“Pour me another glass.”

Maximilian refilled the glass and handed it to her again. Vesper downed it in one swallow. She waited until the burn in her throat subsided, and then she spoke again.

“Have you ever heard of the Hillbrook Fire of 1887?”

Maximilian frowned, clearly confused. “I was a child, but I remember it vaguely,” he said. “It happened down in Pebblebrook, right? Wasn’t it a bakery that went up in flames?”

Vesper’s smile was grim. “It was called the Hillbrook Fire because the Hillbrook Building was the most well-known one that burned. But the truth is, an entire city block of buildings was impacted. My family’s tenement building was one of them.

“When it first broke out, it was late, and we were all sleeping. By the time we realized what was happening, most of the exits were blocked, and several floors of people were trapped. My father and I made it out to the street, but then we realized that my mother and sister hadn’t. He told me to wait on the curb, and said he had to go look for them.” Tears pricked her eyes. “I begged him not to leave me, but he told me he’d be right back.” She felt a hard lump in her throat and swallowed hard. “The building collapsed shortly after he went back in to find them. None of them made it out.”

Maximilian stared, all traces of laughter gone from his face. “How old were you?”

“Eight.”

“Miss Evans.” Real pain touched the sorcerer’s voice. “I’m so sorry.”

Vesper nodded. She’d gotten through the hardest part of the story, she could tell the rest now. “I spent a few months after that on the street, until one night I found a stoop to sleep on. The next morning, I woke up to a man wrapping a coat around me and bringing me inside. That was Tom Chauncey, my editor at the Globe.” She sighed. “It’s been my home ever since, and I would do anything to protect it.” She looked up at him. “That’s why I agreed to take this case, by the way. If the Globe can’t pay its rent by December first, we lose the building and the newspaper will shut down. That’s why I need the money.”

For several minutes, they sat in silence, both staring at the crackling fireplace. Eventually, Maximilian lifted his glass and took a long drink. When he offered it to Vesper, she surprised herself by taking a third pull. There was no way to explain it, but it felt as though, in her telling someone about what had happened to her, a weight had been lifted.

“I suppose it’s your turn to ask a question,” said Maximilian. “Fire away.” He groaned. “Sorry, no pun intended.”

Vesper racked her brain, trying to think of a question. She went with the first one that came to mind. “Is it true that you courted Sarah Levant?”

Maximilian looked up. “Who told you that?”

“Ada mentioned it.”

A wry smile touched his face. “It’s true. I courted her for a few months but it ended.”

“Why?”

He shrugged. “Sarah came from the right kind of family, to be sure. She’s probably exactly the sort of girl high society expects me to marry someday. Her family’s respectable, and she’s certainly attractive enough.”

Vesper winced, then hoped Max didn’t notice.

“Ultimately though, I knew after a few months that she and I would never make each other happy,” he said. “We were too different. She wanted a life that fit the status quo and I wanted something … else. In the end, I was the one who suggested we end it.”

“I see.” Vesper couldn’t explain the feeling in her chest. It was as though a hot air balloon was expanding in her rib cage, lifting her higher and higher. Was that what relief felt like?

Maximilian was still studying her. “Why’d you ask me that?”

Vesper paused. The truth was, she wasn’t entirely sure. She didn’t know why she was sitting here, in a private den late at night beside a sorcerer, drinking his spiked cider and telling him things she hadn’t told anyone before. She didn’t know why, the longer she stayed so close to Max, the harder her heart pounded in her chest, and she didn’t know why he was looking at her in a way he never had before. She shook her head, trying to clear it.

“I was just curious,” she said quickly. “Anyway, it’s your turn to ask a question.”

Maximilian stroked his chin. “Hmm … let’s make this interesting. Tell me the name of the first person you ever kissed.”

Vesper stared. “Maximilian!”

“You have to answer,” he said with a grin. “I don’t make the rules.”

“Yes you do.” Vesper frowned. “This is literally your depraved little game.”

“Fair enough,” said Maximilian. “But you asked me a question about my love life, so now I get to ask one about yours.” He smirked. “So, what was the lucky lad’s name?” He paused, thoughtful. “Or was it a girl?”

Vesper bit her lip. “I can’t give you a name.”

Maximilian’s brows shot up. “Can’t, or won’t?”

“Can’t.”

“Ah, come on, Evans.” He nudged her gently with an elbow. “It’s not like you’ve never been kissed before.”

Vesper turned and dropped her gaze. Another uncomfortable silence filled the den as the seconds passed. She felt her face warming.

“… Evans?”

Vesper looked back at Maximilian. His expression had become quite serious.

“Do you mean to tell me that you’ve really never…?”

“I haven’t wanted to,” she said quickly. “I’ve never had an interest.”

The skin between Maximilian’s brows pinched slightly. “Why?”

Vesper gnawed on her thumbnail. She had no idea how to answer a question like that. What could she say? That she’d never had the great romantic “stirrings” she’d read about in novels? That she couldn’t feel attraction to a person unless she felt a connection to them too? That she was afraid that something was inherently wrong with her? She shook her head.

“I just … haven’t.”

“Do you want to?”

Her head snapped up. “What?”

“I could show you.” Maximilian’s tone was casual. “If you want to know what it’s like?”

Vesper’s heart skipped a beat, and she shook her head quickly. “You’ve been drinking too much of that cider.”

“Maybe.” Maximilian shrugged. “But you can’t tell me the idea doesn’t have merit. Let me be your first, Evans. I promise, I won’t bite.” He waggled his brows. “Well, unless you’d like me to.”

This time, there was no denying it. Vesper felt something flutter in her chest. She thought of that tiny chestnut sparrow back at the aviary, zipping around its cage. “This conversation is not happening.”

“What? I’m serious.” Maximilian turned his body so that he fully faced her on the rug. “No one knows you’re here, and no one ever will,” he said. “What happens at Kite Manor can stay at Kite Manor.” He paused, considering. “Unless, of course, you’re afraid?”

“I’m not afraid!”

“Then prove it.” Maximilian’s eyes flashed violet. “One kiss, and you’ll have the distinct pleasure of being able to say you proved me wrong.” He arched a dark brow. “You can’t tell me that’s not tempting.”

Vesper glared at the sorcerer, eyes narrowed. In some ways, it felt like they’d come full circle. Here he was, presenting her with yet another challenge, a game he seemed confident that he was going to win.

Maybe, just this once, she would prove him wrong.

“Just … one kiss?” she asked.

Maximilian nodded. “Just one.”

Vesper hesitated, then: “Fine. One, then.” She turned so that her body faced him too, then leaned forward slightly. Her breath caught as he closed the gap between them, so that he was close enough for her to count every one of the dark lashes that framed his violet eyes.

“You ready?” he murmured.

“It’s a kiss, Mr. Kite.” Vesper did her best to keep her voice steady. “Not a root canal.”

“Just one more thing,” he said. “You’re doing this of your own free will, yes? You do give me your consent to kiss you?”

“You’re asking?”

“I always ask.” His eyes flicked to her mouth. “So, is that a yes?”

Vesper swallowed. “Yes.”

“Very good.” Maximilian leaned even closer. “Now, I know this is going to be difficult for you, but you’re going to have to do what I say.”

A strange sensation thrummed low in Vesper’s belly. “Oh?”

“Trust me.” Maximilian’s voice was low. “If I have the honor of being your first kiss, I intend to get it right. Now, sit up and lean toward me just a bit more.”

Slowly, Vesper adjusted. She took in the faint smell of pine as she drew closer, and felt something within her coil tight like a set spring.

“Now, close your eyes for me, love.”

Vesper took one last breath, then closed her eyes. A beat passed that felt a century long, and then Maximilian’s lips met hers, surprisingly soft. At first, she froze, unsure. He tasted like cider, somehow sweet and spiced at the same time. Her lips moved against his of their own accord. Then something took over. It wasn’t quite instinct, it didn’t come from any kind of experience. But when she tilted her head just slightly, it felt like the most logical thing in the world to do. She’d never felt this before, but she’d felt things like it. The excitement coursing through her body, warming her, was the same excitement she felt when a story she was writing came together, when the last pieces of a puzzle clicked into place. She pulled back and opened her eyes.

“Well,” she asked. “How did I do?”

Maximilian’s smile was gone. He was staring at her. “I thought you said you’d never been kissed before?”

Vesper faltered. “I … haven’t.”

“Then I need to ask you another question, Miss Evans.”

“What?”

He leaned in again, pressing his forehead against hers. “How would you feel about me being your second kiss too?”

Vesper’s heart thundered in her chest. “I … I suppose that would be fine.”

This time, Maximilian hooked a finger under her chin and guided her toward him. Their lips met a second time, but Vesper knew, from the moment they touched, that this would be different. A shiver ran through her body as his tongue gently flicked her bottom lip, tasting her. His fingertips dragged along her rib cage and down to her hip, featherlight, and Vesper marveled at the warmth of his hands through the nightgown’s thin cotton. They broke apart, but only so that Maximilian could trace his lips from hers to a spot at the start of her jawline. He began to kiss that bit of skin, over and over, working his way down her neck to the curve where her shoulder began. He lightly dragged his teeth across the bare skin, and Vesper’s breathing turned ragged.

“Do you like this?” he whispered between kisses. “What I’m doing?”

Vesper nodded. She didn’t trust herself to speak.

“Do you want me to continue?” he said against her mouth.

Vesper nodded again.

He pulled back, so that their eyes met. “Ask.”

Vesper started. “What?”

He smirked. “I want you to ask me for what you want.”

“I…” Vesper’s throat tightened. “I don’t know what I want.”

“Then I have a few ideas.”

He kissed her again, and Vesper’s mind shattered into a thousand pieces. She realized that he was right, she did know what she wanted. She thought of all the places she suddenly wanted Maximilian’s hands, all the places where she’d never been touched. She wanted all of it, and she wanted it now. It scared her, but it thrilled her too. All her life, she’d kept a careful handle on every aspect of it, tight control. In this moment, she could think of nothing more exquisite than letting go. She didn’t want to think anymore, she wanted to feel. She wanted to know what it felt like to tangle her fingers in Maximilian’s thick curls, what would happen to this building sensation in the pit of her stomach if they kept going. She wanted to know what came next. Maximilian stopped kissing her, and pressed his forehead against hers a second time.

“Vesper,” he whispered. “I need to tell you something.”

Vesper jolted. He’d never called her by her first name before. She was always Evans, never Vesper. Something in Maximilian’s voice had changed. It was still ragged, low, but she thought she heard some trepidation behind it too. She was the one who pulled back this time. Maximilian was looking at her the way a dehydrated man might look at a cold glass of water. Maximilian was looking at her like she was some priceless gem he could never hope to afford. He was looking at her … like he cared for her.

That terrified her to her core.

“I’m sorry.” Vesper put her hands on the sorcerer’s chest, and gently pushed him back. “I got carried away. It’s late, and I should probably get some rest.”

Maximilian blinked, as though he’d broken free of a trance. To Vesper’s surprise, his cheeks reddened as he scooted back too.

“Right.” He stood and straightened his bed robe. “I think I got carried away too. You were right, too much apple cider. Forgive me.”

Vesper stood. “Good night, Mr. Kite.”

“Good night, Miss Evans.”

Vesper waited a beat, then turned and walked out of the room as fast as she could. She went straight to her bedroom, and crawled into the massive bed, pulling the covers up to her chin. Blood was roaring in her ears, every inch of her skin was prickling.

She’d believed, all this time, that she and Maximilian were playing a game with mutually understood rules. Any romance between them was a part of that game, no more than a silly charade. But what had happened just then in the den? That hadn’t felt like a charade at all. Vesper touched two fingers to her mouth, and let herself linger on the way Maximilian’s lips had felt on hers for a few more seconds before she punched her pillow hard and turned on her side. She screwed her eyes shut, letting the remnants of the spiked cider still in her blood lull her to sleep.

It’s a game, she reminded herself as the world quieted. That’s all this has been, and that’s all it’ll be—a game.

She held on to that thought with a viselike grip until at last she fell into darkness.






TWENTY-SEVEN


SUNDAY, 20TH OF NOVEMBER—9:32 A.M.

Vesper awoke the next morning to a knock on her door.

It took her a moment to remember where she was, all that had happened the night before. For a moment, she expected to find Maximilian on the other side of the door, but when it opened, it was Mrs. Cauble who entered. She was holding a dress in her hands.

“Morning, Miss Evans.” The woman’s smile was bright, kind. “Your clothes have been dried, and I took the liberty of pressing them for you.”

“Thank you.”

The woman gave a small curtsy and smiled. “When you’re ready, breakfast is ready downstairs.”



By the time Vesper had dressed, the sun was out. The previous night she’d been too cold, wet, and exhausted to appreciate much of Kite Manor; in daylight, she found herself awed over and over again. Everything in the home seemed to gleam, from its marble floors, to the silk tapestries hung on the wall. She found Max sitting at the head of a particularly long table when she entered the dining room. He seemed to be deeply engrossed in his reading, and didn’t look up until one of the servants pulled her chair back to seat her on the opposite side of the table. He grinned.

“Miss Evans,” he said cheerfully. “I take it you slept well?”

He’s pretending as though nothing happened at all. Good. Vesper decided that she would do the same. “I did, thank you. I’m most refreshed.”

“Excellent.” Max set aside his book. “I wasn’t sure if you’d have an appetite, so I asked my chef to prepare a light breakfast for us.”

Vesper raised a brow. The “light” breakfast was made up of platefuls of poached eggs, buttered croissants, and a fruit assortment. It was enough to feed a family of four and still have leftovers.

“Please.” Max gestured to the table between them. “Enjoy.”

Vesper’s stomach growled. Only now did she remember that she hadn’t eaten a proper meal since the previous afternoon. As she stacked her plate with everything within reach, Max resumed his reading, but she thought she felt eyes on her as the servants watched. Her cheeks warmed. Did any of them know what happened in the den last night? Had any of them seen her running back up the stairs to her room? She chewed faster, not wanting to dwell on the thought.

“Bexley says the lockdown mandate has been lifted,” said Maximilian.

“Good, then I should get back to the Globe.” Vesper spoke around mouthfuls of food. “I’ve got plenty of work to do, and I need to review my notes from the investigation.”

“Of course,” said Max. “I’ll escort you.”



The Kite family coach couldn’t get any smaller.

Every time it jostled or hit a bump in the road, Vesper’s knee brushed Max’s, and every time they touched, her mind went back to the night before. She’d been too tired to dream after she’d fallen asleep, but now scenes from the den were playing in her mind in an endless loop. She thought about the way Maximilian’s lips had felt on hers, the way his teeth had grazed her neck. It had been real, all of it, and something had indelibly changed between them.

The smell of smoke pulled her back to the present. Vesper looked out the window and winced. In the daylight, the damage from last night’s fire was starker. Most of the buildings on the street had been spared, save for a few broken windows and debris from the riot that had ensued, but a few of the buildings closer to the factory were covered in soot, and the place where the factory itself had once stood was little more than a skeleton. Vesper looked away quickly. She was relieved to see, as they went farther down Pierce Street, that the buildings in this area looked to be largely unharmed. The coach came to a stop, and she got out quickly. Relief surged through her body as she stared at the Quander Building. Everything was exactly as she’d left it. She sighed.

“I’m glad it’s okay.”

Vesper turned. Maximilian was standing in front of the coach, his expression earnest. “The newspaper, that is,” he said, gesturing. “I know it means a lot to you.”

“I’m glad it is too.” She looked to the building again, then at the sorcerer. “Thank you again, for your hospitality, Mr. Kite. I appreciated it.”

A strange expression touched Maximilian’s face. There was a moment’s confusion, maybe hurt, but just as quickly, his expression smoothed. “Of course, Miss Evans. It was my honor.”

Like that, things were back to the way they’d been. Vesper relaxed and tried to ignore the tiny part of her that was a little sad. This, she told herself, was better. Even if she’d cared for Maximilian, and even if he’d cared for her, she reminded herself that they would never work as a real couple. They came from different worlds, as different as land and sea. His place was in Stonehaven; hers was here.

“You should get some rest and make sure everyone’s all right.” Maximilian’s tone was formal now, devoid of any of the tenderness it had held last night. “We can resume our investigation tomorrow, if that suits.”

Vesper nodded. “It suits.”

The sorcerer offered a low bow. “Then I bid you a good—”

“Miss Vesper Evans!”

They both turned in the direction of the new voice. A boy no older than eleven or twelve was tearing down the street. His face was red and even after he stopped before them, he had to hold on to his knees for a few moments, trying to catch his breath before he looked up again.

“Are you … Vesper … Evans?” he asked.

“I am.” Vesper nodded. “What’s going on?”

The boy shrugged off a small bag, reached into it, then withdrew a small envelope. “I was asked to deliver this,” he said. “She said she’d pay extra if I got it to you quick.”

Vesper took the envelope from him and examined it. It was pale pink, with a golden wax seal monogrammed with an ornate letter B. She felt a mounting sense of dread as she tore open the envelope.

Maximilian watched. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Vesper withdrew the note from its envelope, read it, then looked up. “It’s Ada Bickerton. She’s been attacked.”



The Bickerton home was, like the Stonehaven town houses that surrounded it, opulent and immaculately well-kept. Maximilian used the head of his walking stick to rap the door three times, and within seconds a footman in red, yellow, and black livery was opening it. He looked solemn as he bowed his head in greeting.

“Good morning,” he said quickly. “I’m afraid the Bickertons are not accepting guests today.”

“We received a message.” Vesper held up the note. “It’s from Mrs. Bickerton.”

“She told us to come right away,” Maximilian added.

The footman studied the letter in Vesper’s hand only a few seconds before he nodded his head and stepped aside.

“Right then, you’d best come inside.”

Vesper and Maximilian needed no further prompt as they followed the footman into the Bickertons’ home. It wasn’t quite as grand as Maximilian’s but the floors were still made of dark polished wood, and they passed several crystal chandeliers as the footman led them through the house. At last, they entered a parlor painted powder blue, and decorated with ornate crown molding. A white marble fireplace to the left had been stoked, and standing beside it were a man and woman. Vesper knew at once that they had to be Mr. and Mrs. Bickerton. Ada was reclined on a chaise a few feet away. Vesper drew in a breath.

Ada’s normally neat hair was disheveled, and a bandage had been wrapped around her head. There was a dark bruise under her left eye, and her lower lip had a line of coagulated blood along the crease in the center.

“God,” Maximilian said under his breath.

“Vesper. Maximilian.” It was Mrs. Bickerton who stepped forward first. The woman had the same curly hair, slender build, and heart-shaped face as Ada. “Thank you both for coming so quickly. We’ve been trying to get Ada to talk to us, but…” She paused. “She only wanted to speak to you, Miss Evans.”

“Ridiculous, if you ask me.” Mr. Bickerton crossed his arms. “She never should have put herself in—”

“Shh!” Mrs. Bickerton glared at her husband before taking him firmly by the elbow. “We’ll leave you alone with her, Vesper. Maybe she’ll open up to you. Maximilian, if you’d like to join us in—”

“No.” It was the first thing Ada had said since they’d walked into the room. She didn’t look up, and her expression remained blank as she stared out the window, but her voice was firm. “Mr. Kite can stay.”

Mr. and Mrs. Bickerton exchanged an uncertain look before Mrs. Bickerton nodded. To Vesper, she said: “We’ll just be down the hall.”

Maximilian and Vesper waited until Ada’s parents had left the room before sitting down beside her.

“Thank you both for coming,” Ada said softly. “I appreciate it.”

“Of course.” Vesper took the girl’s hand in hers. She squeezed gently, and something seemed to shake loose in Ada. A single tear rolled down her cheek and she hung her head. She looked at Maximilian.

“Please excuse me, Mr. Kite.”

“There’s nothing to excuse.” Maximilian withdrew a handkerchief from his pocket and offered it. Ada dabbed at the eye that was bruised, then winced.

“Ada,” Vesper said gently. “What happened?”

Ada looked between Maximilian and Vesper, then swallowed. “I told you I thought I could find someone to decipher the contents of the journal you found in Charles Belver’s office,” she said. “So I went to visit a family friend.”

Maximilian’s eyes widened in alarm, but Vesper met his gaze.

“It’s all right,” she said. “I told her about the investigation. She’s helping.”

“Our family friend lives in Rockbriar,” Ada continued, “so I headed down there yesterday afternoon, but he wasn’t in his office, so I doubled back to head home. My coachman offered to take me, but I told him I preferred to walk. The weather was nice.” She shook her head. “I was so foolish. About halfway home, I realized something was wrong. There were lots of people in the streets, more than usual. I tried to pick up my pace but someone attacked me. I suppose they saw a well-dressed woman alone and thought I had money. I don’t remember much, but”—she lightly touched the side of her head, then flinched—“I was hit from behind. I don’t remember much after that,” said Ada. “When I came to, some kind young man was standing over me. He got me inside a local shop his family owned, then went to find help. I didn’t get home until a few hours ago.”

A new discomfort settled in the pit of Vesper’s stomach as Ada’s words sank in. By the time the rioting throughout the city had gotten bad, she’d been safe inside Kite Manor, but Ada had gotten hurt, because she’d been out trying to do something to help her investigation.

She got hurt because of you, an internal voice accused. It’s your fault.

“Ada.” For the first time, Maximilian spoke up. “I know you were hit from behind, but do you remember anything about your attacker? Did they take anything from you?”

Ada nodded, and for the first time met Vesper’s gaze directly.

“The journal,” she whispered. “It’s gone.”
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TWENTY-EIGHT


SUNDAY, 20TH OF NOVEMBER—11:25 A.M.

It was nearly noon by the time Vesper and Maximilian left the Bickertons’ house.

Vesper chewed on her bottom lip as they walked side by side toward a small park a few blocks up the road, and tried to focus on the new details of the investigation. They’d learned so much in the last twenty-four hours, and now she felt as though the five-thousand-piece puzzle she’d originally thought she was working on was actually ten thousand. She remembered the bruising on Ada’s face and was overcome with guilt. She felt terribly that Ada had been attacked, but if she was honest, she also grieved the loss of the journal. In the wake of Belver’s death, it was the only tangible thing she’d had to possibly give Chief Stettner. Now that was gone too.

Maximilian cleared his throat, interrupting her thoughts.

“I’ve got an idea,” he said. “Let’s lay out what we’ve done so far, what we’ve learned.”

Vesper ticked a finger. “First suspect: Bess Duxley. She was one of Francis’s ex-lovers, and she had a plausible means, opportunity, and motive to want Mr. Gladwell dead.”

“But you don’t think it was her?”

Vesper shook her head. “There’s a possibility that she killed him in a crime of passion, but the truth is, I think Bess wanted her and Francis to end up together,” she said. “It certainly would have been better for her reputation.”

“Which takes us to our second and more likely suspect: Charles Belver. He stood to lose or gain a great deal because of the Gladwell Machine. We know that he was struggling financially, so he was desperate. He also had Gladwell’s prototype in his office.”

“It could still be him,” said Vesper. “Right now, we have lots of circumstantial evidence, but without a confession or physical evidence, we have nothing that definitively links him to Mr. Gladwell’s murder.”

“Suspect number three.” This time, Maximilian held up three fingers. “The Thally Rousers. We know at least one of them was at the exhibition, and that the police saw them around the maze shortly after Francis was murdered. Francis’s brother seemed to think there was a connection there—he actually saw Francis with them, and blunt force to the head is certainly a brutal enough way for a gang to take someone out.”

“There’s no doubt the Rousers are capable of it,” said Vesper. “They had the opportunity and means, but after talking to Miss Thally … it doesn’t really seem like there’s any motive there. He came to them, and if what she said is to be believed, they weren’t interested in his machine.”

“That’s a big if,” Maximilian pointed out. “Do you trust them?”

“No more or less than I trust anyone else we’ve spoken to,” said Vesper. “But there are too many holes there too. If they wanted to profit off his machine, keeping Francis alive would have made more sense. He was the one that understood its mechanics. At very least, they would have imprisoned him somewhere and brought him out when the machine needed repairs and maintenance.”

She steepled her fingers together. She remembered the newspaper clipping she’d been sent, the words that’d been scrawled below her name.

You’re next.

Someone who was still very much alive knew that she was trying to find out who killed Francis Gladwell, and they wanted her to stop. She hadn’t mentioned that death threat to anyone, and she wasn’t sure she wanted to, but new theories were forming. She thought back to the rogue horse at the polo match, then to the mishap at the Belvers’ aviary. In isolation, they had seemed like accidents, but now …

Tell Max, a voice in her head prompted. Tell Tom.

Vesper shook her head. Besides the fact that she had no way of proving any of these things were connected, she knew that if she told Tom, or Maximilian, they might want her to take precautions, or quit the investigation altogether. Her resolve hardened. No. She was too close to give up now.

The park they’d reached was small, more of a grassy courtyard situated in the midst of the city’s towering gray and brown buildings. Maximilian led them to an empty bench, and they sat. Vesper leaned forward, letting her chin rest in her palms.

“We’re still missing a lot of pieces,” she said, staring at a flower bed. “We know who Francis Gladwell really was and where he came from, but we still don’t know where he was getting his money.”

“It doesn’t seem like anyone does,” Maximilian agreed. “So now what?”

She sighed. “I think we have to go back to square one.”

Maximilian paused. “And do you think we can figure this out by the first?”

Vesper didn’t answer. The truth was, she didn’t know anymore. She only had ten days left, and only a pile of unanswered questions. If she couldn’t figure this out, she’d lose everything. There was no backup plan if she failed, and it was starting to look like that was exactly what was going to happen. She wrapped her arms around herself and shivered against the morning chill. A single tear slid down her cheek.

“Vesper.”

She looked up. Maximilian was watching her, his expression intent. “We’ll figure this out, I promise.”

Vesper shook her head. “You’re a powerful man, Mr. Kite, but even you can’t promise that.”

A hint of amusement touched his face. “The best investigator in this entire city is on the case,” he said. “I have complete confidence.”

Vesper wished she could borrow even a fraction of that confidence. She stared into Maximilian’s eyes—brown today—and wished that she had ever known the kind of easy self-assurance that seemed natural to him. She watched as his expression changed, growing more intent. Something in those eyes shifted just slightly.

“Miss Evans,” he said in a lower voice. “I know what happened last night was … unexpected.”

Vesper’s cheeks suddenly grew hot again. She knew she should have been thinking about the investigation, but her mind kept replaying scenes from that moment in the den. She thought of the way Maximilian’s lips had felt, hot against her skin, the way she’d wanted more and more of them.

“Unexpected,” she said, “I think that’s the right word.”

“I wanted to apologize,” he said. “We’d both had a long day, we had drinks, and … I should have known better,” he said. “Please forgive me.”

Vesper felt a strange stab of emotion she couldn’t name. He regretted what they’d done. Of course he did. Her face suddenly felt hot. Was he embarrassed? Ashamed?

“There’s nothing to forgive,” she murmured. “As you said, we’d both had a long day.”

“Vesper. Please, look at me.”

It was the second time this morning that he’d said her given name instead of calling her Miss Evans. Slowly, she turned to face him again.

“What I wanted to say last night in the den,” he began. “What I was trying to say was…” He massaged the back of his neck, looking uneasy. “I … well, I…”

“Wait. Look.”

Two police officers were heading in their direction, and she recognized one of them as Stettner. A sense of unease filled her as the two men stopped before them, particularly when Chief Stettner didn’t even look at her.

“Mr. Maximilian Kite?” he said, staring at the sorcerer.

Maximilian stood, frowning. “Yes.”

“We met at your event at the Basalton Museum of Art. My name is Chief Frederick Stettner.” The stiff formality in his voice sounded strange to Vesper. “I’m sorry to do this here, but I’m going to need you to come with me.”

Vesper stood too. “Stettner, what is this? What’s going—”

“Stay out of it, Miss Evans.” The police chief’s eyes were hard. “I don’t want to make a scene, but if you refuse to come with me of your own volition, Mr. Kite, I’m afraid I’ll have to take more drastic measures.”

Maximilian stiffened. “Am I under arrest?”

“You’re being detained,” said Chief Stettner. “We’re going to need you to come to the station now to answer some questions in relation to the recent murder of Mr. Francis Gladwell.”

Vesper went cold. “Fred, wait. This isn’t right. Max didn’t kill Francis Gladwell. He—”

“Miss Evans.” There was a new sharpness in the police chief’s voice. “For once in your life, do as I say and be quiet.” He turned back to Maximilian, looking wary. “Will you come with us of your own volition?”

Maximilian swallowed, suddenly looking much younger than he was. At that moment, he didn’t look confident, or self-assured. He only looked afraid.

“I’ll comply.”

Chief Stettner nodded to the other police officer. He stepped forward and took Maximilian by the upper arm.

“Fred.” Vesper moved so that she was standing directly in front of the police chief now. She knew how short Fred’s patience tended to be, knew that she was taking a gamble by pushing him further, but she had to try one more time. “Please. Tell me what’s going on. Why is Mr. Kite being arrested?”

Chief Stettner seemed to have some sort of internal battle with himself. He frowned, but then his expression softened. He turned to the police officer now holding on to Maximilian.

“Go ahead,” he ordered. “I’ll catch up in a moment.”

The officer nodded and started out of the park, frog-marching Maximilian. Once they were out of earshot, Chief Stettner leaned in.

“This morning, we had a man come in and give testimony we believe is credible.”

“Testimony?” Vesper repeated. “What kind of testimony?”

The police chief took a deep breath, then said, “The man confessed to the murder of Francis Gladwell, and said Maximilian Kite paid him to do it.”






TWENTY-NINE


SUNDAY, 20TH OF NOVEMBER—12:52 P.M.

Brisk air whipped about Vesper’s face as she stood before the Basalton Police Department’s office.

She took a deep breath as she climbed its crumbling steps, eyeing the blocky concrete building with apprehension. It had been over an hour since Maximilian had been brought here, and she felt no better about what she was going to do.

You have to try, for him.

She squared her shoulders before opening its front doors and entering.

As always, the lobby was busy, a mix of people filing reports, officers moving to and fro. Vesper went straight to the receptionist desk. She recognized the middle-aged, redheaded woman sitting there.

“Martha,” she said. “Good morning.”

The receptionist jolted with surprise. “Vesper? What are you doing here?”

“I came to get some information,” said Vesper. She knew there was no point in being coy with someone like Martha. “I know Stettner brought a man in earlier—tall, dark curly hair? I need to speak to him.”

Martha pursed her lips. “You know I can’t do that, sweetheart. As I understand it, the man you’re talking about is suspected of murder.”

Vesper leaned over the desk. “Martha,” she said in a lower voice. “I’ve never asked you for anything, but I’m asking for your help now. Please.”

The woman hesitated, clearly at odds with herself. After a moment, her eyes dropped to her paperwork. “There’s no way you’ll be able to get into the cell they’re holding him in,” she murmured. “It’s way down the hall, and I’m pretty sure Stettner’s ordered the room to be guarded at all times.” Her eyes flicked up. “But the man who came in this morning and confessed that he was paid to kill that Gladwell guy? His name’s Nick Bartolucci. He’s just down the hall, four doors on the left.” She looked down again and shuffled some papers. “Do what you will with that information, but if you get jammed, I’ll deny everything.”

Vesper took a deep breath. “I understand, thank you.”

She turned from the desk, glanced over her shoulder to make sure no one was looking, then started down the hall. How many times had she come back here with Stettner over the years? How many times had he given her access to things most reporters could only dream of because he trusted her? She felt a pang of guilt when she thought about what he’d say if he knew what she was doing.

For Maximilian, she told herself. This is for Maximilian. Max.

She crept farther down the hall, until she’d reached the room Martha had indicated—fourth on the left. Vesper peeked inside a window, and saw that a man was sitting behind a metal table alone. She braced herself, then entered the room.

“Mr. Bartolucci?”

The man looked up. He was thin, pale, with scraggly butter-yellow hair and blond stubble on his jaw. His clothes were dirty and stained. He stared at her, eyes narrowed.

“What do you want?”

“I’m … an investigator,” she said. “I’m here to verify your story, and ask some questions about your confession.”

“Someone’s already come in and done that,” he grunted.

“I know,” said Vesper. “But I’d like to hear it again, for myself.” She pulled out her notebook.

The man gave her a wary look. “What do you want to know?”

“Let’s start from the top,” said Vesper. “You said Maximilian Kite hired you to kill Francis Gladwell. How did you meet?”

The man crossed his arms. “Outside that fancy men’s club on the corner of Thirty-Fourth and Dalrymple Road,” he said. “I’d just gotten off a shift at the rail yard. He was smoking a cigarette. I asked him if I could bum one.”

Vesper drummed her fingers against her knee, recalling the time she’d asked Maximilian about whether or not he smoked. She still remembered his look of disgust, the words he’d said.

I despise smoking in all its variants—it’s a nasty habit, if you ask me.

The man was lying. But why? Vesper made a note and schooled her expression before looking up. “And when did Mr. Kite first broach the subject of a murder-for-hire scheme?”

“Didn’t take long,” he said. “We got to talking, and he said there was a guy giving him trouble, a man called Francis Gladwell. He joked with me a little at first, trying to gauge my interest to see if I’d be willing to take care of him for a price. When I told him I actually was, he offered me twenty thousand gild to get it done.”

Vesper tapped her pen against her notebook. “And when Mr. Kite was asking you to help him get rid of Francis Gladwell, by chance did he give you a reason that he wanted the man dead?”

Nick laced his hands together and sighed. “As far as I understand it, Kite wanted some machine Gladwell was working on,” he said. “He wanted to do business, but Gladwell wasn’t interested.”

Vesper sat up straight. He was lying. She knew that now. Maximilian had an age-old grudge against new technology; he never would have wanted to go into business with Francis Gladwell. Now she just had to catch this man in his lie, prove that Maximilian was innocent.

“You mentioned before that you worked at the rail yard,” she said in a different voice. “Those are long hours.”

The man nodded. “Six at night till six in the morning, six days a week.” A small smile touched his face. “Boys at the yard call it the devil’s shift.”

Vesper nodded. “My father worked in the rail yard too, once. I think his favorite day of the week was Sunday, when he got to be home with me, my mother, and my sister.” She offered a small smile. “He was a switchman.”

Nick nodded. “I worked on the tracks,” he said. “Always wanted to be a switchman though.”

“My father liked his work, even when it was hard,” said Vesper. “I don’t think anything would have convinced him to give it up.” She paused. “Well, maybe one thing. He’d have given it up for my sister and me. He’d have done anything for the two of us. For him, family came first, always.”

Nick nodded. “Sounds like he was a good man.”

“He was,” said Vesper sadly. “He died when I was eight. I miss him, all the time.”

Nick looked away. “I got a son,” he murmured. “A baby, six months old. I’d do anything for him too.”

“I’m sure you’re a good father, just like mine was,” said Vesper. “I didn’t get to grow up with my dad, but your son deserves to. He shouldn’t have to visit his dad at the Basalton Jail for the next ten years. Someone needs to teach him how to navigate this world. He needs you.”

Nick rubbed his eyes, as though in pain. “This is what’s best for Walter,” he said. The words sounded practiced. “He doesn’t need me.”

“I think he does,” said Vesper.

“My boy’s sick.”

“Sick?”

“My wife noticed it first, he stopped sleeping right away,” he said. “Then came the night sweats, and the coughing. We got him to a doctor, and he said…” His eyes filled with tears. “He said my boy had tuberculosis. They said there were ways to treat it, to save his life, but…” He looked up at her. “I didn’t have that kind of money. I could work double shifts for the rest of the year and still not have that kind of money.”

“Mr. Bartolucci.” Vesper’s voice was quiet, barely a whisper. “I don’t believe you killed Mr. Gladwell at all. I believe you did something because you were trying to do what was best for your son. Am I right?”

The man dragged his nose across his dirty sleeve. “It was a trade-off. I would say that Kite guy hired me to kill Francis Gladwell, and in exchange my wife would get the money for Walter’s medicine.” He looked up at her. “I couldn’t let my boy die.”

Vesper felt something in her heart shatter. “I know. My father would’ve done the same thing for my sister and me in a heartbeat.”

“I—I could never kill anyone,” he stammered.

“I know,” said Vesper.

“And that Francis guy, I knew him!” he added. “We grew up on the same block in Shalescreek. He was Frankie Everett when I met him. Good lad.”

Vesper froze. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Did you say Frankie Everett? Not Frankie Dawson?”

Nick shook his head. “His brother, Stan, was a Dawson, but Frankie’s last name was definitely Everett.” The man’s expression turned sheepish. “They had different fathers, I think.” Nick worked his jaw from side to side, licked his lips. “The rumor was that Frankie was born out of wedlock to some rich businessman in the area.”

Vesper started. “His brother never told me that.”

Nick looked wry. “I imagine he didn’t. He always thought of Frankie as his brother, even if they didn’t share the same father.”

Vesper’s mind was whirring. Tom had taught her never to assume, never to take something at face value, and always to dig for answers. When she’d talked to Stanley, he’d introduced himself as Stanley Dawson and she’d assumed that Francis Gladwell’s real name was Franklin “Frankie” Dawson.

“Thank you, Mr. Bartolucci, for answering my questions,” she said. “I just have one more. If you didn’t really kill Francis Gladwell, who paid you to say you did?”

The man hesitated before he opened his mouth. “It was some fancy guy in a uniform, maybe a valet or footman,” he said. “Wouldn’t tell me who he worked for, but—”

“What is the meaning of this?”

Vesper whirled around. Chief Stettner was standing in the doorway. In all the years she’d known the police chief, never before had she seen him this angry.

“Chief—”

“Outside, Evans,” he said through gritted teeth. “Now.”

Vesper jumped to her feet. She tried to slide around Stettner, but he grabbed her by the upper arm and frog-marched her out himself. They passed Martha as they entered the lobby again, but true to her word, the receptionist looked away. Stettner said nothing until they were outside, standing on the front steps. He turned to her, eyes blazing.

“Fred,” Vesper said quickly. “I’m sorry. I was just trying to—”

“Silence.” The police chief’s eyes were cool. Vesper said nothing.

“I’ve given you a lot of leeway, Miss Evans,” said Stettner quietly. “I’ve never given you a hard time about staying on cases, even when it was completely inappropriate for you to be involved. I’ve taken all kinds of hell from the men in my department who think I’m a fool for having any kind of camaraderie with a reporter, especially one who’s a woman. You should know I’ve never minded what they said behind my back, because I saw something special in you. I knew you weren’t just some reporter out for a good piece of gossip, but a real professional I could trust.” His expression hardened. “Today, you’ve proven that I was wrong about you.”

Vesper felt as though she’d been slapped.

“What you just did in there, trespassing into a police station, that’s a crime, Miss Evans. Speaking to a witness without going through the proper protocol could very well have just jeopardized this entire case, and made weeks of this department’s diligent work worthless. I cannot begin to tell you how disappointed I am in you.”

Vesper’s chest tightened. She felt as though all the air in her lungs had been forced out, and she couldn’t draw new breath.

“I’m sorry, Chief Stettner.” She lowered her gaze. “Truly, I am. If you need to arrest me, please don’t make any exceptions on my behalf. Whatever happens, I deserve it.”

She didn’t look up at the police officer, but after a moment he blew out a breath.

“Go home, Miss Evans,” he said quietly. “Now.”

Vesper didn’t need to be told twice. She turned, and immediately headed toward the sidewalk. She’d almost reached the last one when she heard Chief Stettner’s voice again.

“And Miss Evans?”

She turned. He was still standing at the top of the stairs, his arms crossed.

“If I catch you near this station, or interfering with my case again, next time I will arrest you.”



Vesper walked down Basalton’s streets slowly, her mind a jumbled tangle of thoughts and emotions.

In the end, she hadn’t been able to help Maximilian. He was still in jail, arrested for a crime she was now almost certain that he didn’t commit. Every time she thought of the way Chief Stettner had looked at her—with anger and, worse, disappointment—she felt as though she’d been punched in the gut. Her rapport with the police chief meant a great deal to her, not just because it helped her with her work, but because Frederick Stettner was someone she genuinely respected. Even now, she wasn’t sure that what she’d done had been worth losing his trust. Still, a singular thought wouldn’t leave her mind.

Francis Gladwell. Frankie Everett.

She remembered what Nick Bartolucci had said. Francis—originally Frankie—had had a rich businessman father who hadn’t claimed him. She racked her mind and realized that Stanley had given her a major lead without her realizing it. He’d told her that Francis had once spent his free time visiting Basalton’s nicer neighborhoods, dreaming of buying their mother a house. Vesper pursed her lips as she kept walking. She didn’t think that Stanley had been lying to her, but she now saw things with a new angle. What if Frankie Everett hadn’t just been visiting Basalton’s posh neighborhoods to dream? What if he’d been looking for someone? Her pulse quickened as a theory formed, and she started to run.

By the time she reached the library, there was a sharp stitch in Vesper’s ribs.

She banged on the front door, desperate, but no one answered. Her eyes cut to the sign affixed to the wall.


LIBRARY HOURS: 9 TO 5 PM WEEKDAYS. CLOSED SUNDAYS.

She swore. She could try to come back tomorrow, but even that might be too late. She’d just started down the stairs when—

“Vesper?”

Vesper swiveled. Ida Hinkle was standing at the top of the stairs, her spectacles resting on her forehead. She looked slightly bewildered. “Was that you banging on the door? I thought someone was trying to break in.”

Relief surged through Vesper. “Ida. I need to ask you a favor. Please.”

The librarian’s brows rose. “Come in.” She gestured, and Vesper darted inside. The curtains were drawn, and the main room was dim. Ida locked the door again, then faced her. “What’s wrong?”

Vesper took a deep breath. “I need to see the Book of Vital Records one more time.”

The confusion on Ida’s face was plain, but she nodded. “This way.”

They returned to the library’s special collection room, and Vesper watched as the librarian pulled the old tome from the shelf and laid it before her. Nervous energy arrowed through her body as she opened the book to its center, paused, then said:

“Franklin Everett.”

The Book of Vital Records came to life, turning its pages as it had the first and second time she’d used it. Vesper held her breath as she watched names appear and disappear on the pages. This was, she knew, her very last chance, her last lead.

At last, the Book of Vital Records stilled, stopping on a page with only a few lines of text. Vesper peered down and read.

NAME: Franklin John Everett

MOTHER: Mary Grace Grier (Deceased)

FATHER: John Everett Oelrich

DATE OF BIRTH: 18 January 1856

DATE OF DEATH: None

Vesper stared at the page for several seconds, her heart thundering in her chest.

At last, she knew who’d killed Francis Gladwell.







THIRTY


MONDAY, 21ST OF NOVEMBER—7:59 P.M.

Vesper stopped before the Basalton Opera House.

She was warm thanks to the fine wool coat Bisan had made for her, but the wind still stung her cheeks and whipped her hair about her face as she eyed the building, bracing herself. Most of the audience had already gone in, so she knew that the show would likely start in just a few minutes. Not for the first time, Vesper felt a pang in her chest as she thought about Max and Ada, as she thought about how much she wished one of them—or both of them—were here. She shook her head, steeling herself. Max and Ada were both counting on her now, she had to make this work. She braced herself, then headed toward the entrance with a confidence she certainly didn’t feel. She steadied herself as the doorman moved aside, opening the doors so that a lovely wave of heat overtook her. One more deep breath, and she was in.

She’d now been to several high society gatherings, but never to an opera. All around her people were gathered in the massive lobby.

The show hasn’t started yet.

A moment later, a uniformed gentleman stepped into the lobby as a small bell rang. “Good evening, everyone.” His voice was prim. “Our production will begin in short order. Please make your way to your seats.”

Vesper fished her own ticket from her bag. She was in a box, but the question was if it was the right one. She followed the rest of the well-dressed guests into a grand theater decorated in rich shades of red and gold. An usher directed her to a narrow set of stairs that led up to the private boxes. Vesper took her seat and accepted a complimentary pair of golden binoculars while others filed in. The house lights dimmed and a spotlight illuminated a gentleman in a tuxedo wearing golden glasses at the front of the stage.

“Thank you for joining us here at the Basalton Opera House for our debut of Madama Butterfly, featuring Mrs. Geraldine Rhoades,” he said. “Please, enjoy the show.”

There was a polite round of applause as he bowed his head. Seconds later the wavering notes of a violin shattered the quiet. The red velvet curtains drew back to reveal a beautiful dark-skinned woman in a shimmering green dress and tiara bedecked in emeralds. She began to sing in a lilting soprano. Vesper tried to focus, to appreciate the singer’s talent, but it only seemed to make the seconds crawl.

At last the lights raised to signal intermission. While people talked with one another, Vesper made her way down the stairs and back into the lobby. She only had to look around for a few minutes before she found the man she was looking for, a well-dressed man she’d spotted earlier. She crossed the room and stepped into his path. Her heart pounded in her chest. This, perhaps more than anything else, was the most important part of her plan.

“Excuse me,” she said sweetly. “Might I ask you for a small favor?”



By the time the lights flickered to signal the end of intermission, Vesper was back in her seat. She waited as people resettled in their chairs, then watched as the opera house director returned to center stage. He cleared his throat.

“Good evening again, everyone, and welcome. We are now ready to begin part two of Madama Butterfly, but first, a quick announcement.” He pulled out a small sheet of paper, adjusted his glasses, and read: “A journal belonging to Mr. Franklin Everett has been sent to Lost and Found. If you are Franklin Everett, please head to the east balcony to retrieve your item. Claimants will need to be able to identify specific details about the journal before taking it.”

Vesper was already out of her chair, slipping down the stairs and toward the east balcony. She shivered as she pushed past a set of double doors and stepped onto the veranda, but clenched her teeth to keep them from chattering. If she was right, she wouldn’t be alone for long. She began to pace back and forth, counting. If this didn’t work, she truly was out of ideas.

“Miss Evans?”

Vesper started and looked up. Mrs. Oelrich was stepping onto the balcony. Tonight, she was wearing a beautiful ball gown of deep purple, and her hair was styled into an elaborate blond updo. She smiled kindly and offered a little wave. “I’m surprised to see you out here.”

Vesper returned her smile. “I suppose I just needed some air.”

“Yes.” Mrs. Oelrich folded her hands as she approached. “I think I did too.”

For several seconds, neither of the women spoke. Vesper lifted her gaze, and studied the half-moon above.

“I was so sorry to hear about Maximilian,” said Mrs. Oelrich after a pause. “He was such a charming young man. It seems unfathomable that he would have anything to do with the murder of Mr. Gladwell, but I suppose you can never really know a person wholly, can you?” She put a hand on Vesper’s shoulder. “I’m sure you’re devastated, given that he was courting you.”

Vesper looked away. “It’s been … quite hard.”

“Certainly.” Mrs. Oelrich nodded knowingly. “I just can’t imagine why anyone would have wanted to hurt Mr. Gladwell. He seemed like such a kind man.”

“Really?” Vesper asked quietly. “You can’t think of anyone else, besides Mr. Kite, who’d want Francis Gladwell dead?”

Mrs. Oelrich offered a sympathetic smile. “My dear, I’m a housewife and homemaker. I’m afraid I barely knew Mr. Gladwell. I certainly didn’t know him well enough to know of anyone who would have a grievance with him serious enough to want him murdered.”

“What about Frankie Everett?” she asked. “Did you know him well enough?”

A moment’s panic flashed in Mrs. Oelrich’s eyes, but the woman recovered quickly. “Frankie who? I’m sorry, I don’t know the name.”

“Really?” Vesper cocked her head. “Because I think you do.”

“You’re upset,” said Mrs. Oelrich. She nodded as though agreeing with herself. “Perhaps the cold air was too much. We should go back inside.” She turned to head back toward the door, but Vesper grabbed her wrist. Mrs. Oelrich started.

“What on earth—?”

“I know,” Vesper said plainly. “I know about Franklin.”

It was only four words, but the effect of them was enormous. The blood drained from Mrs. Oelrich’s face in an instant. Her mouth opened, then closed several times. “How?”

“I finally found enough pieces of the puzzle to put it all together,” said Vesper. “You said yourself on the night of the exhibition that you oversaw the maze’s restoration. No one knew it better than you, I just wasn’t paying close attention. I’d thought you were planning to give Maximilian the map to the maze and kept forgetting, but of course now we both know that was never going to happen. We have means, and we have opportunity, but I still don’t understand why. Why would you kill your husband’s only son, your own stepson?”

Mrs. Oelrich shook her head. “I always worried someone would notice. They didn’t resemble each other much, but there were similarities.”

Vesper thought back on Mr. Oelrich, the first time she’d met him at the polo match. Perhaps it was because Mrs. Oelrich said it, but she found she now could see a slight resemblance. Francis Gladwell had clearly favored his mother, but there’d been traces of his father in his face too.

“We were eating dinner, the first night he came to our home,” she said. Her expression took on a faraway look. “Our footman told us there was a young man at our door insisting that John was his father and refusing to leave. Well, I didn’t want the neighbors talking, so I had him come inside, thinking we’d quickly get to the truth of it and send him on his way.” Her shoulders slumped. “That’s when I learned the truth. He was John’s son. After years of trying to conceive, he was the one who got to have a child.”

Vesper looked back at Mrs. Oelrich and saw the woman’s face had clouded with old hurt, resentment, and sadness.

“I’m sorry.”

Mrs. Oelrich turned to her, brow raised. “You’re sorry?”

“I’ve never been married,” said Vesper. “And I certainly don’t know what it would feel like, if my husband had had an illegitimate child with someone else. But I imagine it isn’t without great pain.”

“I later learned that he’d wanted to marry Franklin’s mother,” she said quietly. “But his parents wouldn’t hear of it. She was a poor, single mother from Shalescreek, and I…” She gestured to her beautiful dress and chuckled humorlessly. “Well, there were advantages to our marriage. She was already pregnant, but John’s parents didn’t care. Once he found out about Franklin, he wanted to help. I told him he could send the boy money, do what he wanted to care for him, as long as Franklin was discreet.” Her eyes glistened. “Of course, that didn’t last.”

“He wanted more,” said Vesper. “More than you wanted to give.”

“At first, we sent money directly to his mother. But when she died, he came back.” She made a face. “He blackmailed my husband, told him to answer every one of his demands, or Franklin would expose his secret. He asked for more and more each time. Within the last few months, he started asking for upward of ten thousand gild a month to support his ridiculous lifestyle. He was going to bleed us dry.”

“So you killed him on the night of the exhibition,” she said. “To stop him from threatening you.”

“I’m glad he’s dead,” said Mrs. Oelrich. There was a new, hard edge in her voice. “He was nothing but a filthy leech from Shalescreek.”

Vesper shook her head. “And you were going to let Maximilian Kite take the blame.”

“Where’s the journal?” Mrs. Oelrich’s eyes darted left and right. There was a new desperation in her voice. “If you want money for it, I can arrange for my husband to pay you handsomely. Just name your price.”

Vesper paused. It occurred to her that Mrs. Oelrich truly believed at this moment that she could buy the justice she wanted, the ending to the story that she preferred. Vesper crossed her arms.

“There’s no journal,” she said. “I made that up.”

Mrs. Oelrich stiffened. “You what?”

“Frankie Everett’s mother didn’t give him the Oelrich name. We’ll never know why, but I have to imagine she did it to spare both your husband from public scandal, and Franklin from a childhood of humiliation. I would never have figured it out had I not spoken to the man you paid to say he did it. Turns out he knew Francis Gladwell before he was the famous inventor. Once I had his last name, all I had to do was look him up.” She raised a brow. “Did you know that Mr. Oelrich is actually listed as his father in the Book of Vital Records? Anyone looking for a Francis Gladwell would find nothing, but for anyone who knew his true name?” She shrugged. “It’s quite straightforward actually.”

The corners of the woman’s mouth pinched.

“I knew that if I announced tonight that I had something of Franklin Everett’s, only a few people would recognize that name and come to claim his possessions.” Vesper frowned. “I’d actually thought Mr. Oelrich was the one responsible, but you’ve saved me a lot of time by confessing everything. Thanks for that.”

She saw it, the moment Mrs. Oelrich realized that she’d been outmaneuvered, that the game was up and that she hadn’t won it. She turned white as a sheet. Her beautiful face, so distorted by its cosmetic enchantments, reminded Vesper of a doll. “Exactly what do you intend to do with this information?” she asked quietly.

“That depends.” Vesper kept her tone even. “You have the option to go to the police with the truth yourself. Tell them everything.”

“And if I don’t?”

“I have connections with a local newspaper,” said Vesper. “One word from me, and your secrets will be front-page headlines for everyone to see. The reputation you’ve taken years to carefully craft will be destroyed in a single day. You’ll be finished.”

It happened in an instant. In one moment, Mrs. Oelrich was standing a few feet from Vesper; in the next, the woman was charging at her, her teeth bared in fury. Her body slammed into Vesper’s and they both crashed to the floor of the balcony. Vesper tried to scramble away, but just as quickly, Mrs. Oelrich grabbed her and pulled her down. One of her hands clapped around her mouth while the crook of her elbow snaked around her neck and began to squeeze. It occurred to her that Mrs. Oelrich had killed once, and that she was willing to do it again. Slowly, the world around Vesper grew fuzzy, a roaring filled Vesper’s ears.

“Vesper!”

Vesper heard a hard thud and a groan, and at once the pressure on her neck eased as Mrs. Oelrich was yanked away from her. Vesper rose to her knees and took several lungfuls of air before she looked up. Tom was standing over her with Chief Stettner. Two other police officers were holding on to Mrs. Oelrich as she kicked and thrashed.

“Sorry about that, Evans.” Chief Stettner turned to her, apologetic. “I didn’t expect her to do that, or we would have come out sooner.”

“Unhand me!” Mrs. Oelrich was still struggling against the police officers. Loose strands of blond hair whipped around her face, and there was now a large tear in her once-beautiful dress. “I did nothing wrong, this woman attacked me! I demand you arrest her! Do you know who I am?”

“If I were you, Mrs. Oelrich, I would refrain from saying another word until you have legal counsel.” Chief Stettner’s eyes narrowed. “Believe me, you’ve already said quite a lot, and I’ve heard every word.”

“You can’t do this,” she whispered. “This … this is entrapment! I wanted Franklin dead, but … but I didn’t kill him!”

“Enough. Let’s get her to the station!”

The woman opened her mouth to argue more, but Chief Stettner and the officers were already guiding her back inside. Past the glass doors, Vesper saw that several people were staring, their faces a mix of horror, confusion, and clear intrigue. Only when the officers whisked Mrs. Oelrich around a corner and out of sight did she realize how hard her heart was beating in her chest.

“Well done, Miss Evans.” Only Tom was still on the balcony with her. Her editor was smiling. “You did it.”

Vesper smiled. “Thank you, Tom.”

It had taken a full day for her plan to come together. At first, she hadn’t been sure that Chief Stettner would even listen to her, that she had enough proof to gather all the pieces. Even from the moment she’d walked into the opera house, she hadn’t known if it would. Her muscles relaxed, and it took her a moment to realize that the emotion flooding through her was relief.

“I suppose you’ll go home now?” Tom asked.

“No,” said Vesper slowly. “Actually … There’s one more thing I need to do. Please excuse me.”

She turned and ran out the same doors that Stettner and the police officers had just gone through with Mrs. Oelrich. They were already outside, loading her into a carriage, but she caught them in time.

“Stettner!”

The police chief looked over his shoulder. When he saw Vesper, his brows rose. “What is it, Miss Evans?”

“Can I ask you for one more favor?”

He looked confused, but nodded. “What do you need?”

“A ride to Basalton Jail.” Vesper smiled. “There’s someone I need to see.”






THIRTY-ONE


FRIDAY, 25TH OF NOVEMBER—7:53 P.M.

Vesper stood before Kite Manor, gazing up at it with a sense of awe.

Pine garlands wrapped in red ribbon and strings of ensorcelled white lights seemed to decorate every inch of Maximilian’s home; it looked like something from a winter wonderland. Even the uniformed men waiting at the door were dressed like soldiers from the Christmas ballet The Nutcracker. They both bowed deeply before opening the front doors for her, and then Vesper stepped into warmth. She sighed.

The outside of Maximilian’s home was charming, but its interior was opulent. She had no idea how his household staff had done it in such a short time frame, but everything in the house was draped in a sparkling white silk, creating the illusion that she’d walked into a snow globe. There were icicles hung with string. Christmas trees of every size, shape, and color. Vesper breathed in, and smelled the sweet and spiced scent of fresh gingerbread. In the center of the parlor, there was a table with an exact replica of Kite Manor made of gingerbread, white frosting, and colored gumdrops. She smiled.

Leave it to Maximilian to be extravagant with the dessert options.

“Vesper!”

She turned and found Ada coming toward her. The girl still had a few bruises on her face—only slightly noticeable under carefully placed makeup—but she was smiling when she hugged Vesper. “It’s so good to see you!”

“And you,” said Vesper. She found that she meant it. She turned, craning her neck. “By chance, have you seen Max?”

Ada shook her head. “Not yet, but you know he does love a dramatic entrance. I wouldn’t be surprised if he came in on a flying reindeer.”

Vesper laughed, even though a part of her was slightly disappointed. She let Ada loop her arm in hers, and together they walked the room, enjoying small talk and sampling treats from the dessert tables stationed around the room. When a trio of trumpets sounded, however, Vesper looked toward the foyer’s grand staircase. A butler wearing the blue-and-gold Kite livery stood at attention.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” he said in a theatrical voice. “May I present to you your winter prince, Maximilian Kite!”

He gestured upward, and everyone’s eyes went to the top of the stairs. There stood Maximilian, dressed in a blue suit complete with a cape, a scepter, and a crown made of what appeared to be real icicles. He extended his arms, descending the stairs slowly, as the guests clapped enthusiastically. Vesper rolled her eyes, but grinned all the same. There were no flying reindeer, but no one could say that Maximilian Kite didn’t have style.

“Welcome, everyone!” Maximilian called out as he reached the last stair. “Welcome to my annual end-of-year ball. As is the tradition here, I’ll be opening the dance floor.” Without warning, his eyes found Vesper in the crowd. “And I’d like to ask Miss Evans to join me.”

Vesper hesitated, but when Maximilian held out a hand, she slowly made her way to the center of the dance floor. He beamed at her. Vesper looked over her shoulder to find that several musicians were readying their instruments. Her panic grew. She felt the eyes of the room pressing in, and understood now that there’d be no backing out. Max took her hand.

“Max,” she whispered. “This is a bad idea. I don’t know how to dance.”

“Eyes on me, Evans.” He spoke at a volume only she could hear. “You’ll be fine, just follow my lead.” He placed one hand on her left side, just below her rib cage. “Now, put your hand on my shoulder,” he whispered.

Vesper acquiesced while he laced their free hands together. It was an inexplicable thing, but the press of his palm against hers, the quiet tempo of his pulse, calmed her just a little bit. A single note from a violin sounded to their left.

And then they were dancing.

Vesper hadn’t known what to expect as more strings joined the quartet, as the music swelled, but certainly she hadn’t expected Max to spin her so that her dress fanned out elegantly around her, earning soft gasps and murmurs from the watching crowd. He pulled her against him just as quickly, then bent his head so that his lips grazed her ear. She shivered.

“The dance’s steps are choreographed with an eight-count,” he murmured. “Two steps to the left, two steps to the right. Two steps back, two steps forward, then turn. Can you do that for me?”

Vesper barely had time to nod before Max turned her. He took one step to the left, then another.

“Other side,” he said quickly. “Then back.”

She was sure that, at any moment, she would trip, or fall, or both, but to Vesper’s surprise, she did neither. The counts as Max had explained them allowed her to break the dance’s steps into smaller more manageable parts, and she found that if she just focused on each segment of the dance, she could do the whole thing without error. Eventually she grew comfortable enough with the rhythm of the dance to stop counting in her head and look up. Max was beaming at her.

“That’s it,” he said, “I knew you could do it.”

There was something about the certainty with which he said the words that warmed Vesper. Perhaps it was the conviction itself, the fact that—unlike most of the men she encountered in this city—Max had never once discredited her thoughts, talents, or capabilities simply because she was a woman. Perhaps it was because, as insufferable as he could be, he could also be attentive and focused. He listened to the things she said.

Perhaps it was because, at that moment, he was looking at her with a tenderness she’d never seen before.

The violins’ song seemed to end as quickly as it’d begun. They both stopped, but Max didn’t move his hand from her waist, or disentangle his fingers from hers. He was still looking at her with that peculiar expression Vesper couldn’t name, and she was suddenly aware that her heart was pounding.

“Do you have a moment?” His voice was low, so that only she could hear it. “I have something for you.”

Vesper tensed. “What is it?”

A mischievous glint caught in Maximilian’s eyes. “Meet me in the den in five minutes.”

Exactly five minutes later, Vesper found herself standing alone in Maximilian’s den. It looked just like it had when she’d come in here the first time, down to the roaring fire in the fireplace. The door opened, and she spun around as Maximilian ducked inside. He was holding something behind his back.

“This was going to be a Christmas present,” he said, “but I couldn’t wait.” From behind his back, he brandished a crudely wrapped package. Vesper blinked.

“What is it?”

“That’s sort of the point of wrapping a present, Evans.” Maximilian sounded amused. “Open it, and find out.”

Vesper took it from him and shook it, but there was no sound except for the crinkling of the paper. It was heavier than she’d expected. She held it at arm’s length. “This is quite a lot of tape.”

For the first time that evening, Max looked slightly embarrassed. “I wrapped it myself.”

Vesper ripped the paper away. It was a brown leather book with golden embossing, but its cover was blank. Slowly, Vesper thumbed along the edge of its cover. She couldn’t explain why her heart had begun to pound. She flicked past a blank page, then stopped short. She was staring at a newspaper clipping, neatly cut, and mounted on creamed-colored paper. It was dated February 24, 1891. She read the headline slowly:

BASALTON ART GALLERY TO DEBUT IN WINTER

BY V. L. EVANS

“Max…” She stared at the clipping. It was the very first one she’d ever written for the Globe. “Where did you get this?”

“There’s more.” She wasn’t looking at Max’s face, but she heard the smile in his voice. “Go on, look.”

Now Vesper’s hands were starting to shake. She flipped to the next page and found another clipping, this one dated March 13, 1891. She flipped to another page, then another. Now she understood why the book had been so heavy; every single article she’d ever written for the Globe was meticulously captured in it, in chronological order, no less.

“You don’t like it.” Max’s face fell. “I’m sorry, I—”

He didn’t understand; he thought there were tears in her eyes because she hated it. He had no idea.

“Max, this is…” She blinked rapidly several times. “This is among the kindest things anyone has ever done for me.”

Max’s expression softened. “I know how much you love the Globe, and your work,” he said. “It seemed to me that you should have a solid portfolio, a true record of your accomplishments and your talent. Here, go to the last one.”

Vesper flipped to the back and found the most recent clip was from her write-up about Mrs. Oelrich’s arrest; she blinked back tears. Even if he’d used sorcery, she knew putting something like this together would have taken hours, maybe days. Max hadn’t gone to a fancy shop in North Basalton and picked out something expensive; he’d gotten her something unique to her, something he’d known would truly matter.

“Do you like it?” Max was staring at her in earnest now, and if Vesper wasn’t mistaken, she thought he even looked a bit nervous.

“I…” Vesper looked from Max to the book of clippings, then back at him again. “I love it. Thank you.”

The change on Max’s face was slow. Vesper watched as his cheeks colored, as his eyes seemed to grow brighter. They were brown today, the golden brown of maple syrup. The smile spread across his face pulled at his mouth and crinkled the corners of his eyes.

“Vesper,” he said quietly. “There’s something I’ve been meaning to tell you. I—”

She didn’t know what possessed her to do it, what drove her to put the book on a side table and close the gap between them. But in one moment, she was standing there staring up at him, and in the next her lips had met his. For a moment, Max’s body stiffened with surprise, but just as quickly he’d wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against him. They broke apart, but only for a moment. The second time they kissed, Max took her face in both hands and pressed his forehead to hers before he kissed her a second time, then a third. Vesper felt a sensation like hummingbirds fluttering in her rib cage, like she was being lifted by a thousand invisible strings. The only thing she cared about—the only thing she could think about—was Max. She wanted more of this, she wanted more of this feeling; she wanted a hundred more moments like this one.

She wanted … Max.

The realization stunned her, like a bolt of lightning running through her veins. She wanted Max. It made no sense on paper. They came from entirely different worlds, they shouldn’t have been able to relate to each other at all, and yet Max had always found a way to make Vesper feel like they were on the same side. He’d opened the door into his world, but he’d been just as interested in understanding hers. Other men in this city might have considered a female reporter uncouth, but Max had never been daunted or intimidated by her profession. He’d never minded her stubbornness, or her tenacity. She vaguely remembered the comment from that museum security guard. He’d called her odd, and she’d internalized it. She’d believed she was too strange, that she’d always have to choose between being herself, or being acceptable. But what if she’d had it wrong?

“I have one more thing for you,” said Maximilian. “Wait here.”

“All right.”

He took her hands in his and kissed them before heading out the door. Even when he was gone, her heart wouldn’t stop thundering in her chest. She closed and opened her eyes, waiting to wake up from whatever impossible dream this was. But this was no dream. She was still standing in Maximilian’s den, still waiting for him to come back. All her life, she’d felt pulled in two directions, torn between the desire to be herself, and the desire to be acceptable. For maybe the first time, Vesper saw a third direction, a direction that didn’t force her to choose because there was someone who already loved her exactly as she was. The option was there, just within reach. Vesper imagined what it would look like to grasp that possibility. She imagined telling Maximilian exactly how she felt about him when he returned, and she imagined the kind of love they might built together. She was so close to it, but …

It won’t work.

The voice in her head was hers, the part of her that years of training had taught to be skeptical, cynical. That inner voice’s tone was cool, dismissive.

You and Max won’t work because you can’t. Look at you and look at him. You come from completely different worlds. How could you possibly build a life together when you have nothing in common?

Vesper felt a familiar tightness in her chest, an old anxiety that never went away.

You know what will happen, that inner voice said. The same thing that’s happened every time you let your guard down. He’ll leave. He’ll hurt you, and you’ll be left worse for it.

Vesper tried to swallow, but a lump had formed in her throat. The constricting sensation in her chest was only worsening.

Air, I need air.

Her eyes searched the room, but its lone window appeared to be painted shut. The warmth Vesper had felt before was doused like a candle thrown into the sea as the panic and anxiety roiled inside her in a maelstrom. Vesper ran from the den, blinking back tears.

“Vesper?” In the distance she thought she heard Maximilian’s voice, but she no longer trusted herself to discern the difference between what was real and what was in her head. She didn’t turn in the direction of that voice, and instead picked up her pace as she hurried down the corridor.

In the main room, guests were still dancing, enjoying their winter wonderland. Her vision blurred as her eyes stung with tears. She didn’t know where to go, so she bolted out the door to the back garden until she reached a lake behind the house. It was small, freshly frozen. Only when Vesper sat on a bench at its edge did she let the tears finally fall.

“Vesper?”

Vesper turned. To her surprise, she found Ada walking quickly across the grass. She rubbed her arms, shivering as she joined Vesper.

“Ada.” Vesper’s voice was weaker than she’d have liked it to be. “What are you doing here?”

“I saw you run outside.” There was concern in her friend’s voice. “Are you all right?”

Vesper had no idea how to answer that question. Her heart felt like glass, shattered into a million tiny pieces. After a moment, she shook her head. Ada sighed, then eased down, so that she was sitting beside her.

“You don’t have to tell me anything,” she murmured. “We can just sit here, if you’d like?”

Vesper nodded, suddenly more grateful for Ada than she’d ever been before. “Thank you.”

“Of course.” Ada gave her a soft smile, then reached up and tucked one of her dark curls behind her ear. In the moonlight, something caught Vesper’s eye: the bracelet on Ada’s wrist. It was a simple golden chain with two charms on it, one made of amethyst, and one made of gold. She focused on the latter, then frowned.

“Ada,” she said. “Could I see your bracelet for a second?”

Ada looked surprised. “Of course.” She held her wrist and turned it, so that both charms were more visible. The amethyst charm was carved into the shape of a small heart, but the golden one was carved in the shape of a honeybee. She recognized the design instantly. It was the exact same honeybee she’d seen on the hatpin in Francis’s room.

“Ada…,” she said slowly. “Is there any chance you’re missing a hatpin shaped like a honeybee?”

Ada shrugged. “It’s possible. I have all sorts of bee-themed trinkets. My mother buys them for me as a nod to our surname.”

Vesper frowned. “Your surname?”

“Bickerton.” Ada’s smile was beatific in the moonlight. “It means ‘beekeeper’ in old Victerran. That’s how my ancestors made their fortune actually, beekeeping and honey production.”

Vesper went very still. “I have one more question,” she asked. “How well did you really know Francis Gladwell?”

Ada cocked her head for a moment, then a slow smile spread across her face. “Ah, Vesper, I think it’s time we had a little chat.”
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Vesper stared at Ada, confusion racking her mind. “I don’t understand.”

“You know the thing about honeybees?” Ada said quietly. “They’re small, unassuming, easy to swat at and ignore. No one really notices them, until they sting.” She pulled her wrist back, and examined the charm on her bracelet. “Now, I’ll give you credit. I thought it’d be easy enough throwing you off at first—that’s why I gave you Bess, to distract you—but you proved me wrong. You’re far sharper than I’d anticipated.” She smiled. “The hardest thing about being a smart woman in our world? We’re used to being the only ones in the room. We forget to look around for others like us.” She sighed. “I was hoping you might be scared off, after that mishap with the horse.”

Something dropped in the pit of Vesper’s stomach. “You ensorcelled the horse. That’s why it charged at me during the polo match.”

“As I said, I never had any formal education,” said Ada. “But I learned a few useful things. Not that it worked.” The young woman’s brows knitted. “You never heeded any of my warnings.”

“You released the teratorn too,” said Vesper slowly. “And you sent the newspaper clipping threatening me.”

“Foolish, really. I should have known you and I are too much alike.” Ada shrugged. “You’d never back down from a challenge. I don’t blame you, I wouldn’t either.”

Vesper stared. “How did you do it? How did you kill Francis?”

Ada sat back and stared at the star-speckled sky. She sighed. “Being from a good, respectable family does have its perks. Of course, it meant I received an invitation to the exhibition. All I had to do was wait until Francis was alone, and then convince him to come with me into the maze for a toast. Frank had always been a lush, never one to say no to a beverage, especially if it was expensive.”

“You poisoned him.”

Ada examined her fingernails. “The thing about being an artist? No one notices when you have the things you’re expected to, even when those things are quite dangerous. Did you know paint thinner can kill a man in a matter of minutes? It’s quite efficient, really. All I had to do was invite Francis into the maze, flatter him with a few toasts to his ‘genius,’ then spike his drink with paint thinner when he wasn’t paying attention.

“I thought that would do the trick, but then he went and ruined it by vomiting.” She rolled her eyes, looking disgusted. “I knew then that I would have to do something more drastic.”

“You followed him,” Vesper said. “You watched me while I tried to help him.”

“At first I thought you might prove a complication,” said Ada lightly. “But then you made it easy for me and left. House of Dezimon’s champagne bottles are famously large. They use nice, thick glass.” Her eyes glinted. “One good hit was all I needed. After I killed him, I just wiped the blood off in the grass and slipped back into the party.”

Vesper shook her head. She was replaying everything now, seeing it all through a new lens that had been right in front of her the whole time. “Why, Ada? Why did you do this?”

Ada turned to stare out into the dark. Her smile faded. “Most people know of my talent as an artist,” she said softly. “Ada’s watercolors are so lovely,” she mimicked, “You simply must commission Ada for one of her darling miniatures!” She sighed. “Nineteen years gives you a lot of time, plenty of opportunity to learn how to draw more than landscapes and adorable kittens. I went to the library, checked out books on quantum mechanical theory and industrial engineering. It was difficult, but slowly I taught myself how to draw other things—machines, engines.”

“The Gladwell Machine,” Vesper whispered. “You helped design it.”

“No.” Ada turned on her, voice sharp. “I didn’t help, I designed it all. It should never have been called the Gladwell Machine, that was never what I called it in my original blueprints.” Her gaze dropped. “In my sketchbook, she was always the Illuminator.”

Vesper stared at her friend. “How did Francis Gladwell get his hands on your work? Did he steal it?”

Ada shook her head. “He didn’t steal it,” she said bitterly. “I gave it to him. I had to.”

Vesper frowned. “But why—?”

“Oh, don’t be naïve, Vesper.” At once, the savage bite had returned to Ada’s voice. “You’ve lived in Basalton for just as long as I have. You work in a male-dominated industry. You know exactly how things work in this city.” She stood and began to pace. “I knew that no investor would ever take the work of a woman seriously, and I knew that I’d have to file a patent under my father’s name, or worse, a husband’s, and then they’d own the rights to it.” She made a face. “I needed someone I could use, and Francis—Frank—was a near-perfect candidate.” She ticked her index finger. “When I met him, he was just some unwanted bastard getting a stipend from his embarrassed father, but I saw potential for more. He was a virtual stranger to high society, which meant he could be molded.” Her eyes danced. “And I molded him. I came up with Francis Gladwell’s illustrious pedigree, and I was the one who made sure the right things were said about him to the right people. I even named him—he owed it all to me. We made a deal: I would quietly help him rise in high society, and in exchange, he would act as my proxy, presenting the idea of the Illuminator to the public and identifying potential investors for it. I even gave myself a bit of extra security—I never fully explained how the machine worked, and Frank was nowhere near smart enough to create a duplicate.” Ada sighed. “It was a foolproof plan.”

“Until it wasn’t,” Vesper murmured. Vesper thought about the crude sketches she and Maximilian had seen in Francis’s hotel room. She’d dismissed them as early drafts, but now she understood. “He tried to make his own machine, didn’t he?”

Ada closed her eyes. For several seconds, she said nothing, then: “It was worse than that. The day before the exhibition, Francis asked for a meeting, said he needed to talk. He told me that there’d been a change in plans, that he’d gone to the Department of Trademark and patented the Illuminator, but under his own name.” Ada opened her eyes, and a single tear slicked her cheek. “He told me that he already had an investor lined up, and that I was no longer needed.”

“That was Belver.” Another piece of the puzzle clicked together in her mind. “He and Francis were going to go into business together.”

“Charles proved tricky too,” said Ada. She sounded bitter again. “He wasn’t willing to relinquish his part of the machine’s ownership even after Francis died. Fortunately, I was able to deal with him quite easily.”

“You shot him,” Vesper said. “When I saw you in the farmer’s market, that’s why you were there. How did you do it?”

Ada shrugged. “It was easy enough, hiding the pistol in my parasol. I had no idea that there would be a protest happening, or that some of Belver’s former employees would be there, but it all worked out quite nicely for me.”

Vesper swallowed. “So, you murdered two men in cold blood.”

“I did what I had to.” Ada’s tone became neutral, businesslike. “I took the bits and scraps this world gave me, and I made something. Francis Gladwell was going to take it all away, my only chance. Can you honestly tell me that you wouldn’t do the same, in my position?”

Vesper stiffened. She knew what she wanted her answer to be. She wanted to say no immediately, to believe that she was somehow morally superior, incorruptible, entirely above doing anything as awful as what Ada had done. That was easier, but it wasn’t the truth. If Basalton had taught her anything, it was that no one was immune to the lure of power. Anyone could start a fire; all they needed was the right kindling.

“I don’t know.”

For the first time, Ada looked truly sad. “May you never find out.” Without warning, she closed the gap between them. Up close, her eyes were steely. “You must understand. This is what intelligent women have to do to survive in this city. We aren’t free in it, so we have to make our own way, not by waiting for what we deserve, but by taking it, the same way men do. Do you know what I was planning to do with the money from the Illuminator?” She looked off into the distance. “I was going to leave Basalton, start somewhere new where I wouldn’t have to marry an old man I didn’t even like simply because my father demanded it. I was going to have the only thing I’ve ever really wanted: freedom.”

Vesper stared at Ada for several seconds without speaking. Slowly, the truth dawned on her. Ada Bickerton might have done bad things, terrible things. She might have been monstrous, but she wasn’t the real villain. This city, this society that fettered brilliant creatures until they turned rabid, was the real villain. This world had failed Ada, and countless girls and women just like her.

“I’m sorry, Ada.”

Ada turned to her, a new gleam in her eyes. “Sorry?”

“I’m sorry for the way you’ve been wronged. I truly am.” Vesper shook her head. “But what you’ve done? I can’t let you get away with that. I can’t just stand by.”

Ada looked at her for a long time without saying anything. Vesper expected that she might get angry, that she might rage at her, or even cry. Instead, Ada only sighed.

“I’m sorry you feel that way,” she whispered. “And I’m also sorry for what I’m going to have to do now.”

The hairs on the back of Vesper’s neck stood on end.

The girl hadn’t moved, but one of her hands had slipped into her dress’s pocket. She looked up at Vesper, and her normal smile had been replaced with a much cooler one.

“Two times,” she murmured. “I have had my freedom threatened two times. Once by my father, when he threatened to take away my inheritance, and once by Francis Gladwell, when he stole the only thing that might have allowed me to live without an inheritance.” She shook her head. “I won’t have my freedom threatened a third time, Vesper. Not by you, not by anyone.” She withdrew her hand from her pocket slowly, and Vesper stilled as she caught the silver gleam of a small revolver in the moonlight. Ada pointed directly at her as she advanced, and Vesper mirrored the movement by taking a step backward onto the edge of the frozen lake.

“Ada.” Vesper tried to keep her voice from trembling. “Think about this. Think about what you’re doing.”

“Oh, I am thinking,” said Ada. She was calm, her tone light. “My plan didn’t work with Francis, but there’s no reason that the Illuminator can’t be reintroduced in a few months’ time with a new inventor puppet. People’s memories are short, especially when it involves things they don’t really understand. All I have to do is wait awhile, then I’ll find another willing proxy to present my idea. It’s a foolproof plan. So long as I make sure I don’t leave any loose ends.” Her expression changed, almost apologetic. “No offense.”

She moved forward, and Vesper took another step onto the ice. In the moonlight, she couldn’t see well, and she had no idea how thick or thin the ice underfoot was. Ada took another step forward onto the ice, and a crack splintered across the surface. “Ada, we need to—”

“Don’t worry,” the young woman said sweetly. She hadn’t lowered her arm. “I’ll make sure to tell everyone exactly what happened: that a young ambitious reporter working undercover got tangled up in an investigation with a notorious gang, and lost her life in the process. They’ll remember you as a hero.” She tilted her head. “Someday, perhaps I’ll name one of my inventions after you, to honor your memory.”

She took another step forward, and this time Vesper was sure of it. A hairline crack appeared in the ice between them. Sudden panic seized her.

“Ada, you have to stop—”

“Goodbye, Vesper.” Ada’s expression was placid, almost dreamlike. She cocked the gun with a loud click that reverberated across the frozen lake. “I won’t forget you.”

Vesper watched it happen in pieces, like photographs taken in rapid succession. Ada stepped forward and a long crack splintered through the ice and between her feet with an ominous pop. Her eyes widened as understanding and terror dawned on her. She scrambled back at once, trying to get to shore again, but the sudden movement only deepened the crack. Vesper saw what was going to happen a second before it did.

“Ada, don’t!”

Ada’s heel came down hard, and a deep crack splintered through the ice. Vesper felt something give underfoot, and then she was falling. She was plunging into freezing water. She screamed. For several seconds, the world was quiet as she sank below the surface, but something innate drove Vesper to keep her eyes open. Kick. She gathered the last of her strength and forced her body to move, kicking until her head broke the surface again. She gasped as freezing night air stung her skin.

“Ada!”

The young woman hadn’t moved. She was staring at Vesper in terror.

“Ada, please!” Vesper scrabbled at the edge of the ice, trying to find purchase. She wouldn’t be able to get herself out on her own. “Help me, please!”

The girl looked at her for a long while. “I’m sorry, Vesper. I truly am.”

“Ada—”

She watched, pained, as Ada slowly rose and inched back toward the bank. As soon as she was off the ice, she began to run. Vesper watched as her form grew smaller and smaller. New panic seized her. She was alone now, and the temperature was dropping fast. She remembered suddenly that no one knew she was out here. Everyone was inside at the party, and didn’t even know she was missing. By the time she was found, she’d likely be dead. She closed her eyes, forcing herself to breathe, to keep calm as she tried to think of a plan.

“Vesper?”

The phantom voice in her head sounded like Max’s but she knew better than to trust it. She’d read accounts of people who’d nearly frozen to death—hallucinations were a common symptom. Perhaps this was what was happening now; she was hallucinating, freezing to death. Her internal voice told her that if Max’s voice got to be the last one she heard, she was lucky. She took a deep breath in and out.

“Vesper!”

Vesper opened her eyes. That was no phantom voice. She searched the lake’s shoreline in the dark, trying to find the owner of that too-familiar voice. Finally, her gaze locked on something—a silhouette, a single tall form in the dark.

Max.

“Vesper!” There was fear in the sorcerer’s eyes. “I’m coming to get you! Don’t move!” He hesitated, then took a step onto the ice. At once, a series of pops sounded across the lake.

“Don’t!” Vesper rasped. “The ice is too thin, you’ll fall through!”

He was too far away for her to see his face well, but she saw him comb his fingers through his curls. Finally, he seemed to think of something. He dug into his pocket and pulled out something small.

“I’m going to get you to shore!” he said. “Just hang on!” He took a deep breath and extended his arms. Vesper was too far to see his mouth move, but she imagined he was uttering an incantation.

“Max, no!” Vesper’s voice was faint, but she spoke as loudly as she could manage. “Don’t do it, it’ll hurt you!”

Maximilian didn’t answer, but she thought she heard him shout a rude word and shake his head. He held out both hands, palm-down. Then, without warning, he turned them simultaneously, and Vesper felt a surge of air billow underneath her. It lifted her out of the water and carried her across the lake. Her stomach swooped as she started to descend, but Maximilian’s arms were already outstretched, waiting. She landed in his arms hard, and they both toppled to the ground. For a few seconds, neither of them spoke.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m so sorry.”

“You’re all right,” Max whispered in her ear. His arms tightened around her, holding her against his chest. “I’ve got you,” he said. “I’ve got you, Vesper.”

Vesper held on to him like a life preserver, like he was the last thing tethering her to this world and keeping her from being ripped into the next. She held on to him until the world faded to a hush.





MISSING HEIRESS, REWARD OFFERED

BY V. L. EVANS

BASALTON, Vic. (November 28, 1898)—Authorities say they still have no leads on the disappearance of nineteen-year-old heiress Ada Bickerton. Per the Basalton Police, Miss Bickerton was last seen on the evening of November 25th. Her family is offering a reward of 1 million gild for her safe return.





The Basalton Globe

STORIED FAMILY FOUNDATION ANNOUNCES LANDMARK GRANT

BY V. L. EVANS

BASALTON, Vic. (December 1, 1898)—James Russell, executive director of the Kite Family Foundation, announced Friday that the foundation will establish a new landmark grant named after the late Mr. and Mrs. Virgil Kite. The grant will be awarded to innovators with an interest in developing “modern, cutting-edge technology that has the potential to better the quality of life for Basalton residents.” The grant will seek to subsidize the needs of young inventors, with special priority being given to female inventors, who represent a minority in the engineering field. The grant is largely the brainchild of the Kite Family Foundation’s C.E.O. and chairman, Mr. Maximilian Kite. While he did not give a direct statement, Mr. Kite’s representatives tell the Globe that his hope is that the grant will improve access and equity for many people while honoring his parents’ legacy. Mr. Virgil Kite and his wife, Augusta, were among the casualties of the ill-fated Oleander’s maiden voyage in October 1892.






THIRTY-THREE


SUNDAY, 4TH OF DECEMBER—11:11 A.M.

The air was crisp and the sky gray as steel by the time Vesper realized it was snowing.

She rolled an old pen between her fingers, relishing the smells of fresh ink and worn leather as she sat at her desk in the Globe’s office. Tiny white snowflakes had already begun to collect on the window. Beyond the front stoop, children were racing down Pierce Street in makeshift sleds made from old crates and dodging snowballs as they flew through the air. Vesper smiled. She could remember when she’d dreaded this, the exchange of one season for another. Now, for the first time in a long while, she didn’t feel dread as she lifted her gaze and watched the snow continue to fall. For the first time, she wondered what a new season might bring—new challenges, new hopes, maybe even new adventures.

She looked up as the door to the main office creaked open. Tom marched in holding an armful of bags and stomping the snow from his boots. His eyes found Vesper, and he smiled.

“I can remember another morning like this one—cold, quiet. I was at that very desk.” He pointed to the one where Vesper was sitting. “Couldn’t say what drove me to do it, but I had the thought to check the front stoop for our mail. Imagine my surprise when I found a little girl instead, curled up and asleep on the second-to-last step.”

A hard lump rose in Vesper’s throat.

“Well, of course I brought her inside.” Tom placed the bags on one of the empty desks and brushed his hands. “Nell found a spare coat to wrap you in, and we put you right in front of the woodstove to try to warm you up. Both of us were sure you’d have hypothermia, or at very least frostbite, but once you’d had a few sips of hot chocolate, you came right back to life. As soon as you could talk, you were asking questions about the office, wondering how it all worked and how old you had to be to work as a reporter.” He chuckled. “I knew then that you belonged here, that you’d always belong here.”

Vesper smiled. Tom was right. New seasons would come and go, but the Globe was and always would be her home.

“I checked the mail earlier,” she noted. “Have you gotten anything from Mr. Burbank? We should be caught up on our rent now.”

“I did.” A furrow appeared in her editor’s brow. “He sent a note, but … there was something odd.”

“Odd?”

Tom reached into his jacket’s pocket and held up a folded paper. “He said that the Globe’s rent has been covered for the next five years.”

Vesper went still. “Five?”

“Five.” Tom nodded. “The note says it was an anonymous donation from a friend of the newspaper. Wouldn’t tell me who.”

Vesper blinked quickly, trying to hold back the tears welling in her eyes. There were many people in Basalton with the means to make that sort of donation, but there was only one person she knew of in this city who would.

“That was … kind,” she whispered.

“I’ll say.” Tom leaned against the desk opposite her and crossed his arms. “Now, I know you’ve already got work, but I wondered if you had a moment to talk shop?”

Vesper pretended to rub at her eyes. “Of course.”

“It’s about an assignment,” said Tom. “Guillermo Crivello wrote to me yesterday saying he wanted to buy some ads for the holiday season, but he needs help with the write-up. I know ads aren’t your favorite, but…” He gave her an apologetic look. “I wondered if you’d mind swinging by the coffeehouse to help him get everything sorted?”

“Sure.” Vesper closed her notebook. “When do we need it?”

Tom looked out the window again. “Better go soon. This snow’s not showing signs of stopping anytime soon.”

Vesper rose and shouldered the strap of her satchel. “I’ll head there now.”



Guillermo’s was a bright spot of cheer in the midst of early winter’s drab gray colors. The familiar tinkle of a bell sounded overhead as she swung the door open, and she was at once greeted with a wave of warmth. She ducked inside, and was surprised to find that the entire coffeehouse was empty. She felt it then, the shift from ease to wariness. Even in the very worst weather, Guillermo’s was never empty at this time of the day. Her gaze panned the room, and she noted that, in the middle of the coffeehouse, a single table had been covered with a white linen cloth. On it was a small, slender black box. Vesper approached it, then narrowed her eyes in confusion. The words inscribed in the box were written in elegant silver lettering:

Henry & Lewis Artisan Pen Makers, Est. 1801.

Vesper opened the box slowly, trying to keep her hands from shaking. Inside were two fountain pens set in a bed of black velvet, both gilded. Vesper picked one of them up in wonder. A small inscription had been added to both of them: V. L. EVANS. Her heart began to pound in her chest. Artisans pens from Henry & Lewis cost a fortune. Who would—

The kitchen door swung suddenly open. Vesper looked up, expecting to see Guillermo Crivello, but it was someone else.

“Max?”

“Ah, Miss Evans.” The sorcerer came around the counter. He wasn’t dressed in his usual attire. The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled to his elbows, and he was covered in powdered sugar. “Right on time.” He gestured to the table. “I see you’ve already opened your second Christmas present. If you’ll indulge me, I have one more. Please, sit.”

Vesper could do nothing but sit down as Max reached her, holding a small silver tray. He placed it on the table, then lifted the cover with a dramatic flourish. Vesper stared in astonishment. On the plate was a single raspberry tartlet, dusted in powdered sugar.

“It won’t win any culinary awards, but I’ll have you know it’s divine,” said Maximilian. “And I would know. This is my third attempt to bake one.”

“You … baked this?” Vesper asked. “On your own? Without sorcery?”

Maximilian grinned. “Guillermo gave me some pointers, and Bexley quite bravely offered to try the first batch.”

“He did?”

“Yes.” Maximilian beamed. “He’s currently indisposed!”

Vesper blinked, looking around. “But I don’t understand,” she said. “Tom sent me here because he said Mr. Crivello wanted an ad write-up, he—”

Max began to laugh. It was a musical sound.

Suddenly, Vesper understood. The assignment, the empty coffeehouse: Max had been behind it, all of it. He had planned this, and heavens knew how many people he’d had to employ to accomplish it.

“Max…” Her voice was soft. “I—”

“Did you know it takes four hours to make a raspberry tartlet?”

“It does?”

“Well, it does when I make them. Everything takes longer without sorcery, I suppose.” He nudged the plate toward her. “Please, humor me.”

Vesper took a slow bite and closed her eyes. She tasted buttery crust, sweet berries dusted in powdered sugar. And she remembered. The sounds of the farmer’s market, the feel of Ethel’s hand in hers. Her father’s laugh. Maximilian had given that back to her, a piece of a memory she’d thought was lost forever. She glanced at the box of pens still beside her. All of this, Max had done all of this because, inexplicably … he cared for her. She didn’t realize she was crying until she opened her eyes.

“Vesper?” She looked up. Max’s face had changed. Gone was the smugness from before. There was only alarm. He looked from her to the plate, worried. “I’ve switched the salt and sugar again, haven’t I? Or is it the crust? The berries weren’t in season, but—”

“Why?”

“What?”

“Why did you do this for me?”

A wrinkle appeared between Max’s brows. “Vesper—”

“I thought you didn’t want to see me.” Vesper shook her head. “I thought you’d been avoiding me.”

A shadow passed over Max’s face. “Not avoiding you,” he murmured. “After what happened at the holiday party, I wasn’t sure what to say. I…” He stared at his feet. “I wasn’t even sure you wanted to see me.”

It all came back to her: the two of them in that den, their kiss, the bright flicker of hope that had been instantly doused by the anxious voice that always crept in. That voice had told her that she would always be the odd girl, that boys like Max didn’t end up with girls like her. That voice had insisted that Max had been avoiding her because deep down, he’d known they could never be together.

“I must have started a hundred letters,” Max continued. “I even thought to come to the Globe’s office, but that’s your place of work, your home. It didn’t feel right.

“I got the idea when Guillermo told me he needed to put an ad in the paper. Then I asked Tom for his help too.”

Vesper stared up at Max, trying to understand.

“Ah, that reminds me.” He went over to the counter and returned with the book of her clippings. “I think this belongs to you.” He placed it on the table, then paused. “Miss Evans, I’d … I’d like to ask you something.”

Vesper stilled.

“Well, I know that our investigation has concluded, and I know that the terms of our original agreement dictate that we end our ruse once our business is done. However…” He cleared his throat. “I’d like to propose a new plan.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.” Max took a deep breath. “I was wondering if … perhaps things didn’t have to end here. I wondered if, maybe, I could court you properly.”

Vesper saw it then, a whole new story with Maximilian on every page, in every chapter. She realized with an acute intensity that she wanted that more than anything. But …

“Society wouldn’t approve.” Vesper forced the words aloud. “You know as well as I do that I’m not the kind of girl you’re expected to court. Sarah would be more—”

“I’m not interested in Sarah.” Max’s expression was suddenly serious. “Nor am I interested in anyone else. I’d like to court you, Miss Evans, because…” He combed his fingers through his dark curls. “Because I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since the first time I saw you in this coffeehouse, glaring at me with whipped cream on your lip. I want to court you because you’re the smartest, kindest, and possibly most stubborn woman I’ve ever met, and because I can’t imagine life without you in it. I don’t want to.” Maximilian still looked nervous. “Of course, if you don’t want to, I understand. If I’ve misread—”

“Yes.” She didn’t hesitate. “I would like that, very much.”

Maximilian beamed, and the whole world seemed to stand still. “I love you.”

Love. He was in love with her. Vesper felt the word more than she heard it, buzzing through her like a current of electricity. Maximilian Kite was in love, with her. She closed her eyes for a few seconds, waiting to wake up from whatever dream this was. But when she opened them again, Maximilian was still smiling at her, a question in his eyes. The words came to her unbidden.

“I love you too.”

Maximilian’s smile broadened. He came around the table and knelt, so that their eyes were level. He leaned in, and her pulse quickened.

“I’d like to kiss you now, Miss Evans,” he whispered. “May I?”

Vesper didn’t bother nodding her head. Instead, she closed the last few inches between them, took his face in both her hands, and kissed him. They’d kissed before, but this time it was different, slower. She felt something unfurl and realized that, for the first time in a long time, it seemed like everything would be all right. They broke apart, and Max grinned. “Well, now that that’s done.” He pulled out a chair and sat down across from her. “You can tell me how your morning’s been. But first, do try a little more tartlet. I’m working on my technique.”

Vesper smiled, then took another bite of the best raspberry tartlet she’d ever tasted.
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