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Chapter 1-Hospitality
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My familiar Scrappy came into my home office and settled into his cat bed for his morning nap. Space was at a premium, but he was my consulting business’s mascot, so I made room for him. No amount of cleaning kept my office from looking cramped. Not even buying a sleek but still sturdy desk and chair set for the room and getting rid of the room’s brick-à-brac helped. This was the most accommodation my master gave me. I’d have more room if he’d let me move to my own place, but he insisted I stay close at hand.

Scrappy charmed the female clients. They often cooed over him because they mistook him for a purebred Siamese cat. Even though he had “exotic” coloring. He was a necessary distraction from my ginger hair. Physiognomists told people ginger hair was a sign of untrustworthiness. I counted on Scrappy to win them over.

He was the offspring of a temple cat and a ship’s mascot. He had his Siamese father’s patterning and his tabby cat mother’s coloring. The ignorant assumed he was a skinny, stripeless tabby cat. Cat fanciers assumed he was a Siamese cat. He had green eyes instead of blue, gray fur instead of cream and black fur where he should’ve been chocolate brown.

He was a half-breed, and I paid half price for him when my master, Damien Rathschild, told me to get a familiar. Scrappy had magical ability but the sturdiness of a mutt. I could’ve gotten good value from him if I cared to, but I preferred to keep him well rested and call him up when I needed him.

“Shoo, cat,” I waved him off, and he hissed at me.

“My first appointment for the day is Raymond Kensington. And he won’t be a soft touch for a lazy kitty like the ladies are. “I tugged at his cat bed for emphasis.

He let out a yowl and his ears fell back to the sides of his head. Scrappy was scrappy, but he’d never given me such a poor attitude before. “Why are you so touchy today?”

Damien forced me to forge a link with him and my question opened it. An overpowerful cologne annoyed his sensitive nose. It was more that an overpotent scent. There were magical additives to it that grated on his senses.

Scrappy’s hisses grew louder as the smell drifted closer. He let out a howl when our sentient doorknocker, a cast iron Mastiff’s face, appeared in a magic mirror in the room. “Your 10 o’clock appointment is here.”

“Go find a safe place away from the stench,” I told Scrappy. “Raymond Kensington will be in and out.”

I’d be the one who had to hold my nose while Raymond was here.

***
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ONLY A SCION OF QUALITY would wear a cologne that was smellier than a working man’s sweat. Raymond was my age but had more money and too much time on his hands.

Did he think the cologne made him attractive to women? He would’ve been better off using an honest and simple soap.

My pinch of tobacco in my coat pocket let off a whiff that mingled with the stench. No doubt it was triggered by the magical additive in the cologne. Luckily, the cologne was meant to enhance Raymond’s personal appeal. I’d be in trouble if it were an offensive weapon.

It took effort not to curl my lip at the sight of Raymond when he entered the office. I spent too many dull afternoons in the company of Quality’s bored brats.

Once again, the onus if courtesy was always on me, while they were barely civil. Their female elders brought them around on their charity work. I met the type at the church run orphanage I attended during my early years. Brother Muller trotted me out as a model student to show off his handiwork. At least those long afternoons taught me how to keep a poker face, so I didn’t give tells when I played games of chance.

However, I’d worked with clients I didn’t like before. It was wise to extend professional courtesy to a paying customer. Raymond carried a parcel with him, and he unwrapped it.

“Sir Rufus Kensington is my ancestor, and this is a journal he kept when he was young. He was friends with Magnus the Hammer.”

“You mean the Last Paladin of Ilan?”

Did the priggishness in such an esteemed heritage strike me as an offensive odor? My magic enhanced intuition conveyed its impressions with sensations. I wasn’t sure they were there or were signals to me.

I don’t begrudge people their heroes, but the stories of Magnus’s deeds struck me as tripe. A benefactor gave them to me as a Yuletide present at the Kirkton Orphanage. I gave it an honorable disposal as a donation for Kirkton’s academic library.

Raymond took out the parcel he’d been carrying and unwrapped it. He revealed a leather-bound journal, flipping the pages to show blacked out pages.

“My family says that Rufus wrote in this book while he attended the royal academy. He redacted it because he dabbled in the dark arts in his school years. He may’ve even been approached by Master Ebon when Master Ebon founded the Hellfire Club.”

I took the book into my hands and gave him a reading of the impressions I got from my fingertips. “It burns with youthful enthusiasm, not rage nor hellfire. “

The pages would’ve felt hot and grimy to my fingertips if that were the case.

I opened the page and passed a hand an inch above a redacted page. It felt cool to the touch, as if it were a water balloon that would gush out when I punctured it.

“The encryption won’t be hard to break, but it doesn’t contain torrid or dark secrets. It’s nothing more than the diary of a bashful adolescent. He wanted to keep his thoughts private through an encryption spell. The fact it’s held for so long shows he must’ve been a strong spellcaster for his age.”

I looked up at him. “I can do the work. However, I’ll disappoint you if you expect to hear about dark magic experiments. Dark magic leaves a resonance I would’ve picked up.”

Raymond took out a medallion of tarnished silver from an inner pocket and showed it to me. “I appreciate the fact you want to save me money by warning me about a disappointing decoding service.”

“Since I won’t be spending money decoding the pages, let’s see what you think of this?”

“That’ll entail a separate consultation fee,” I told him.

“So be it. I want to see how good you are. This badge of office is the only family heirloom I want to keep. I’m going to wait until I gain my inheritance before I sell the rest.”

“Does the badge have sentimental value?” I asked him.

He pointed to himself. “I learned that Rufus’s badge makes the best luck charm money can buy.”

“Luck charm? You mean it’s made with your ancestor’s bones.” I shuddered at the thought. A Haudenosaunee luck charm made of similar materials started my career in the Trade.

“A luck charm made from human bones?” He smirked at my turn of phrase. “The rumors must be true, then. Rathschild must be a black magician.”

“He learned strong medicine in the New World,” I shrugged. I kept my voice steady, but the hairs rose on the back of my neck. It was true enough. The Haudenosaunee wizard Damien apprenticed himself took on a black magician and won.

“Well, you know how Magnus and his friends defied the odds in epic battles?” He asked me.

I nodded “yes” to encourage him to speak more. It diffused a certain raise in tension in the room that crackled like static over my skin.

“This badge of office increased his luck. It does the work that all those rabbit’s feet are supposed to do.” Raymond grinned as he held out his silver hammer pendant.

“Really?” I had to admit that was interesting if it was true. “How do you know this?”

“I use it at the gaming halls, and it’s made me so lucky I don’t need to work at a job,” he grinned.

As if being a Scion of Quality wasn’t lucky enough.

“Though I suppose matching it against your jinxes is the ultimate test. Harry Hardwick accuses you of cheating with a cheap trick. “

I didn’t have the stomach for a duel, so I tried to defuse things. “He countered the effects of my jinx by keeping a rabbit’s foot on hand in the next round of our duel. My jinx is no match for your paladin badge if it’s a superior luck charm compared to a rabbit’s foot.”

His brows rose. “Yet, you won an unreferreed duel with Maximus Worthington. He was the Hellfire Club’s past master.”

“There’s no prescribed weapon that needs to be used in a surprise attack. That’s a sword that cuts both ways.”

I meant the words to repel him rather than deflect him. A quick comeback often convinced bullies I’d be just as quick in battle. I’d learned that in when I went to school at Kirkton Academy.

He nodded, as if pleased I passed a test of his. “You’re right. Duels favor young hotheads, but you can use any trick you want outside the dueling ring. “

“Are you here for business or to probe my defenses?” I asked him. Perhaps a direct threat would work better?

He smirked at me as he said this, giving me the urge to smack that smirk from his face.

Words came out of me before I had time to consider them. “Harry countered my jinx with a luck charm, so who says I can’t counter your luck charm with my jinx?”

It was just a piece of fast talk at first, but the Mastiff’s face appeared in the magic mirror again. Our visitors assumed the mirrors were decorative. Perhaps even a testament to my Master’s awareness of his striking looks. Yet, they were a vital part of our home’s defense system.

The Mastiff’s eyes glowed red with rage. “Do it,” it mouthed wordlessly.

“I’m withdrawing the hospitality if this household, Raymond Kensington. You have to the count to 10 to leave.”

He snorted in response and raised up his wand.

“JINX.” The wand he aimed at me burned his hand once he wasn’t shielded from the Mastiff’s defensive magic.

The Mastiff gave a countdown in a booming voice. “10,9...”

Raymond scrambled out of the office and house. The mirror shifted to the Mastiff’s view of him once he was outside.

The Mastiff spewed out fire when he was halfway up the driveway and it chased him out.

I took Raymond’s fallen wand off the floor. The Mastiff used the room’s mirror to look over my shoulder.

“Keep it. You’ll need it as proof he broke the rules of hospitality.”

***
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“YOUR JINX MUST BE MORE potent than I thought if it can counter a champion’s magic.” Tobias said when he and Damien reviewed the Mastiff’s record of the events.

“It’s diminished from what it once was. There’s no way I could’ve faced him if it was at full strength.” I said.

Damien snorted. “There may be rumors about me being a black magician, but they are unconfirmed. You were performing an innocuous consultation. Coming here to attack you is a grievous breech of the law of hospitality.”

“He’s too highly placed to curse,” Tobias said.

Damien rubbed his hands together. “Which is why I’m pressing charges against him.”

***
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THE WATCHER FLETCHER brought the Kensingtons’ response to us in Damien’s office the next day. His home office was more spacious than mine and had mahogany furnishings. It made a bigger impression than mine could. “The Kensingtons regret that Raymond didn’t challenge Shelton Sharpe to a proper duel. They’re sending these funds to pay weregild.”

Damien raised a brow and said in frosty tones. “There are duels and then there are ambushes.”

Fletcher nodded agreement. “Shelton’s fended off two home invasions in his career. The hotheads won’t be so eager to challenge him now.”

“The hotheads wouldn’t do this if there were consequences for their actions,” Damien said. His voice and the temperature in the air rose as he said this. Neither was good.

“The Watchers don’t want their most promising recruits sidelined by youthful indiscretions.” Fletcher said.

Damien laughed. “Coddling the young makes them soft. Their elders should stop spoiling them.”

Fletcher sighed in agreement.

When he was gone Damien said to me, “My revenge for this outrage may not come today or even tomorrow, but it’ll come. We can’t allow ourselves to be crossed. “

I didn’t want Raymond to pay in blood, but I knew I had to find my own way to make sure people were afraid to cross me.
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Chapter 2-Patronage
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Warlocks Weekly’s spin on my altercation with Raymond was that week’s editorial. I read the editorial in disbelief as I prepared breakfast in the kitchen.

Shelton Sharpe is Still the Top Apprentice in the Trade.

Raymond Kensington’s, six-week winning streak has ended. He’s dropped to the number two position on Warlock Weekly’s Top 10 list.

He rose through the ranks of our list by challenging and vanquishing each of the top ten candidates of the list. Raymond had advanced through the ranks one spot at the time.

However, his bid to win the top position was unsuccessful. Shelton Sharpe retains top position on our list. Raymond should’ve expected this. Shelton Sharpe bested Maximus Worthington, former master of the Hellfire Club. He’s not a master yet but is operating at a higher level than other novices.

My master’s raven familiar Tobias chuckled as he heard me read it out. “See? That’s what you get for not keeping track of potential threats.”

Damien couldn’t help but add his own comment. “Raymond’s intentions would’ve been obvious if you paid attention to Warlocks Weekly’s Top 10 List in your field.”

I looked up from the page to his face and he smirked. “The top 10 lists helps me to anticipate challengers.”

I snorted at this and threw the paper down on the breakfast table. “So that’s how the Kensingtons are spinning this. They make it sound like he challenged me to a proper duel instead of tried to invade my home territory.”

Warlocks Weekly was Damien’s favorite periodical, so I couldn’t tear it up and throw it out yet. Though I’d use it to line Scrappy’s litterbox when Damien finished reading it.

Our familiars were also eating their breakfast with us in the room. My cat, Scrappy, looked up from his tuna with round, wide eyes, alarmed at the thoughts that raced in my head. We were bonded mentally, but the speed of my thoughts alarmed him.

Damien’s familiar, Tobias swallowed his “aged meat” which is what I called the meat leftovers I fed him. He preferred carrion, but Damien ordered him to eat what we gave him for safety’s sake.

He could speak Common as fluently as an Ilan native and cackled. “You act as if Warlocks Weekly slandered you, but you acquitted yourself well, Shifty. This makes two sneak attacks on your home territory you’ve fended off. That’ll make the hotheads pause.”

I snorted. “I hope so. I’ve got more important things to do that fight idiots who try to bully me. It takes peace and quiet to translate fire-damaged texts “

“You’re going to have to fend for yourself unless you find a patron to protect you.” Tobias said.

I threw up my hands. “How does any research and development get done if the Trade’s scholars get harassed by thugs?”

“That’s what patrons and guilds are for. They support their vassals and guild members in combat, if they have to.” Tobias said.

This piece of news made me shudder. Damien and I were unaffiliated freelancers. He was formidable in combat, but we didn’t have anyone to back us up. I decided to look for a patron for myself.

***
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CORRESPONDENCE FROM anonymous sources always came to promising apprentices. The letter writers sought the apprentice’s help and allegiance. This worked out as a barrage of junk mail for me to look through. However, I’d no longer dismiss such offers out of hand. Of course, the interested parties kept on top of my circumstances. They timed their missives when I was vulnerable and receptive. I just hoped they didn’t thing me so desperate that I’d be easy meat for any predator. The first step was to find which ones resonated with power. I needed to protect myself from these random attacks and could use a powerful patron. My intuition made me oversensitive to the emanations of magic given by objects and people. Most times, I had to carry a pinch of tobacco to filter out the negative energies.

However, I could use it to screen correspondence to know if anyone with malice had sent it or placed a hex on a letter. Such papers often felt like an over warm cup of water to me or else grimy. Often the paper looked innocuous, but my intuition gave me impressions to warn me about ill intent. I threw these out right away and kept one that had a comforting warmth. That left me with a letter in a feminine hand, which I opened up to read.

Mr Sharpe

It’s rumored that you can retrieve images of letter writers from their correspondence. Some personal photographs of mine have been damaged. I’d like to retrieve images from correspondence that the subject sent me. I’ll pay you for your services and recommend them to my connections and employers when you do this task.

Elvira Whitfield

Manager of the Diviners Division

The Watchers

“Good,” I said aloud as I refolded the letter. I could use an ally among the Watchers. They’d be more likely to uphold my citizens’ rights if I had an ally in their ranks.

***
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DAMIEN RATHSCHILD MADE me do the housekeeping as one of my apprenticeship duties. He liked my extra meticulousness the day Elvira Whitfield came for her interview. Damien had a large house, and I was the only housecleaner, but I used a cleaning wand to make the task manageable. The wand helped me do work that would’ve required a team of servants otherwise.

Damien’s desire to make me do the housework wasn’t just false economy. He couldn’t trust a servant to remain as “invisible as furniture.” Servants often worked in silence and didn’t report what they saw their employers do. However, Damien was a black magician and needed to remain discreet.

At least my curiosity about this visitor kept my chores from being too much drudgery. The fact she came to Damien’s house without a chaperone showed she had power. Most ladies would refuse to do so for fear of their reputation.

My master was a type of man who had many feminine admirers, but they preferred to meet him in secret.

I ran a financial service sideline for Ladies of Quality. My work freed their finances from the administration of male relatives. They usually saw me during small social gatherings in their residences.

Some came to me under the cover of darkness to my private office. Our financial discussions were more scandalous than if I were flirting with them.

I had everything ready by the time of her appointment and watched for her arrival, so I could greet her in person.

The Mastiff told me when she arrived over a nearby mirror.

“Miss Elvira Whitfield is here for her appointment.” He said.

He revealed a petite, slender woman at the door in the mirror. I walked up to the front door. She had platinum blonde hair and was so pale that I thought it was her actual hair color. Her eyes were violet. She wore a filmy, white dress that fluttered like falling rose petals in the wind as she moved. Her delicacy didn’t assure me. Though her letter resonated with power. Indeed, I fingered it in my coat pocket to assure myself of this.

Elvira carried a parcel in the shape of a book. It was wrapped with brown paper and string. I assume this was what she was coming here about. I would have offered to carry it for her, but she insisted on keeping it in her hands. This caused me to assume it had great sentimental value to her.

I would have offered to carry it for her as a gentleman like gesture if it were heavier. However, even the most elegant lady should have been able to carry that parcel by herself.

I led her down the hallway to my office and ushered her in.

She gave me a dazzling smile and brought the parcel up to my desk. She turned around to gesture to me. “I take it you’re the ‘Shelton Sharpe’ who’ll be performing the service I want rendered.”

I nodded “yes” to this question. She untied the string and unwrapped the parcel to reveal a flat hand mirror that was as large as a paper page. She opened up a small compartment to show some tiny seashell decorations. They plugged into a slot on the front of the mirror.

“This is a mobile scrying mirror you can use for your duties of decoding encrypted texts.” She told me with a smile.

“You’ll need to carry it with you to the event I want you to escort me to, so it needs to be mobile. I’ve heard that you can project an author’s voice from any piece of writing with a scrying mirror with a speaker.”

I looked it over. It had a certain resonance when I handled it, meaning that it had power to it.

Elvira took off a silver leaf ring on her finger. “I’ll use this to perform a test. Can you read the inscription that’s inside the band?”

It was an easy enough test, even though the inscription was worn to vague scratches. Some dreamy youth’s voice rang out, “To my dearest Elvira, the fairest Lily of the Valley.”

She smiled in pleasure at the sound of the voice.

“Would you like me to show you the inscription before it got worn down?”

Elvira raised her eyebrows at this.

I showed the ring when it was first engraved in the scrying mirror she gave me. Most diviners used scrying mirrors to show visions of the past. My ability to show writing when it was freshly written was workmanlike in comparison. Yet, she gasped at this. Not everyone knows how to use a scrying mirror. This made it hard to believe that the ones that could have never considered doing this before.

A handsome youth with curls in his chestnut hair held the ring. He read out the inscription with passion and Elvira sobbed at the sight and sound of him. Her sobs became so loud I stopped playing it back. The mirror settled back down into a normal reflection of our faces.

Elvira took the mirror out of my hands with a grip more powerful than I thought she was capable of. This boded well for my plans, even though it startled me. She swiped it to the right, and the scene played out backwards. She touched his face to make the scene pause, and it stayed still as if it were a sepia photograph.

A diamond like tear formed at the corner of her right eye. “Remarkable, you’re more qualified than most of the so-called experts in the archives. “

“I shall frame this picture when you’re finished with the contract.”

This comment got my attention. “Can the mirror hold an image for 40 minutes?”

She looked up at me with a frown and I spoke up before I lost her interest. “It takes that long to make a photograph. If the image pauses that long, I’ll be able to create one for you.”

“It takes that long to make a picture of someone? No wonder why postmortem pictures are so popular! Hardly anyone living has time to sit for so long.”

Elvira gestured to the man’s image in the mirror. “Roderick wouldn’t have had the time.”

She nodded after a pause. “Do it. I’ll be able to keep the picture around without rousing people’s suspicions.”

She gave me back the mirror. “Do this for me, and you can keep the mirror. I’ve got more of his letters as keepsakes. I want to commission you to create more photographs of him for my scrapbook.”

Crass as it sounds, this feature sent the gears in my brain spinning. Photography was only invented a few years ago. There should be a market for people who wanted to see their loved ones in their prime. It’d be an honest, yet in demand, skill people in the Trade would want if Damien allowed me to practice it.

“I want you to escort me to the Arcanists Guild’s Magnus the Hammer Exhibition. They’re seeking donors, but it’s hard to know if the relics are genuine. You can show potential donors it’s worth giving their money to their institution.”

She smiled. “The Watchers are less likely to tolerate random attacks on a respected scholar of a trade guild. Nor will they allow people to challenge you to duels.”

I almost laughed at this. Reason said there were too many relics on the market to be genuine. The most famous saints didn’t have enough bones to fulfill the demand for souvenirs.

The orphanage I was raised in disapproved of relics. “It’s disrespectful to the dead and our Lord. He should be venerated, not the saint.”

I used to be a skeptic, but I’d be a fool if I remained a strict materialist when I joined the Trade. It was easy to be skeptical when my life was prosaic. Continuing to cling to materialism when I was exposed to magic was ridiculous.

She glanced at me sideways. “Calling up the images of letter-writers makes you an excellent candidate


d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
SrlETY
\VKST[@N&RV

0
b u.‘
T S






d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





