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It was my duty to sort my master, Damien Rathschild's mail each morning. The magical infusion he gave me heightened my intuition into a sharp gut instinct. It was useful for this task. He received death threats all the time. Some letter writers were content with written vitriol. Other writers inlaid hexes and potions in their letters to him. Such letters felt grimy and slimy in my hand. I threw them into a trash bin unopened before they got incinerated.

Yet there were nuances to these missives. An enchantress may attach perfumed glamour to her notes. I had to keep track of those who were currently in my master's favor. He wanted only the charms of those he preferred to reach him.

Then there were the weekly additions of his trade's guild Bulletin and the Warlock Weekly. The Bulletin’s worth was self-evident. The Warlock Weekly got denounced as the worst rag in the Trade and was a guilty pleasure to its readers. Its name was an issue since no magic practitioner ever wanted to be considered a “warlock” in the old days. It used to be the worst thing you could call a magician. Some old timers still considered it an insult. They kept off its pages, so no one knew they were practitioners. The young redefined the term 'warlock' to mean someone who was top of the line in the Trade. They wanted everyone to know of their skills. The only thing the young and old agreed on about the term is that a true warlock doesn't follow the rules.

Warlock Weekly was available on every well-stocked newsstand in Beldon. This was a challenge to the traditional practice of keeping the Trade underground. The fad of Spiritualism among Quality had made magicians respectable. Regular people assumed magicians were entertainers. They credited a magician's tricks to sleight of hand instead of magic.

“No one admitted they practiced magic in public when I started out. Now we have magazines advertising our services,” Damien told me.

The fact he was often rated among the top five within their top 10 list made him view the magazine with amusement.

They both printed a list ranking all known magic practitioners once a year. There was also a list of the top ten printed in both papers once a week. The lists should've meshed but didn't. Warlock Weekly only cared for the firepower displayed in duels. The Bulletin showed how much influence a practitioner had in the guild. I was a minion and used to being dead last on the annual definitive lists.

I wouldn't have been on the list at all if Damien didn't register me for aptitude tests, to make sure I performed my duties up to par. My intuition helped me grade the potency of spell ingredients and spelled objects. He revealed my author's voice trick, so he could have me certified as a notary republic. I used it to decode secret codes and anonymous notes. He needed to show he performed due diligence when he issued a challenge to rivals who provoked him. A third party still needed to verify my reports. Yet, my certification meant Damien could legally act on his suspicions.

Damien kept my aptitude for jinxes hidden. He took secret satisfaction with my service in that area. “That's one talent no one wants to be known, rated and verified except in wartime.”

I dreaded the newest edition of the Warlock Weekly since Damien would be in a foul mood if he wasn't in the top 10. Warlock Weekly's rankings reflected the latest results from the constant magicians' duels. A slow week for him could mean his rank was low for that edition, but wasn't a reflection of his skills. He kept me and his raven familiar, Tobias, on hand when he read the papers. We had to be present for any new orders he issued against his rivals because of the list. I hated this ritual, but that bird loved it because it could mean fresh carrion for him.

Warlock Weekly told Damien who was up-and-coming. The Bulletin told Damien when the up-and-comers were recognized by the Guild. Yet there were subtleties in this system. You had to study what was written between the lines to decode it.

Retirement was eminent for a magician who dropped out of the Warlock's Weekly list. It meant they were no longer potent enough to be a factor in the Trade.

They may still be listed in Bulletin if they had influence. This might be the case if their opinions were trusted and honored, or they were good at politics.

Every time I thought I knew of everything that was written between the lines something new came up. One morning Damien gave a loud sniff of disgust as if he'd come across a foul stench.

I tensed expecting a diatribe. He folded both papers and laid them side by side in front of me. A “Calvin Whitby” was listed on top of both the Bulletin and Warlock Weekly's lists. My brow furrowed.

Damien had done the same thing a few times, but I would've heard of Calvin Whitby by now if he was truly that talented.

“Fresh meat,” Tobias sighed in disappointment, “I prefer mine be aged a bit.”

Damien tapped his fingers on the Bulletin's listing, “This is ridiculous. He's too new in the Trade to be rated this high.”

“You spend most of your time in Ilan, maybe he's been rising through the ranks in Petrak?” I asked.

Ilan was where the money was made even if Petrak was where the magic flowed most freely.

“We'll see,” Damien said with a smirk, “I have a mind to send him a congratulations card.”

My back stiffened. This meant I'd have to jinx it so Damien would know if Calvin had true talent or not. My petty trick shouldn't be able to undermine him. Though, I'd be the one to suffer when it got reversed and my curses came back threefold on my head. It was times like this I hated my job.
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IT WAS GOOD MY JINXES were so penny ante because I came up with a system to use when I was at risk for counters. Tobacco was an indigenous medicine plant. Yet it was easy for a gentleman to carry around his person. I don’t know where Damien discovered this trick, but no one thought it odd if they saw me carry a pinch in my pocket. It fended off negative energies.

I couldn't afford to perform under par in Damien Rathschild's service. That's why I kept the pinch on me and monitored its efficacy on a daily basis. My intuition made the tobacco smell stale when it was spent, and then I'd burn it and replace it with a fresh pinch. I had to do this in the mornings and evenings for six days before it stopped needing to be replaced twice a day.

Tobias was dissatisfied with my probe of Calvin’s defenses. He wanted to see what skills Calvin Whitby had for himself. He was missing for two days when Damien said, “Tobias hasn’t reported back in two days; find him,.” when I gave him his breakfast.

This new assignment should’ve been simple. Damien Rathschild may be a magician but most of the tasks he gave me could be carried out without magic. I checked the newspaper for announcements of the latest hangings in Beldon. Then I looked up the city’s business directory for abattoirs. Both items helped me create a list of places Damien’s prized raven familiar might be. Tobias was a good worker, but was often distracted by his obsession with carrion.

I followed my list, but found nothing. There were plenty of ravens, but none of them were Tobias. Either that or Tobias ignored me. The only way I could tell Tobias from other ravens was when he spoke to me or responded to a call. Though there were times he’d ignore me out of spite.

Tobias thought it was high time Damien got a proper apprentice rather than use a minion like me. The blasted bird dared not lecture Damien himself, so he got in his piece by undermining me.

So far, I kept up with Damien’s demands, but the fact I used non-magical ways to do it irked Tobias. That blasted bird probably wanted to force me to use magic to find him. When my list proved unfruitful, I went over my pitiful stock of tricks to see if they'd help me do this job.

To be on the safe side, I started with the simplest trick and tried for a vision. The tricks I had access to were simple tools that worked for anyone who knows how to use them. The fact I got them to work for me didn’t mean I had any great magical talents myself.

I took out a crystal ball and saw Tobias sulky and disdainful. He was in a beautifully, macabre wrought iron cage that was like black metal lace. I didn’t know if that was a vision of where he was or wishful thinking on my part. A true picture of him would be of him flying free. Or else hiding in trees and eavesdropping on everyone and everything.

Damien let his familiar run free most times. On those occasions when they need to travel he let Tobias fly ahead and meet him at their destination. Tobias resented cages and refused to work if placed in one.

Yet every time I tried to envision Tobias’ current whereabouts I still saw the bird in a metal cage. This made me wonder if Calvin had captured Tobias.

What piddling trick can I use now? I asked myself.

I looked over my private stash. A brass ring with a piece of string caught my eye. I was about to throw it away when I remembered that it was from a pendulum kit. The problem with pendulums is one never knows if they are accessing magic or their own intuition. Sometimes magic is actually involved. Other times your mind makes you hold the pendulum in a way that echoes your own thoughts.

It‘s only good for “yes” or “no” questions or pointing the direction you need to go. Most times I got better and faster results by asking people questions and/or figuring things out on my own. There was no one I could question then, so the pendulum
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