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			Since Al MacBharrais (pronounced as mac VARE ish) and his companions are Glaswegians and have a particular way of speaking, I’ve provided some guidance here as to how their speech should be pronounced, in case you want it. I haven’t tried to reproduce the Glaswegian Scots dialect in all its glory but rather chosen to focus on a few phrases and words that provide the general flavor of their speech. While it may seem disorienting at first, you do get used to it and will find the rules are pretty consistent. There are, as well, some specific words from the Irish language that probably need some helpful hints, since their pronunciation would not be immediately obvious to English speakers. So here we go:

			Caoránach = CARE ah NACH, an Irish name, where the final syllable would rhyme with rack, except that the ch sound is more like a guttural German thing instead of a hard k sound.

			Oilliphéist = UHL ih FISHT, because that i before the s means it’s a slender vowel and turns the s into a sh sound. First syllable would rhyme with dull. That’s your other Irish word.

			Okay, now to the Scots! First, and most important: Ye is not pronounced as yee, with a long e. No, no, no. Weegies are not speaking lines from old-timey pirate movies. Ye is pronounced like yuh and used in place of you in most cases. Sometimes they will take the trouble to spell and pronounce you the standard way, just for emphasis, but when they are calling someone a name, as in you jammy bastard, the vowel shifts differently to a short a sound, so it would appear as ya jammy bastard. For extra credit, you can combine them in repetitive phrases, as when a parent might call their mildly misbehaving child you rascal you; a Weegie would say ya rascal ye. In the same vein, yer is used in place of your and ye’re in place of you’re, and again, there’s no long e sound in either of those. The long e is next!

			
			Tae is pronounced like tee and is used in place of to in speech. Happy birthday to you, therefore, would be happy birthday tae ye, pronounced as tee yuh (except, I imagine, when it is sung).

			Gonnay is the same as gonna in English slang, but the vowel at the end is a long a, so the spelling reflects that.

			My is typically pronounced as ma in speech and is therefore spelled that way, as in I’m gonnay call ma mum.

			Head and dead are pronounced like heed and deed but spelled as heid and deid.

			Polis is the police, but it’s pronounced like POH-lis rather than poh-LEASE.

			To avoid using contractions like didn’t and couldn’t, the Scots often use nae in place of the n’t, pronounced like knee. So he didnae run far because he couldnae, since his shoelaces were tied. If the word not is to be used by itself, the t at the end is often dropped, resulting in phrases like I’m no gonnay pay for yer booze, ya wanker. Ye should pay ma bill instead. An interesting exception to the rule is the use of don’t instead of dinnae; while dinnae is commonly used on the east coast of Scotland, it isn’t used at all in Glasgow, and since Al, Buck, and Nadia are using Glasgow Scots, you’ll see don’t throughout. (There are actual linguistic papers that detail the “Glasgow Dinnae Gap” and yes I have read them, because I geek out on linguistics a bit.)

			
			Ooyah! is an exclamation equivalent to ouch!

			Haud is used sometimes in lieu of hold, and it’s regionally accented, meaning it might be pronounced differently depending on where in Scotland the speaker is from. In this case we’re using the Weegie accent, so haud is going to rhyme with clawed. Overheard in Glasgow: Oi, ye only got two meters in distance pissing? Haud ma beer while I unroll ma firehose.

			A stooshie and a rammy are both Scots terms that refer to a violent confrontation. I take particular joy in these words, since they sound adorable but in practice involve the spilling of blood and the breaking of bones.

			A walloper is something big enough to give you a wallop, but the standard implication is that it might just be a huge dick.

			A pile of jobbies means a whole lot of turds.

			A jammy bastard is a person who’s extremely lucky but with the implication that maybe they don’t deserve to be.

			Gallus is an adjective that means stylish and impressive.

			Wot is just a shorter, vowel-shifted what, almost exclusively used by Buck Foi.

			The phrase nae danger can mean either no worries or no chance.

			A few Scots words that need to be broken down:

			Milngavie = mil GUY. Yeah, I know. That looks like three syllables and you’re wondering why the n and the v are silent, so that’s why I provide these guides. I’m told that in the extra-credit Weegie pronunciation, when it’s spoken quickly, the first syllable will vowel-shift to a short u, so it sounds like mul GUY.

			Bardowie = bar DOW ee, rhymes with Howie.

			Weans = waynes. But that there is a noun, my friends, not a verb. In Scotland it’s a contraction for wee ones and therefore refers to children. At one point in Glasgow, there was a baby clothing shop called Weans World.

			And, since this novel is mostly set in Australia, there are a few Aussie slang terms that might need some elucidation: Arvo is a term that means afternoon. Unco is a shortened version of uncoordinated. Flat out means incredibly busy.

			
			Also, you will find that there is a location named Donnelly Weir and an associated park and picnic area as well, but the road to it is named Donnellys Weir Road and the creek is Donnellys Creek. This is not an inconsistency or an editing error but rather reflective of how those places are spelled in Australia. The inconsistency exists in reality, in other words, and we are being consistent with that.

			

			—

			Hope that all helps! And thanks for reading.
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			In Ink & Sigil, we meet Al MacBharrais, an aging sigil agent who would very much like to train an apprentice to take over his territory so that he can retire, but they have a worrisome habit of dying. Six of them, in fact, have died in apparently freak accidents.

			When his seventh apprentice, Gordie, is found dead in his Glasgow flat, Al hurries over and discovers that Gordie had a hobgoblin imprisoned in one of his bedrooms. The hobgoblin informs Al that Gordie had been trafficking Fae, including a pixie, to some unknown buyer, and he escapes shortly afterward. Al finds a note that says the hobgoblin was supposed to be delivered to a ferry at eight p.m., and Al is determined to find out who’s behind it.

			He clears out Gordie’s flat—all the inks and papers, plus his phone and laptop—and takes the cage that the hobgoblin escaped from, leaving the one the pixie was in. He goes to see a hacker, rather outrageously named Saxon Codpiece, to see what info can be gleaned from the laptop. The information gleaned reveals that Gordie had sold six Fae creatures to someone over the past months and been paid a hundred thousand pounds for each.

			
			When he returns to his printshop, Al is met by the hobgoblin, who asks to be called by the name of Buck Foi. Buck claims he was lured to the plane by a fake offer of contracted service from Clíodhna, one of the Tuatha Dé Danann and Queen of the Bean Sídhe. Al offers him a legitimate contract to be his hobgoblin, and Buck accepts. Together they go to the ferry to meet whoever was supposed to buy him.

			It turns out to be three Fae acting on behalf of the actual buyer, a shadowy figure named Bastille. They kick Al and Buck’s asses for them and they manage to escape, but not without multiple injuries.

			Al informs the four other sigil agents—Eli, Diego, Mei-ling, and Shu-hua—that his apprentice is dead and was trafficking Fae to Bastille. They are mightily annoyed but will look for the dastardly villain. He also informs Coriander, Herald Extraordinary to the goddess Brighid, that someone is trafficking Fae. Coriander tells Al to expect a meeting with Brighid soon.

			When he does meet Brighid, she examines Al’s aura and informs him that he has not one but two curses on his head. The first curse he knew about: If he speaks too long to anyone, they begin to loathe him like no other. He’s lost his family to that curse and, as a result, communicates via a text-to-speech app on his phone with everyone he wants to maintain a relationship with. But the other curse is more subtle and more deadly: It waits for a year or so and then kills whoever’s in his service, in what seems like a fatal accident. Which means his seven dead apprentices were indirectly murdered and he didn’t know. It also might mean that Buck Foi is imperiled by the same curse.

			With the help of a couple of clues and the hacking skills of Saxon Codpiece, Al figures out that Bastille is the alias of Simon Hatcher, a CIA agent who resides in Reston, Virginia. He flies there with Buck, teams up with Eli, and they make the accidental discovery that hobgoblins can get high off salsa.

			
			When they go to Hatcher’s home to interrogate him, they get confirmation that Clíodhna is indeed behind the trafficking from the Fae planes. And what she wants from Hatcher is a way to make the Fae immune to iron, subjecting them to experiments that alter and corrupt their bodies and minds. Armed with why if not how and where the dirty deeds are being done, Al and Buck return to Scotland and contract a barghest—a ghost hound—to track the pixie that Gordie had sold just prior to Buck. Climbing into the wizard van of his manager and accountant, Nadia, they follow the barghest to a secret underground facility in the hills above a wee village east of Stirling. The pixie, Cowslip, warns them of danger ahead and that the corrupted Fae have all gone quite mad. There, Al, Nadia, and Buck confront the corrupted Fae and ultimately the evil scientist behind it all. Clíodhna, however, is beyond Al’s power to punish, and he must take what comfort he can in foiling her plans and forcing her to cease her trafficking scheme. Cowslip is sent to Taiwan to recover, with the aid of Mei-ling, the sigil agent there.

			To celebrate their victory, Al, Buck, and Nadia hop in the wizard van to steal a barrel of Highlands whisky and bottle it under the label Buck Foi’s Best Boosted Spirits.

		

	
		
		
			
			
				[image: Chapter 1 u A Call from the Land Down Under]

			

			If you have to tell someone they’re going to die soon, it’s a good idea to buy them a whisky first. That way they can drink it or throw it in your face and feel a tiny bit better either way. It’s only polite.

			Buck Foi thought about throwing his dram at me—his hand drew back, ready to strike—but he reconsidered and tossed it down his throat instead. It was getting on toward bedtime on a Sunday night. It might help him to sleep.

			“How long have ye known this was gonnay happen?” the hobgoblin demanded. He had a new waistcoat on, a subtle black-on-black pattern that amused me. He would never admit it, but I think he was either trying to impress my manager, Nadia, or else he was impressed by her and emulating her fashion philosophy that all colors were excellent so long as they were black. The stated reason for wearing it, however, was that he needed to wear something appropriate to the Glasgow Necropolis, since we had gone there for a nice gothic sulk that morning while the organ droned in the nearby cathedral. It was a thirty-seven-acre city of the dead set upon a hill, populated by solemn mausoleums and weathered markers commemorating the lives of Victorian well-to-dos, and the gravitas it exuded did tend to make one feel that at least a nod to formality was required. Without walking it myself, I taught him the winding steps of the Old Way hidden in the grass between the graves, which would let him go to Tír na nÓg if he ever found it necessary. He already knew the steps to the Old Way in Kelvingrove but not to this one or the one in Virginia Court.

			
			I replied to him via my text-to-speech app—the good one on my laptop, which at least sounded Scottish, albeit from Edinburgh instead of Glasgow. [Brighid told me about the curse shortly after you signed up to be in my service. We had more pressing matters to attend to at the time—a goddess trying to kill us and an utterly mad man-eating leprechaun and all that—so I waited just a wee bit.]

			The hobgoblin teleported himself up to the kitchen island next to my laptop and waggled a pink finger in my face. He was only about two feet tall, so he liked to stand on the counter and look down at me instead of up when he had an important point to make. “That was a couple of months ago, ol’ man!”

			[Aye, but I also wanted you to enjoy bottling and distributing Buck Foi’s Best Boosted Spirits. A nice soft time, a short span of happiness to enjoy and remember before I laid any more stress on you. Wasn’t that nice, giving away all that whisky to the Fae Court?]

			“Aye, it was a good laugh.” His expression relaxed for a moment, recalling it. Two hundred bottles of ten-year-old whisky made from an honestly stolen barrel from the Highlands, given for free to the faeries and the Tuatha Dé Danann themselves. “Did ye know, MacBharrais, they composed songs in my honor on the spot? I mean, half of it was howled, because ma whisky kicked off an epic drunken orgy, but still: They sang me songs. I’m no a culture hero yet, ye know, not like Holga Thunderpoot, but it was quality all the same, and I think I have a legitimate shot at achieving that rare status someday if only I don’t die first.” He practically shouted the last two words, and I received a few wayward flecks of manic spittle. I cringed a little more than I might have a few years ago; echoes of the coronavirus pandemic bore heavily on everyone’s psyche, though hobgoblins were not known to transmit viruses to humans.

			
			[I’d like you to live to achieve that status, believe me. Not just because I care about you, though I do. If I can get rid of these curses, I can talk without this app. I’ll be able to speak with people again for more than a few days or weeks without causing them to hate me. I’ll get my family back. And I can finally train an apprentice to replace me so I can retire. An apprentice that won’t die of a sudden accident, like you’re apparently fated to do.]

			“Come on, now. There has tae be a way around this, right?”

			[Several ways, yes.]

			“How many is several, again?”

			[More than two, I think, but less than a half dozen.]

			“Three tae five, then. Let’s hear them, ol’ man.”

			[One is that I die. I have to be honest: That’s my least favorite way out.]

			“I understand.”

			[Two is that the person who cast the curse on me dies. I like that much better, but, unfortunately, I don’t know who did this to me. Brighid said it might be someone with god-level powers, so even if we do find out who did it, killing them might be impossible.]

			“That’s bitter news, so it is. Like fast-food coffee with no cream or sugar.”

			[Three is that you leave my service, cancel the contract. There are risks to that, however.]

			“Like wot?”

			[Like the curse might still go off in any case, now that you’ve been exposed. There’s simply no way to know. But also, if I release you from your contract, you’ll need to return to the Fae planes unless you can get another contract to remain. I’m not sure you’ll be able to. I’m pretty certain none of the other sigil agents are in the market for a hobgoblin.]

			
			“Hold on, now. I know the man in Philadelphia isnae—Eli whatsisname—because he made it clear he doesnae have use for hobgoblins. Plus he let his dog hump me while I was unconscious that time and he took pictures. Wot about the others?”

			[Diego is extremely handsome and doesn’t like anything that distracts from that. He has his own personal gravity and doesn’t want anything to yank people out of his orbit. Shu-hua tends to avoid the company of men, and Mei-ling is so old that she thinks that I’m young and rash at age sixty-three. So: no. I’m the only one daft enough to draft a hobgoblin into service.]

			Hearing it spoken aloud—that I was daft—caused an unexpected self-inflicted wound. Or, rather, tore the bandage off a wound that had not healed. The fact that I’d been so slow to discover the nature of my curses and completely missed the criminal activity of my last apprentice still stung. I was long past the time when I was supposed to have my shite together, yet I very clearly did not.

			“So that’s all the options?” Buck demanded. “I’m boned like a fish on Friday?”

			I couldn’t resist ribbing him. [Well, option four is that you die somehow completely unrelated to the curse, and then you wouldn’t have any worries.]

			“Oh-ho.” He narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “Ho-ho-hooooh. The revenge I’ll have on ye for this will be written down, MacBharrais. Written down in the anals of history, it will, whispered in the dark as a warning to wee weans—”

			[I think you meant to say annals. The extra n makes a small but vital difference.]

			“Don’t interrupt me! The anals of history is what I meant!”

			[That’s not even a thing.]

			“It’s gonnay be! Sign me up for service and then tell me two months later I’m gonnay croak like a choir of bullfrogs? That shite belongs in the anals if anything does!”

			[Okay. Let’s focus on how to fix the problem, shall we?]

			
			“I thought ye basically said it cannae be fixed in any way that works out well for us.”

			[We have a year to work on this. Every apprentice made it at least a year before an accident befell them. If we can find out who put the curse on me, we might find a solution.]

			“How long have ye been living with it so far? Eleven years? What makes ye think ye have a shot at figuring it out now?”

			[I’m properly motivated. I didn’t realize that there was a second curse killing my apprentices until Brighid told me so. When I thought I was the only one suffering, I could live with it, because I’m Scottish. Now it’s different because there’s vengeance—or at least justice—due for my apprentices. And saving you.]

			The hobgoblin deflated and sighed. “Gods below, I could use a beer. Ye want?”

			I nodded at him, and he hopped off the counter and disappeared from my view. But I saw the refrigerator door open, and then he nimbly leapt up to snag a growler of stolen ale. A few more leaps around the kitchen and he had a couple of pints set before us. He stood on a stool next to mine and grabbed his pint with both hands. It was quite nearly half his height.

			“G’wan, then. Dazzle me with what ye have so far.”

			[If we are looking at pantheons that are traditionally known for curses, the Olympians and the Egyptians were both known for bestowing curses upon mortals, and both happen to be in my territory as a sigil agent. I have no doubt annoyed them both just by doing my job.]

			“But those each have, wot, fifteen gods or more?”

			[Easily more.]

			“Well, that’s sobering. But this should fix that.” He promptly drained half his glass at one go.

			[There’s also the infernals. They quite enjoy a good curse.]

			“Who are they?”

			[It’s a catchall term for any of the demons in the various hells.]

			“Why would they want tae curse ye?”

			
			[I’ve killed a couple of them in my time. They might have had friends, if demons have friends. Not too clear on that.]

			“Is that it?”

			[Not remotely. I could be collateral damage. Someone who was mad at Brighid might have discovered they couldn’t curse her directly, so they hurt me to hurt her. Or it’s payback for some slight I committed in my youth, by some entirely different pantheon, and it only seems unconnected because gods have plenty of patience.]

			“Wait. So it could be anyone? Ye haven’t really narrowed it down at all?”

			[Well, it’s probably not someone mortal.]

			“Still, MacBharrais. Still. Ye’re telling me this business is wide open and insane, like yer maw.”

			Before I could summon an appropriate response to his inappropriate jibe, my phone rang, which meant I’d probably need to answer it. I had it set so that only known numbers in my contacts would make it ring; unknown numbers automatically went to voicemail. But anyone who really knew me would know that texting or email was a better option, since too much exposure to my voice would trigger the curse and that would be the end of our relationship. So it was with no little curiosity that I pulled out my phone and looked at the caller ID.

			Chen Ya-ping, it said. I couldn’t think of who the hell that was or why she would be calling me at first, but then it clicked.

			[Pop away somewhere for fifteen minutes,] I typed quickly for Buck. [I need to take this.]

			He teleported away without a word and I answered the call. “MacBharrais.”

			“Mr. MacBharrais, thank you for answering,” a young woman’s voice with an Australian accent said. “This is Ya-ping, Sifu Lin’s apprentice.”

			I had many questions, like why Shu-hua’s apprentice in Melbourne would ever have reason to contact me, but wanted to use as few words as possible to avoid triggering my curse, so I settled on asking, “How can I help?”

			
			We had never spoken, and I only had her number in my contacts for emergencies. Whenever an agent took on a new apprentice, that apprentice’s contact info was given to all the agents and vice versa, in case it was ever needed. I dearly hoped she simply wanted to surprise Shu-hua with a gift for an upcoming birthday or something and I could get properly miffed about the call.

			“I wouldn’t have called unless it was an emergency,” she said.

			Well, fuck.

			“Yes?” I asked, prompting her to get to it.

			“Sifu Lin has gone missing.”

			“When?”

			“She left Friday afternoon. It’s now early morning here, six a.m. on Monday. We’re nine hours ahead of you in Glasgow.”

			“And why are you calling me? Wu Mei-ling is in Taipei and much closer.”

			“She’s missing too. I called her first.”

			“What’s going on down there?”

			“Well, it’s summer for us right now, so like most summers, large parts of the country are on fire.”

			“Aye, I’ve heard. Bushfires are always a problem.”

			“Yes. As far as trouble is concerned, that’s mostly it. But Sifu Lin realized that at least a small portion of the fires were being inflamed, if you will, by extraplanar visitors. The Iron Druid even came up from Tasmania to fight one in the Blue Mountains.”

			That sounded like an enormous problem right there. “She went somewhere with the Iron Druid?” Trouble seemed to follow him like remoras attached to a shark. A mortal who’d managed to extend his life past two thousand years tended to outlive most problems, but he also gradually acquired immortal enemies and therefore a class of obstacles most of us would never have to confront.

			“No. She’d just heard from Coriander that he was on the mainland. But it got her thinking that there might be more problems out there like the one the Iron Druid had come to address—or that certain visitors were attracting yet more visitors—and she went to the Yarra Valley to follow up on a twinge to one of her territorial wards. She told me she’d check in twice a day, but she hasn’t checked in at all.”

			
			“She left Friday afternoon, hasn’t checked in like she said she would, and you haven’t been able to get in touch with Mei-ling?”

			“No, I just said she was missing too. I called and got hold of her and she said she was on her way, but I’ve heard nothing else since and she’s not answering any more calls.”

			“What about Mei-ling’s apprentice?”

			“Hsin-yi is not responding either. And I’m afraid that Sifu Lin’s partner may also have gone looking for her and not come back.”

			“Her partner? Remind me of who that is?”

			“A woman named Sarasvati Ramamurthy, though she goes by Sara. She does IT work in the city but for the last three years has also done extracurricular work for Sifu Lin.”

			“In other words, she’s your hacker.”

			“Yes. And very much in love with Sifu Lin.”

			“So that’s four people missing all told. That’s sounding pretty dire. All right. Let me make some calls and get back to you. Do you have the Signal app?”

			“No. I use something else for texts.”

			“Signal is encrypted and all the agents use it, so you might as well download it now. I’ll contact you through that from now on, soon as I can—but I’ll probably use a different phone number than this one. It’ll be a burner phone, because I can’t bring this one instantly to Australia or someone will ask questions.”

			“Understood. Thank you, Mr. MacBharrais.”

			The first question I had when I hung up was whether I had actually been speaking to Chen Ya-ping or not. This might be a genuine missing-persons case, or it might be a trap—one that had already engulfed two sigil agents and maybe two other people as well.

			I knew that Shu-hua was from a third- or fourth-generation immigrant family there and Ya-ping was as well, so the Australian accent fit, at least. But that didn’t mean it had really been her.

			Pulling up Signal, I fired a text off to Shu-hua: Check in with me and your apprentice please.

			
			Next, to Mei-ling: Are you okay? Worried about Shu-hua, and her apprentice says she can’t reach you.

			Then identical texts to the American sigil agents, Eli Robicheaux in Philadelphia and Diego Salazar in Chattanooga: Shu-hua’s apprentice, Ya-ping, says Shu-hua disappeared two days ago. Mei-ling not answering calls. Do you know anything?

			Eli replied almost instantly: WTF. I don’t know jack.

			Diego a moment later: I know nothing except that Santa Muerte seems happy lately, and that should worry us all.

			I replied to Eli: Will you please call Ya-ping and ask her what’s up? I’d like to see if you get the same story as me. Not entirely sure it’s Ya-ping on the other end. If Shu-hua is compromised, then Ya-ping might be as well.

			Eli’s reply: Okay, Al, but I am gonna say right now that there is no damn way I am going to Australia over this.

			Understood. I would just like some sense of whether this is a trap or merely a situation.

			On it. Stand by, he Signaled.

			Just to be thorough, I checked my office email remotely to see if there was anything in there that landed after close of business on Friday. I tried to avoid the business email on the weekends, so it was conceivable that—yes. There was a brief email from Mei-ling dated Friday night, but it would have been early Saturday morning for her in Taiwan. It was informative but gave me no sense of urgency; I didn’t know, however, that Mei-ling would ever try to characterize anything as urgent in written communication. If something was urgent, she tended to address it and then declare that the matter was taken care of, if she mentioned it at all.

			
				Al,

				I’m going to Melbourne to look into a possible problem with Shu-hua. I am taking Hsin-yi with me.

				
					Mei-ling

				

			

			
			It was an unusual missive in that Mei-ling rarely informed me of her movements—the five sigil agents operated independently in their own territories and traveled as needed. So the bald fact that she sent anything was an indication she thought this warranted my attention. But the addition of her apprentice was puzzling, since I didn’t know if that meant Mei-ling thought it was safe or if she thought she’d need all the help she could get.

			A knock at the door interrupted my thoughts, and I stalked over to peer through the peephole. Nobody there. No—wait. It was Buck. He moved into view by backing up in the hallway so I could see him down there. He had a brown paper bag full of groceries and a huge grin on his face, his pearly white caps searing my eyeballs. I opened the door and glared at him, raising my eyebrows in a question and chucking my chin at the bag.

			“Awright to come in? Ye done with yer jawin’?”

			I pointed at the bag and widened my eyes.

			“Wot? This? Nothing here but a fine selection of wines and cheeses liberated from the kitchen of a smashing wee local eatery, where the capitalists go tae eat and chuckle smugly over how they’re gonnay exploit the working classes tomorrow. Fancy a late-night hunk of Red Leicester?”

			My thumbs flew on my phone to a saved and oft-used phrase on my speech app, which was sadly more of a UK accent than the app on my laptop. [Damn it, Buck.]

			“Naw? Maybe a nice Spanish cheese, then. I got Cabrales, Manchego, and—”

			[You can’t spend fifteen minutes without stealing something?]

			“Why should I waste time like that, is what I’d like tae know,” he said, as he pushed past me into the flat and leapt up onto the kitchen island with his purloined picnic goodies. His vertical leap was truly impressive. “The Christians have a saying about idle hands, right? Something about the devil playing on their mounds.”

			[Idle hands are the devil’s playground. There are no mounds.]

			“More’s the pity. So what’s the problem?”

			
			[The Australian sigil agent might be in trouble. Trying to confirm that independently now.]

			“Is that sumhin we need tae worry about?”

			[Yes.]

			Buck froze, a wedge of Manchego in his right hand. “Let me rephrase. Is that sumhin we need tae do anything about?”

			[Yes. We may need to go to Australia.]

			“Where’s that, again? I havenae been out of the UK except for that time ye took me tae Philadelphia and I got high on salsa.”

			[It’s in another hemisphere. Bloody big spiders there, about your size.]

			“Naw, ye’re taking the piss.”

			[It’s true.]

			“It has spiders my size and people live there on purpose?”

			[Aye. It’s also on fire most of the time, lately.]

			“Why do we have tae do it?”

			[Because it might be a trap. And unlike the other sigil agents, I don’t have family waiting for me to come home.] My son, Dougal, hadn’t spoken to me in eleven years because of the curse on my heid. I’d like nothing more than to talk to him again without sending him into a murderous rage. A quick chat about the weather with him, normally meaningless, would mean everything to me now.

			“Well, that’s easily fixed. I could wait for ye here. How would that be, ol’ man?”

			[Come on, Buck, what’s a little fire and spiders to a legendary hobgoblin like you?]

			“I’m no legendary yet!”

			[This will help, then, won’t it?]

			The wedge of Manchego was suddenly thrust at me accusingly. “Ye know what ye’re like? That heavy-breathing space bastard in the cock helmet who’s always changing the deal. Wot’s his name? Dark Vaper?”

			[Close enough. But you know I’m not altering our deal. I told you up front that being in my service would be dangerous at times, and it’s written in the contract as well.]

			
			“The contract doesnae mention fire and spiders.”

			[It says, dangers, many and sundry.]

			“Damn it, MacBharrais!”

			My phone pinged, forestalling any further ranting. It was Eli, confirming that he had spoken with Ya-ping and her story remained consistent. His attempts to call Mei-ling, her apprentice, and Shu-hua had all failed. Straight to voicemail, he Signaled.

			They could all be asleep—it was still early there. They could be in the shower in some Australian hotel. Away from their phones for any number of reasons. It didn’t necessarily mean they were dead. But it did mean I’d have to go down there to investigate.

			[Pack your best flame-retardant outerwear, Buck,] I told him. [And whatever anti-arachnid weaponry hobgoblins typically carry with them. We’re going to Melbourne.]
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			My ticket to Australia was through Tír na nÓg with a Fae escort, but to get that escort I needed to make it to Gin71, a bar in the Merchant City neighborhood, before it closed. It was open until midnight on Sundays, so I had a couple of hours to spare. The time would not go idly by. I needed to pick up some sigils in my office and let some people know I wouldn’t be around.

			I fired off three Signals as we walked from my flat to the office on High Street. One to Heather MacEwan, the bartender at Gin71, whose real name was Harrowbean and who would arrange my speedy passage to Australia through the Fae planes. Another to my receptionist, Gladys Who Has Seen Some Shite, to let her know I’d be visiting Australia on business for a few days and to reschedule any appointments for the upcoming week. A third to my shop manager, Nadia, letting her know that she was in charge until I got back but that I’d contact her from a new phone number so she could reach me while I was away.

			Surprisingly, it was my receptionist who replied first.

			You know, Mr. MacBharrais, I’ve never seen Australia. I have a feeling there’s some shite there I’d like to see.

			
			Oh. Did you want to come with us?

			Oh, no, I’ll make my own way there, thanks.

			You mean this week? So you’ll be gone too?

			I have plenty of vacation days saved up, sir. And I can email everyone who has an appointment with you now and take care of that online.

			Right you are. Nadia will be fine.

			Almost immediately after I sent that, Nadia replied to me.

			No worries, boss. Gladys Who Has Seen Some Shite will keep things running smooth.

			She won’t be there, sorry.

			What? Are ye joking?

			No. She’s taking annual leave.

			Since when? I’m shop manager and human resources on top of being your accountant, and I wasnae told.

			Since thirty seconds ago.

			There was an ominous pause before the reply arrived. Al? Do ye remember those yoga wankers in Colorado who aimed their arseholes at the sun for supposed health benefits?

			I sighed, and Buck picked up on it. “Nadia just starting tae chew ye out?” I nodded and he chuckled. “This should be a good one.”

			I do, I replied to her. I expect an unkind comparison forthwith.

			It’s not you, Al. It’s me. I want ye to picture a tender vegan yoga arsehole that’s been fed plenty of fiber and kale smoothies. Super-healthy arsehole, fantastic and elastic. Then one day, without warning, it’s bathed in ultraviolet radiation until it’s chapped and blistered and screaming WHY, GOD, WHY? That’s me. I’m the screaming arsehole, Al, because that’s what happens when ye dump surprises on me like this. I cannae believe ye would do this to me without a shred of warning or courtesy.

			I grunted in amusement. Buck would enjoy that one. I recently gave you a very nice raise above what you asked for, and that was pretty courteous.

			Fuck. That’s a really good point.

			
			Gladys Who Has Seen Some Shite will move the appointments around. You’ll only have walk-ins, deliveries, and pickups to deal with.

			Awright. I’ll go back to being a healthy arsehole. Don’t do anything in Australia that would need me there to save yours.

			Thanks, Nadia.

			Buck enjoyed a chortle at Nadia’s comparison when I shared it with him, but he had a lot of questions about yoga afterward that I wasn’t qualified to answer. When we got to MacBharrais Printing & Binding, we headed straight upstairs to my office. Buck glanced longingly at the whisky table, but I told him to lay off as he’d already had a shot and a pint and he was no doubt feeling fine.

			[Just wait; I’ll be as fast as I can. When we get to Gin71, you can have a drink if we have to wait for Coriander.]

			“Oh, well, that’s a sure thing, then. Coriander’s too fancy to be in a hurry.”

			While Buck’s observation that Coriander was very fancy could not be disputed, his fanciness was not the reason he sometimes made us wait. Brighid’s Herald Extraordinary had permission to travel the planes freely and as such wound up escorting the sigil agents around the globe during emergencies. His privileged movement also made incredible demands on his time, and finding him with an idle moment simply never happened.

			First thing I did was tear a new prepaid smartphone out of its packaging and plug it in to charge it, then tucked away a portable gadget that would continue to charge the phone from its own battery. I had several phones and chargers waiting in a drawer for situations like this. The ability to use the Fae planes as a travel shortcut in emergencies was a spectacular perk on one hand, but on the other it was astoundingly difficult to explain how a phone might ping in Glasgow one minute and then ping on a tower in Melbourne five minutes later. If sigil agents didn’t take such precautions, we’d wind up with military and spy services investigating us, and we didn’t want that. They always looked closely at financials, for one thing, and we didn’t need the hassle. And we always had to use memory sigils on anyone who knocked on our doors to ask us questions about the strange jumping of our phones, and then we’d raid intelligence services to erase records so that there wouldn’t be follow-ups. Wu Mei-ling was the one who’d had to deal with this first: Back in the early 2000s, the Chinese government wished to know how her phone had been in Taipei one minute and in Seoul three minutes later. The rest of us had taken the lesson to heart and established protocols for any traveling we did outside what humans believed possible. I printed a written list of numbers to program into the phone once I activated it in Australia—Nadia’s, of course, but also those of the other sigil agents, their apprentices, and some others. Then it was time to leave my outer office and enter the real office—the hidden one behind the bookcase on the north wall. I pressed the button underneath my desk and it shifted aside, revealing my ink-and-sigil room. It was a glorious space of cubbyholes, inkpots, jars of ingredients, cooking and brewing equipment, and paper.

			
			I grabbed stacks of all the prepared battle stuff I had available—sigils that would increase my strength and agility and so on—plus blank cotton cardstock and fountain pens filled with the proper inks to make more. These I stuffed into the many interior pockets of my custom topcoat. I didn’t have a prepared Sigil of Unchained Destruction or the ink to make a new one, so I had to hope I wouldn’t find myself in a situation where that was needed.

			I also packed the required pens and materials to write a contract for the services of a barghest. A Fae ghost hound would be able to find Shu-hua as long as she was alive and maybe even if she was dead, but Ya-ping wouldn’t be able to write such contracts yet.

			I almost brought my inks for the wards used in the Chinese system of sigils but reasoned that Shu-hua would already have these available in her study, and I could borrow hers if needed. I settled instead on bringing my favorite calligraphy brush.

			All told it took me only fifteen minutes, but Buck had begun to nod off in one of the plush armchairs arranged around the whisky table. He may have had another shot—I wouldn’t put it past him—but he’d already had plenty for his size and it had been a long day besides. It was already his normal bedtime, and we probably had another full day ahead of us before we could properly rest. I shook the chair to jostle him awake.

			
			“Waaugh! Huh? Fuck sake, MacBharrais, why do ye no just clap or sumhin? There’s no need tae make me feel I’m gonnay die in an earthquake. I nearly shat myself.”

			I hooked my thumb at the door and he scooched himself off the chair, yawning, as I retrieved the new phone and made sure I had my passport and official ID with me. Chances were we’d never have to present our passport to anyone, but if we did, there would be questions about the lack of stamp in there from Customs, and then the official ID—which was not official at all but a trio of sigils that granted me authority in the eyes of the beholder—would come in handy.

			I very purposely left my regular phone on my office desk. That particular tracking device needed to stay in Glasgow. I shooed Buck out, and he groused at me, “Do we have tae walk to Gin71 now?”

			I nodded, and he sighed.

			“I wish we could take Nadia’s gallus wizard van. Whisky and cheese for the gob of Lhurnog and all that—I think it does sumhin grand for ma state of mind.”

			It suited me well that we didn’t have that opportunity. Nadia’s patron deity, a man-eating god named Lhurnog—which she’d made up—currently had only three worshippers, if one included Buck. The danger was that gods could actually manifest if they accrued enough genuine faith from human believers, but Nadia was thankfully unclear on that concept and not actively trying to recruit disciples. I’d rather such a god as Lhurnog remain entirely fictional, so it was important that he didn’t collect enough psychic energy from worship to manifest. I didn’t relish trying to make him sign a contract to leave the citizens of earth alone; from what I could understand, he would no more sign such a contract than I would sign one promising never to eat chicken.

			
			The cobbled square in Virginia Court was the site of the old Tobacco Exchange, and plenty of money had flowed through there in days of yore. Since its contours had remained stable for a good while, the Fae had bound it to Tír na nÓg via an Old Way, which allowed them to easily visit Glasgow—and me—at Gin71 on its perimeter. Buck and I entered the pub at a quarter to eleven, and I gave a thumbs-up to order my usual Pilgrim’s G&T from Heather MacEwan, one of two bartenders working that night, and pointed at Buck to indicate he needed one too. She brought them to us at a booth, and I promptly steered one to Buck as she left the pub and walked the Old Way to Tír na nÓg. Her exit did not go unobserved, since she was Fae and possessed the sort of ethereal beauty that ensured she would be observed at all times. She habitually dressed as a Victorian gentleman would, without a jacket—that is, a white long-sleeved shirt with a pinned cravat covered by a silver-and-grey paisley waistcoat. She wore men’s trousers and shoes as well, the first impeccably creased and the second polished to a soft shine. The subdued palette of her clothing only set off the fire of her red hair.

			Her exit to the patio seating area, closed for winter, caused some confusion. “Where’s Heather going?” I heard the other bartender say. Heather was Harrowbean now, and she quickly disappeared into the darkness and then, of course, from the plane entirely. She’d be back soon enough, with Coriander by her side, a being every bit as beautiful if not more.

			Buck took advantage of the fact that, without a working smartphone at the moment, I couldn’t tell him to shut it.

			“We need tae plan a proper heist, ol’ man. Another whisky barrel tae show the first one was no fluke. Ma second bottling of Buck Foi’s Best Boosted Spirits will be twelve years old instead of ten. Ye have tae avoid the sophomore slump, ye see.”

			I nodded agreeably, because it was a subject I could safely put off until later. I took out some blank cotton cardstock for new work and found the proper pen to draw up a few Sigils of Restorative Care. I had a feeling we might need them—and if we didn’t, Shu-hua and Mei-ling might. I also took out the seal for the Sigil of Postponed Puissance, which allowed me to preserve the sigils for later use, together with some red wax shavings that I set to melting in a spoon over the flame of a lighter. I had a collapsible brass stand that held the spoon steady over the lighter, and deploying it usually drew a few stares, but people lost interest once assured I wasn’t melting down heroin. While the wax dissolved into a puddle, I pulled out a twenty-five-millimeter-square dry-ink pad for the seal. It was one of only two dry inks we used as sigil agents—the other was for the Sigil of Binding Law, applied to contracts. This was a golden ink that required the carapace of golden tortoise beetles, which were ubiquitous in North America and easy to obtain in the summertime. But decocting the creatures down to isolate the gold pigment was the trick. It required some lengthy lab work to distill it; their golden shells dulled to brown upon death, but the chromatophoric dyes still existed in their bodies. Luster was achieved with the addition of ground pearls, and grinding them to a sufficient fine powder was a chore in itself. A liquid version of the same ink could be created and drawn on top of something like Sellotape, and while that was occasionally convenient, it was inelegant and aesthetically unsatisfying compared to pressing an inked seal into hot wax. (The liquid ink was also prone to clogging up a pen because of the ground pearls, in which case it was not so convenient.)

			
			The reason such a production was necessary was because sigils activated within a few seconds of completion, unless they didn’t have a target. That was denied them by folding over the top of the card. Still, the sigil would continue to search for a target, and its potency would fizzle out if not preserved, so I had about thirty seconds to pour the wax, ink the Sigil of Postponed Puissance, and press the seal into it, effectively delaying the underlying sigil’s activation until the seal was broken and a target was presented. It was a bit of a process to make a few sigils, but as Buck had said earlier, there was no use in wasting time.

			
			The hobgoblin gulped down his gin and tonic, not bothering to savor it, and kept talking while he watched me work.

			“Last time we hit the Highlands, but I’m thinking something Speyside this time. And after that we’ll get some ridiculously old and peaty Islay stuff and tell everyone tae slow down and sip it for once, give yer gob a chance tae taste it before it sluices down the throat.”

			I dearly wished to point out that he had not taken the opportunity just now to taste his drink, so I did my best with a raised eyebrow and a nod at the glass full of lonely ice, while I raised my glass to draw in its carefully distilled aromas. Pilgrim’s offers base botanicals of juniper, coriander, and angelica root, which are earthy notes common to many gins, but it layers hints of licorice and grapefruit on top and blends in a soupçon of black currant at the finishing stage. Heather had garnished it with three plump blackberries, which had no doubt been flown up from the southern hemisphere at this time of the year. Why Buck would rush past all those glorious goads to the senses was beyond me.

			“Oi, don’t gimme that look. I know ye like both gin and whisky, and good for you, ye’re a man of the world. But the Tuatha Dé Danann and the Fae prefer three drinks: ales, whisky, and whiskey with an e. Everyone knows that gin smells and tastes medicinal, and ye don’t stop tae savor medicine.”

			I responded with a snort. There was no judgment of taste that mattered except one’s own. Shunning food and drink because of what one was supposed to like was nonsense. That was the sort of hidebound thinking that gave us gender roles. If Buck truly didn’t like gin, then fine. But he had also just drunk some gin without visible disgust. He could like the things he liked if he would only grant himself permission—no other permission was required. If he limited his pleasure of simple things because of some external imposition of acceptable bliss, then he had let someone else build a ceiling over his life’s joy.

			
			“Wot? Why ye snorting at me?”

			I shook my head as if to say it was nothing and continued sealing fresh sigils with wax and golden ink, to be popped open later when needed. He continued to lay out a series of ever-escalating heists to improve the brand of Buck Foi’s Best Boosted Spirits.

			When Heather MacEwan and Coriander entered from the patio door, conversation stopped and mouths dropped open. One remarkable beauty in a waistcoat was bearable: two of them together somehow inspired a deep insecurity, a sudden desire to buy a raft of cosmetics and schedule elective plastic surgery.
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