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          AARON

        

      

    

    
      “I’d like a gin fizz with a shot of jubilation, please,” a smooth, feminine voice said.

      Aaron looked up from where he was polishing an already immaculate glass with a cloth. The girl who had settled onto the barstool in front of him was uncommonly pretty, even for the kinds of patrons he was used to seeing at the Hierophant. She had a delicate, heart-shaped face with a full mouth and wide eyes, but it was her hair that was most noteworthy: a vivid, fiery red that shone like a beacon in the low light of the bar. Her beaded purple dress and jeweled headband tried to muster up some sparkle of their own, but they were no match for those immaculate finger waves.

      “Coming right up,” he said, flashing her a grin and tossing the cloth aside. As he set about cracking and separating the egg to get the white the recipe called for, the girl glanced out into the main part of the room. Guests were still finishing their meals, so the entertainment hadn’t started yet, but even so, he knew it was an impressive sight.

      After all, ever since the sweeping law known as the Embargo had gone into effect, prohibiting those with natural magic—like him—from using their abilities, anything related to magic had gone underground. For the tourists who flocked to the bright lights of Ad Astra from around the country, yearning for excitement and adventure, magic was something whispered about behind cupped hands, exotic and dangerous. But if they were clever and willing to walk, however briefly, on the wild side, they would end up at the Hierophant or one of the other “charm schools” around town—nightclubs that offered up magical wonders alongside more pedestrian indulgences to create a uniquely lush and seductive experience. One of Aaron’s drinks would have been a showstopper all on its own, but enhanced by his ability to impart and shape desired emotions—well, that was something really special.

      “New to the city?” he said, scooping ice into a cocktail shaker.

      She gave him a sheepish look. “Is it that obvious?”

      “Not really,” he said. “I’ve just got the eye.” He would have pointed to the eye in question, but since his hands were occupied with pouring and mixing, he settled for waggling his brows, and she chuckled.

      He turned his focus to the shaker then, mindful of the liquid sloshing inside, the ice rattling against the sides of the container. At the same time, he thought of the happiest moments of his childhood—blowing out birthday candles, running through unpaved streets under fireworks on Independence Day—and urged those feelings of joy, of jubilation, through the metal and into the chamber where the ingredients were working their own magic, coming together to make the club’s most popular cocktail. When he was satisfied that the drink was ready, he strained the concoction into a highball glass, then topped it off with soda and a cherry before sliding it over to the redhead.

      “One jubilation fizz,” he said with a grin, putting on a bit more of an accent than he came by naturally. It was a tactic that usually worked in his favor.

      “Thank you.” She picked up the cherry and popped it into her mouth, tugging off the stem and twirling it in her fingers. “You don’t exactly sound like a native either.”

      “Guilty,” he said and leaned on the bar. There were no other customers around just then, so he had a minute to chat. “I’ve been in the city for a few years now, but I spent my boyhood days on a farm down in Cumberland.”

      “I’ve never been there,” she said. “What’s it like?”

      “Hot. Good music. Better food.” He lifted his chin. “What about you?”

      “Just got in from up the coast.”

      Aaron raised his eyebrows. “What, up by the strait?”

      She shrugged. “Thereabouts.”

      “And what brings you here?”

      “Secretarial school. I’ve been saving up and was finally able to make the move. I’m hoping to get a job at one of the offices downtown.”

      “Secretarial school, huh? Which one? My aunt moonlights as a typing instructor from time to time.”

      She opened her mouth to answer, but just then, a couple walked up to the bar, the man signaling to Aaron as they came. Aaron gestured for the redhead to hold on and stepped away to make the couple’s drinks. When he finished and turned back, she was giving him a speculative look.

      “What?” he said.

      “Tell me something… I’m sorry, what was your name?”

      “Aaron.”

      “Aaron,” she repeated, and he liked the way it sounded in her mouth. She placed her elbows on the bar and leaned forward. “What’s it like working here?”

      Aaron mimicked her posture, leaning forward with his hands crossed one over the other, the white of his cuffs bright against his dark brown skin in the near-darkness. “How do you mean?”

      “Well, isn’t it scary? Knowing what you’re doing is illegal and that the authorities could come through at any time?”

      Aaron blew out a breath. “Yeah, there’s always a chance that we could get raided. But there are ways to discourage that. Coppers are less likely to target us if they’re getting fat on what we take in.”

      “Even so,” she said, “is it really worth the risk?”

      “It is,” Aaron replied, surprising himself with the quick response. There was just something about this girl that invited confidences—it was in the way he felt he had her whole attention, and the way those wide eyes got even wider at his response.

      “Why?” she said.

      He shrugged. “I can’t speak for all of us, but for me? It’s the only place I really feel free”

      She looked as if she was going to speak again, but a group of laughing socialites appeared, shouting drink orders over each other. It took Aaron a while to get all of them served, and when he turned back, the girl was taking money out of her fringed handbag and hopping off her stool.

      “Leaving so soon?” he said and felt an unexpected sting of disappointment.

      “Well, I have a cat at home,” she said. “He worries.”

      “Ah.”

      “See you around, Aaron,” she said with a saucy lift of her chin, and then she strolled down the ramp to the main floor and on to the exit.

      Aaron stared after her until the door swung closed in her wake. He was nudged out of his rumination by the band tuning up, indicating that Paloma, the club’s headliner and one of Aaron’s best friends, would be starting her act soon. Shaking his head, he reached out to clear away her glass, but he noticed something that brought him up short.

      There was lipstick on the rim, but as far as he could tell, the glass was still completely full.

      
        * * *

      

      The next morning, Aaron had more on his mind than mysterious redheads. Namely, he was concerned with getting to Bauer’s Fine Wine and Spirits before the shop got busy for the day. Bauer’s was run by the eponymous brothers—elegant, reserved Ernst and charming Felix—who had built quite the reputation for curating the best selection of libations in the city. They did a bustling business, but what most of their customers, even the moneyed, well-connected ones, didn’t know was that the owners’ grandmother sold exquisite syrups and liqueurs fortified with conjurer magic out of the apartment above the shop.

      Aaron did not, technically speaking, need magical ingredients for his drinks—he was fully capable of performing the infusions that had made the Hierophant famous all on his own. But like any true artist, he was particular about his tools, which in his case meant the best ingredients he could find. Grossmutter Bauer, as she was known to everyone in Ad Astra’s tight-knit magical community, spoke very little Avalonian and never seemed to smile, but her skill at potion-making was unmatched. She was a conjuror of the old school, trained in the ways of her ancestors rather than the academic approach of the modern practitioners, and she guarded her methods like state secrets. That meant the only way to purchase her wares was to climb the stairs to the dim, cluttered apartment and weather her steely glare as the transaction was completed in near silence. Aaron, who was prone to chattering when he got nervous, had to work extra hard to stay calm and composed, but it seemed to be paying off. On his last visit, she’d carried out their exchange in the same curt, somber way as usual, but also given his hand a little pat as he had collected his purchases—a small thing, but it had left him glowing for the rest of the day.

      Aaron stuck his hands in his pockets, taking in the wide avenues and towering office and apartment buildings as he walked. This was what people meant when they talked about heading to “the big city”. He’d found it all so overwhelming when he’d first arrived, a scared kid from the country. That had been years ago, though. He’d long since found a place for himself in the great sprawl—in a quieter corner, admittedly, where the streets were narrower and often spanned by clotheslines, where conversations and cooking smells drifted out of brownstone windows to the sidewalks below, but the city all the same. It was home now. Even so, he thought he’d always feel a little thrill coming to this section of midtown. It was a place of endless possibility.

      He paused for a moment in front of a hat shop. The cheerful window display was dominated by new hats for spring, the felt styles of winter giving way to cloches and capelines in lighter materials and brighter colors. One straw number in particular caught his eye—saffron yellow with a black taffeta ribbon circling the crown and matching black trim on the narrow brim. Ebony would love it. He pursed his lips, considering. It might help him get back on her good side. He certainly wasn’t above offering a bribe in service to the cause.

      It had been a tense breakfast that morning. He’d sat there dutifully eating his scrambled eggs and trying to catch his sister’s eye, while she, still in her robe with a silk scarf over her pin curls, sipped her tea and pointedly ignored him.

      Aunt Ruth, taking a seat at the table with her own breakfast, glanced back and forth between them.

      “What’s going on with the two of you this morning?”

      “Nothing,” they’d said in unison. Ebony had finally deigned to look at him then, but when he’d smiled at her, she’d sniffed and turned away.

      “Is something wrong?” Ruth said uncertainly.

      Just as Aaron was saying “No”, Ebony stood up abruptly, declared, “I need to go get ready,” and left the room. Randolph, Aunt Ruth’s ancient pug who worshiped Ebony, trundled along after, taking his snorty breathing with him and leaving the kitchen painfully silent.

      Aunt Ruth raised her eyebrows. “Want to talk about it?”

      Aaron sighed and rubbed his face. “Not particularly.”

      Aunt Ruth sat back in her chair, considering him. “Seems like things have been rocky between you two lately.”

      He slumped. “Yes, ma’am.”

      She gave him a look of such deep compassion, it made his stomach hurt.

      “You can’t protect her forever, you know.”

      “I know.”

      “You’re not children anymore,” she went on gently. “Maybe it’s time to put away childish things.”

      Aaron had nodded, staring at the remnants of his toast and eggs, but he still wasn’t sure if he agreed. Was it really childish to try and keep the person he loved most in the world safe? On the contrary, it had been the first thing that made him feel something like adult responsibility.

      Back in front of the hat shop window, Aaron’s attention drifted to the bandeaus and embellished headbands, their paste jewels sparkling in the sunlight, and he thought of the redhead from the night before. He remembered the heart-shaped face, the crimson lips smiling at him coyly. There was just something about the girl. The way she’d looked at him knowingly as he’d poured her drink from the shaker into the ice-cold glass. The fact that she’d ultimately left the drink on the bar, untouched.

      Shaking his head, he fell back into the flow of pedestrians on the sidewalk, making a mental note of the yellow hat in case it turned out he did need a bribe. But before he’d gone far, there was a flash of purple and orange to his right, and as he watched, stunned, the redhead hurried past him towards the streetlight on the corner.

      Surely it couldn’t be her, he told himself. It was too much of a coincidence. But he still found himself tugged along in her wake, ensnared by the very improbability of it. She walked quickly and with purpose, as if she had pressing things to do and not enough time to do them. Aaron had just about to caught up with her and was going to call out to get her attention rather than just tailing her like a creep, but just then, the light changed and she melted into the crowd crossing the street toward the imposing building that housed one of the city’s preeminent newspapers, the Independent. Suddenly suspicious, Aaron’s steps slowed, and he came to a halt before he reached the intersection, keeping his eyes on the redhead’s petite form until she mounted the stairs of the Independent offices and went inside.

      There were any number of innocent reasons for her to be heading into that building. She could be visiting someone; she could be placing an ad for a room to let or something similar. But somehow, he knew that it was none of those things.

      He knew that she was a reporter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          COLLEEN

        

      

    

    
      Colleen pushed the glass door of the Independent building open and stepped into the lobby, inhaling the familiar scent of industrial cleaner and tobacco. No matter how many times she walked through this room—which was daily—it still gave her a thrill. There was the high, arched ceiling; the angular chandeliers that felt so bold and modern; the abstract murals by a famous artist that nobody would admit to not understanding. She even loved the sound of her heels clicking against the marble as she walked. It made her feel sophisticated. Significant.

      Stepping onto the elevator, she smiled at Jerry, the attendant, and he punched in her floor. He’d long since ceased asking for her destination, a fact that warmed her down to her toes. It was another sign that she belonged here.

      “How are you doing today, Miss O’Cremin?” he said as they ascended.

      “Like a dog with two tails, Jerry,” she said brightly, and he chuckled.

      Soon enough, they reached her floor, and she gave him a jaunty wave as she headed out into the wide corridor leading to the newsroom. The moment she opened the glass door, she was hit by a rush of noise—typewriters clacking, voices shouting into telephones, that sweet clamor of the sausage getting made. She stepped in, letting the door close behind her, and took in the state of the place. It was a long room, taking up the complete footprint of the building and dotted with support columns at regular intervals. Between the columns, desks stood in even rows, each occupied by a reporter and stacked with notepads, forgotten mugs of coffee, dictionaries, and anything else that might come in handy as they churned out the day’s news. A haze of cigarette smoke swirled above the flurry of activity, stirred into motion by the breeze coming through the tall windows that ran the length of the space; it may only have been early spring, but the newsroom was typically thick with the heat and aroma of so many active bodies, so any bit of fresh air was welcome.

      Like the lobby, the newsroom always filled Colleen with a general sense of pride and satisfaction, but today, as she gazed out over the hubbub, she had a particular objective in mind. And as luck would have it, just then the person she needed appeared, walking out of the office situated just to her right.

      “Mr. Whitaker!” she called and began walking in his direction. At the sound of his name, the editor turned, but when he caught sight of Colleen, he scowled.

      “Oh,” he said around the cigar wedged between his teeth, not breaking stride. “It’s you.”

      Undeterred, Colleen hurried after him. “I was just wondering if you’d given any more thought to that story I told you about.”

      “What, the thing with the missing adepts?”

      “That’s the one,” she said brightly, giving what she hoped was a disarming smile, but he only snorted.

      “My opinion hasn’t changed since yesterday, O’Cremin.”

      “But, sir!” she protested, dodging a trash can. “I really think there’s something there. This could be front page stuff, a real scoop. If only you’d-”

      “Thompson!” Mr. Whitaker bellowed, stopping so quickly that Colleen almost ran into him. “You heard anything about that Vasilyev interview?”

      At a nearby desk, a woman in horn-rimmed glasses looked up from her typewriter, her face a picture of exasperation.

      “I told you, Whit, it’s a no-go. They’re not letting anyone near him until after the debut.”

      “Well, that’s just not acceptable.”

      Colleen crossed her arms and tried to stifle her impatience. Personally, she was sick to death of hearing about Pavel Vasilyev, but she seemed to be in the minority. Vasilyev—or Pasha, as he was known to his legions of adoring fans—had been in the headlines for weeks thanks to his daring defection from his home country of Ursa to New Avalon. Widely considered the greatest ballet dancer of his—or, some said, any—generation, he had made a thrilling cloak-and-dagger escape from his Ursan minders while on tour in Belleterre with the help of New Avolonian intelligence officers and was now settled into his new life in Ad Astra. There were plenty of aspects to this story that would have captured the public’s imagination, but the one that stood out, even in that crowded field, was the fact that Vasilyev was an adept and had agreed to comply with the Embargo as part of his asylum agreement. It was seen as a huge win for the Reason and Progress Coalition, the conservative anti-magic group that had been largely responsible for implementing the Embargo in the first place and continued to expand their power on the national stage. The rumor was that Vasilyev had chosen to make a sacrifice of such magnitude because the indignities imposed by Ursa’s notoriously autocratic government were even more oppressive and restrictive, but no one knew for sure. Because apparently, he wasn’t giving interviews.

      And that was all fine and good, but it didn’t have anything to do with Colleen’s current pursuit, so she could only stand there as Edith Thompson, the women’s page editor, and Mr. Whitaker argued about it.

      Thompson threw her hands up. “What do you want me to do, break into his hotel room? Hide in the trunk of his limo? They’re keeping him under lock and key.”

      A glimmer of interest crossed the editor’s face. “Yeah? Why?”

      “Hells if I know!” the woman said. “They say he needs to ‘focus’, whatever that means.”

      “Well, stay on it,” Mr. Whitaker said. “I don’t want anyone else getting that story before we do, you hear me?”

      Thompson rolled her eyes but nodded, and as she went back to typing, Mr. Whitaker started walking again. Colleen was hot on his heels.

      “So, as I was saying about this story…”

      Mr. Whitaker spun on her.

      “O’Cremin, there is no story!”

      Colleen took a step back, stunned. She was used to the editor’s mercurial rants, but that had felt oddly personal.

      “Look, kid,” he said, his voice softening. “I like you. You’re smart, and you do good work. But the truth is…” He ran a hand over his thinning hair. “You’ve managed to ruffle some feathers around here.”

      A sick knot of dread settled in Colleen’s stomach. “What kind of feathers?”

      “It’s that workplace safety legislation story you worked on with Mills,” he said. “Old man Green apparently got a very terse call from MNC Bradshaw’s office about it.”

      Colleen’s eyebrows shot up. She and her mentor, Stewart Mills, had known their article on the unpopular legislation might strike some as controversial, but for representatives of a leading Member of the National Congress and de facto head of the RPC to call the owner of the paper…

      “Doesn’t that mean we’re doing something right, though?” she said. “To attract that kind of attention?”

      Mr. Whitaker sighed, giving her a pitying look. “Maybe if we were one of those rabble-rousing pro-union papers run out of somebody’s basement. But this is a mainstream publication, O’Cremin. We’re here to keep the public informed, not incite a riot.”

      “A phone call hardly constitutes a riot-” Colleen began, unable to stop herself, but Mr Whitaker held up a hand to silence her.

      “Listen,” he said. “I’ve been trying to keep the heat off of you. But if you’re not willing to listen to reason, I don’t know if I’ll be able to keep you on. Everyone’s got to pull their own weight around here, and you haven’t really delivered anything big since the piece that got Green on my back in the first place.”

      “I can pull my weight, Mr. Whitaker,” she said, truly on the edge of panic now. “I can deliver something big, I swear.”

      “Yeah?” he said, crossing his arms over his chest. “Like what?”

      “Well, I’m not sure just now,” she admitted, “but I’m certain I can find something…”

      He peered at her over the top of his glasses, then pointed a finger at her.

      “You know that the big RPC convention is next week,” he said. “We’ll need a lot of people there to get enough coverage. Bring me something good before then, and you’ll be one of those people. If not, you can go ahead and clean out your desk.”

      Colleen’s whole body went cold, but she nodded. All hope was not lost; it was just sort of fumbling around in the dark for the time being. She stood up straight and did her best to smile.

      “Yes, sir,” she said. “I won’t let you down.”

      He gave her a dubious look, then headed deeper into the office to go yell at one of the sports writers. Once he was out of sight, Colleen’s shoulders sagged, and she trudged over to her tiny, battered desk. She dropped heavily into her chair, letting her eyes fall on the small folding picture frame situated amongst the clutter. One side held a photo of a smiling woman climbing aboard an airship, dressed in the height of fashion for the time, which was now three decades in the past. The woman was Amity Bell, pioneering lady reporter and Colleen’s idol. While female journalists were still far from the norm, in Amity’s time, they had been practically unheard of. That hadn’t stopped her, though. Instead, she had kicked down the door of the newsroom with her stylish strap pumps and settled right in—not that she’d stayed put for long. Her taste for adventure had taken her around the world, from revolutions in Tierra Dorada to the confederation council of the newly sovereign Living Nations. It was during these travels that she disappeared, presumed dead, at the age of twenty-nine—but oh, what a life.

      The other side of the frame held a clipping from the Independent. It was Colleen’s first real story, a piece for the women’s page about philanthropists, mostly wives of businessmen and politicians, establishing a new children’s guidance clinic on the city’s south side. It was hardly the kind of gripping, front-page reporting she’d dreamed of, but it was good work on an interesting topic (the topic being child guidance—the bored socialites could kick rocks). And unlike the countless mundane beat stories she’d written, it had a byline—Lena Crimm. The name Colleen had chosen for herself, inspired by her hero. It was snappy. Spirited. No-nonsense. It made her feel like something more than plain old Colleen O’Cremin, just one of the droves of working class Ogygian girls who came to the city every year trying to make something of themselves.

      Because Colleen was not just going to try. Colleen was going to do. If she could only figure out how.

      “How’s it going, sport?” a familiar voice said, snapping her out of her reverie.

      Stewart Mills perched on the edge of her desk, finishing a danish wrapped in wax paper. Stewart was an old timer at the Independent, and for reasons she’d never really understood but was nevertheless grateful for, he’d taken her under his wing when she’d first started working in the newsroom. He was the one that had helped her get the guidance clinic story and then recruited her to help on the worker’s safety piece, earning her a second precious byline.

      Not that it seemed to be helping her out much now.

      Without waiting for an answer to his question, Stewart crumpled the wax paper and tossed it into her trash can. “I saw you talking to Whit. Still fighting with him about that magic user story?”

      “It’s worse than that,” she said and recounted her exchange with Mr. Whitaker.

      Stewart let out a low whistle. “That’s rough.”

      “Yeah.” Colleen slumped lower in her seat.

      Stewart dug a pack of gum out of his pocket and offered it to her; when she refused, he took a piece of his own and popped some in his mouth. As usual, Colleen found this habit charming; he was the only writer she knew besides her who didn’t smoke like a chimney. As he chewed, he shot a look at the picture frame.

      “OK,” he said. “Here’s your plan. You’re going to think about what your old friend Amity would do. The woman was fearless, but she was also cunning. Instead of running into a situation with her hair on fire, she would think through the best way to turn it to her advantage. She worked strategically. That’s what you need to be doing, too. Not going off half-cocked on a whim.”

      It wasn’t what Colleen wanted to hear, but she couldn’t argue with his reasoning.

      “I guess you’re right,” she said with a sigh.

      Someone called Stewart’s name, and he turned to wave at someone over his shoulder, but he didn’t leave right away.

      “Look,” he said. “I have to go work on my union piece. But come by and check in later if you want to, OK?”

      She nodded, truly grateful for the offer, and he pushed off her desk and left.

      Colleen frowned, nudging her rolling chair back and forth with her foot. Stewart was right. She really ought to just put her head down, find some middling story that appealed to businessmen and housewives, then move on to her assignment at the convention. And yet…

      She hadn’t set out to investigate anything pertaining to magic. Coming across reports of adepts going missing from the charm schools that employed them in her regular perusal of police blotters had been pure happenstance. In truth, she still wasn’t entirely sure what her personal stance on magic was. Even before the Embargo had gone into effect, immigrant enclaves around New Avalon, like the neighborhood where she’d grown up, had kept magic behind closed doors, reluctant to attract attention from bigots like the RPC. Most homes had some talisman or other stored discreetly, and many of the elderly folks kept to the old ways from the homeland to some extent, but it was understood that magic was something akin to a family secret. With the Embargo, everyone had gotten even more tight-lipped about it.

      So when she’d started infiltrating charm schools, she’d encountered things she’d never seen before—things that were thrilling, wondrous, but also unnerving. They made her feel like everything she understood about the world was suspect. If someone could shape light into solid objects before her very eyes, what else could be out there that she’d previously believed to be impossible? It was part of why she’d left the Hierophant before the entertainment started the night before; once she was satisfied that there’d been no incidents there, she’d had no reason to stay, despite the handsome bartender, and she hadn’t been up for the simmering turmoil that came with sitting through the show. Or finishing her drink.

      But still. She was onto something big there; she could feel it. And whatever Mr. Whitaker had told her, if she had all her ducks in a row when she brought it to him, if he could just see it—surely it would win him over. Besides, no one deserved to just vanish without anyone worrying about where they’d gone.

      So there it was. She would turn the magical disappearances situation to her advantage by sheer force of will.

      And to do that, she was going back to the Hierophant. Tonight.
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          AARON

        

      

    

    
      That night, Aaron was hard at work behind the bar when he glanced up in time to see the duplicitous redhead strolling into the club, as cool as you please. Outrage swelled in his chest, and he instinctively made a move to intercept her. A group of chatty society types were blocking the exit at the end of the bar, so he dispensed with any sense of formality and simply hoisted himself over it to catch her before she disappeared into the crowd.

      “Oh, no,” he said when he reached her, taking her by the upper arm and steering her back towards the entrance. “I don’t think so.”

      The redhead sputtered. “I beg your pardon! Get your hands off me!”

      Aaron said nothing as he pushed through the heavy door into the bare, utilitarian entry hall. The girl went on berating him, and at the coat check, Victor looked up from his book, brow furrowing. He started to open his mouth, presumably to chide Aaron for manhandling the customers, but Aaron beat him to the punch.

      “She’s a journalist.”

      Victor snapped his mouth shut and took a wrap from a nearby hanger. He held it out with a frown, and Aaron grabbed it as, without breaking stride, he slid open the bolt on the exterior door and dragged the still-protesting girl out into the night. Once the door clanged shut behind them, he finally released her arm and thrust the wrap at her.

      The chill from earlier in the day had returned, so she immediately drew the silky fabric around her shoulders, but then she crossed her arms over her chest and glared at him.

      “Is that how you treat all your guests here?”

      “When they’re shameless, sneaky reporters, absolutely.”

      She scoffed and rolled her eyes.

      “I have just as much right to be here as anyone else.”

      “Sure you do.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Who are you anyway?”

      She lifted her chin. “Lena Crimm, The Independent.”

      “So what’s your angle, Lena Crimm? Doing some sort of exposé on the Hierophant?”

      She snorted. “Hardly. It’s not like this place is a secret. I’m pretty sure I saw a city councilman in there just now.”

      “So what then?”

      She gazed at him, considering. Then a bit of her cockiness subsided, replaced by a businesslike candor.

      “Have you heard anything about adepts associated with charm schools here in the city going missing?”

      “Missing?”

      She nodded and began rattling off names, ticking them off on her fingers as she went.

      “Sarah Cohen. Giovanni Ricci. Langston Turner. Imogen Parker. All of them were last seen leaving their shift at a charm school, all have not been heard from since.”

      Aaron’s insides went cold. This was just the kind of thing they all worried about—disappearing into the night with no warning, no recourse, because nobody worried about a missing adept. Except this girl, apparently, and that only begged the question of why.

      “They probably got caught up in sweep,” he said, gauging her reaction, “and are cooling their heels in a containment facility somewhere.”

      The girl shook her head, eyes intent. “There are no records of sweeps anywhere close to where they disappeared, and they are not registered as detainees in any local facilities. They just vanished. And that’s not a fate for anybody.”

      Now, that was more than upsetting; it was perplexing. If there was anything the anti-magic establishment liked, it was a paper trail. They were proud of how efficient they were in the pursuit of eradicating the plague of magic. But even more than that, it seemed that this girl was concerned about the situation. Not just as a piece of news, but as something involving people who deserved, if not justice, at least acknowledgment.

      But as she stood there gazing at him, he instinctively hardened his heart to her. She was an outsider. She had no magic. She couldn’t be trusted—not when there was so much at stake. Aaron would not put his home or his friends at risk, no matter how pretty she was.

      “Look, that’s terrible, but it doesn’t concern anybody here, so you can just shove off and go bother some other people who are just trying to do their jobs.”

      Her face fell.

      “Really? That’s it? You’re not even a little bit interested in what might be going on?”

      “Not even a little,” said Aaron. “Now start walking.”

      She gaped at him for a moment longer, seeming like she might try to argue again. Then she snapped her mouth shut, pulled her wrap more tightly around herself, and turned to make her way down the uneven pavement towards the front of the building. He felt a pang of conscience watching her head off by herself, but he knew cabs made regular circuits of the block at this time of night, on the lookout for customers just like her stumbling out of the club. She’d be alright.

      Muttering under his breath, he pushed back into the club, almost believing it.

      He was still stewing about the interaction later as he closed out the till. Ebony stepped up to the bar, having finished up her own end-of-evening tasks at the card table. She shifted her bag higher up onto her shoulder as she waited patiently for him to finish counting out a stack of bills and jot down the total on a notepad before speaking.

      “I just wanted to let you know I have a stop to make before I go home. So you don’t worry.”

      Aaron felt a familiar stirring of irritation and cocked an eyebrow. “This isn’t a stop you could make in broad daylight?”

      Ebony let out a huff of exasperation, crossing her arms over her chest. “We’re really going to do this again? Because it is getting old.”

      Aaron threw up his hands. “Far be it from to question the wisdom of going off alone to
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