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  Content Warning & Spelling Note


If this book was a film, it’d be rated something like M15 in Australia – recommended for mature audiences 15 years or older. All that’s presumptuous about age and relative maturity anyway and doesn’t take personal experience into account, so here it is: there’s a somewhat nasty bit of violence, mental health themes and infrequent coarse language. Please visit my website kelefox.com for full details if you are concerned. Wishing you safe and enjoyable reading!
A note on Aussies
This story follows Australian spelling, punctuation and grammar conventions. We say ‘maths’, mate, as opposed to ‘math,’ bro, sprinkle vowels around like ‘u’ in ‘flavour’ and use ‘s’ for ‘z’ in words you might recognise. Ya get the idea!







  
  Chapter one
Star Flight to Steam Trains


Stars twinkled in the sky, steam hissed, the air sparked against Ursa Torpalfab’s indigo-and-white-patched skin in errant red-gold fits, and the whole world smelled of magic as she stepped off the train. 
Magic and home.
Except she wasn’t sure if Acrusi was home anymore. And now that she was here, the world couldn’t smell entirely of magic, because she didn’t have any.
She’d lost it.
Magic that let her fly among those twinkling stars. Magic that had been a part of her since she was seven years old. With it, she’d held space and time at her fingertips. She could cross a world in a heartbeat, traverse galaxies in a handful of measured breaths.
Until this week, Ursa hadn’t even known it was possible to lose magic. Energetic ‘Pamavianda’ magic was earned over lifetimes of study and practice until you reached the life where it all paid off.
And she’d lost it. She was barely twenty-six. The centuries stretched before her, mundane.
Ursa flicked her white-and-blue-streaked braid off her shoulder, took a deep breath and turned to face the vast stone archway of the station exit. Fishtail gas lamps lined the walls, casting the platform in patches of shade and flickering yellow light.
‘Here, let me take that,’ a voice said by her side. Bartolo’s gloved hand brushed Ursa’s fingers, and she smiled, but she didn’t let go of her valise. Vianise, rather – if she preferred not to carry the travelling bag, she could have it hover by her side, but she was afraid that if she didn’t hold on to something right now, what was left of her might float away in the billowing steam.
‘Hello, Bart.’ She greeted him with a kiss on the cheek. ‘Would you please fetch my trunk?’
He cupped her jaw, silver eyes bright in the dim lighting. Then he was gone.
Ursa made her way through the station. The train had arrived late, but even so, the station was busier than Ursa had expected. Not only was it full of Acrusians returning home to their beds, disgruntled at the hour, but people lined the walls, sitting or leaning or standing against the arched alcoves and planters of indoor glimmer tulips. In the daylight, the enchanted flowers shone maroon and gold and released an autumnal spiced scent, but the buds had closed. Their lingering perfume was overpowered by the smell of coal burning and too many unwashed bodies in too small a space. Deeper in the shadows, more people lay on the tiled floor, rolled up in coats.
Ticket beggars. People who had either no means or no desire to stay in Acrusi and lacked the sucoy to buy a ticket out. Before she’d spent nearly three years a world away at the Vi Academy learning to fly among the stars, Ursa hadn’t understood the ticket beggars. Work was easy enough to find. Surely anyone could muster the fare. Now she had an inkling about why some wouldn’t bow to Acrusi’s rules, but still, the number of people huddled on the periphery, skirted by the bustling crowd, surprised her. There had always been a few ticket beggars, but they never lingered long before someone donated a fare.
Tonight there were hundreds.
Ursa couldn’t help one of them if she wanted to. She had no sucoy in her pockets, only a Universal Credit Exchange System coin, and that was useless here. Half of these people likely had similar coins, and they were trying to get somewhere the currency would buy food and a bed. With her eyes on the lamps glowing beyond the stone arch entrance, Ursa flowed with the crowd off the platform towards the citizens’ gate.
‘Papers?’ The rumpled clerk at the desk didn’t even look up. Ursa slipped her folded documents under the delicate wrought-iron grille and met the clerk’s gaze as they verified her description.
‘Magic?’
Ursa blinked. Vi, she almost said. I’m a Vi magician. ‘None.’
The clerk stamped her papers, handed them back with a solid sigh and waved Ursa through the turnstile without so much as a ‘welcome home’. Acrusi didn’t like being kept from its slumber. The glimmer tulips closed their petals as the sun set, and the people followed soon after.
Ursa met Bartolo at the carriage stand, where his driver waited beside a tall coach. Her trunk was already loaded. ‘Thank you,’ she said. Odd that Bartolo had come and not her fathers, but Ursa was more than glad to see him. Before she could lean in for a proper kiss, he stepped aside to open the door for her.
They rode in silence for a few minutes, the noise of the carriage wheels growling on the cobbled street. Ursa had spent the past three hours in silence on the train from Oria because Acrusi, the city her family called home, didn’t permit Vi magicians to land their viplanes within its bounds. Only an agent from the Uzrun, humanity’s highest law enforcement authority, could fly in, and even then for only one reason – to arrest someone for murder. Unless Ursa wanted to abandon her luggage in the capital and ride on horseback through the mountains that bordered Acrusi, the only option was to fly into Oria and take the train.
Although Ursa and Bartolo had been close – Ursa still flushed at the memories of how close – before she’d left, they hadn’t seen each other or spoken since Ursa had returned to the Academy two years earlier. Interstellar communication was only possible with a telorb made using Pamavianda. The magic sparking the air at the station, providing coal for the train and gas for the lamps, was subtle magic, something very different. Acrusi brimmed with subtle magic but had very few Pamavianda magicians, and import of Pamavianda devices had dwindled with increasing trade regulations. Bartolo would hardly waste the money on a Pa telorb for a social call.
‘How are you?’ he finally asked, his piercing silver gaze meeting her golden one. Even in the dim carriage interior, his pale face was handsome, a sharp profile balanced by a neat green goatee.
Numb. Devastated. In shock. Ursa folded her hands in her lap. ‘I’m fine.’
His brow furrowed, eyebrows drawing together under his emerald-green hair. In other parts of the universe, Ursa knew, civilisations followed a shared aesthetic, the people favouring a particular range of skin, eye and hair colours. On Opusona and Opuduo, the worlds of Abell, variety was fashionable. Ursa had spent several lifetimes painting her skin all sorts of patterns, eventually settling on the ivory-and-indigo patched look that had become her natural skin tone. Amber irises. White and blue hair. Each eyebrow a different colour. She was as tall as Bartolo, with a straight figure. She’d worn the Vi pilot coat like she was made for it. In a way, she had been. She had made herself for Vi magic with lifetimes of preparation.
Now, she was back in the traditional dress of Acrusi: a choice of tailored suits or long skirts and fitted bodices over delicate shirts. Ursa wore a green coat over trousers, linen shirt and vest. Bartolo was, as always, impeccable in a waistcoat-like bodice moulded to his chest over a long-sleeved silk shirt and a velvet double skirt that brushed the toes of his boots.
‘It must have been awful.’ Bartolo took one of her hands in his. The fabric of his gloves was soft on her fingers, but not as soft as his skin would have been. ‘Are you sure you’re unharmed?’
‘I said I was fine.’ Ursa jutted her chin.
He didn’t look away, his expression troubled. ‘I heard the accident razed a lecture hall.’
‘The entire building.’
‘It’s a miracle you survived.’
‘So they say.’ Ursa’s chest tightened. She’d been flying with Seren and Keraun, her two closest friends, after class. Against the rules. They’d only meant to have a bit of fun. Seren and Keraun were both spectacular magical pilots. Ursa had been spectacular too, if less daring. It should have been fine.
But it had been a long semester, and they’d all been tired. The magic went awry, and Ursa hadn’t made it back to her room. Seren had found her fitting on the floor in their dormitory hallway and taken her to the Academy healspace. She hoped he had not been expelled for the favour.
Whether Keraun had escaped the disaster, Ursa didn’t know. The humans of Abell had long ago reached fifth-stage, living long, healthy lives, and were impervious to physical damage, but magical injuries were another matter. The Academy staff hadn’t even allowed her to return to her room after she was discharged from the healspace. School healers were not supposed to give students away for injuries acquired doing illicit activities, but losing magic was meant to be impossible. Ursa knew of no prior cases; the risk of such a thing had never been mentioned in safety lectures. And she supposed burning out your own magic was hard to keep quiet. What good was magic school for someone with no magic?
Five minutes after the archchancellor’s secretary saw her off (Five minutes! Ursa could have made the magical flight in one), she and her luggage were standing on the viplane arrival platform at the Orian Grand Station. Tears flowed down her cheeks as she watched the last viplane she’d ever be in vanish from its landing spot. She had to clear her eyes to read the ticket in her numb fingers, directing her to the train back to Acrusi.
Over the journey, she’d gathered her nerves and boxed up her feelings and decided that if she was going to have any chance of surviving, it was best to look forward.
Forward.
Her parent trio would be happy to have her home. She’d take up a position with the family transport company, Acrusi Coach and Rail. She could help her twin cousins develop their magic. And she still had Bart.
Ursa squeezed his hand. He squeezed back, but he kept his gaze out the window as they rolled past the flashy fountain at the entrance to the Pavilions. The district was block after block of low stone platforms, large as houses, mostly open-sided with roofs supported by the soaring stone arches Acrusi was famous for. Each morning, the pavilions filled with markets, and once every winter, they became stages for spectacular displays of subtle magic. Acrusi’s Winter Extravaganza was the pride of the city, with conjurers manifesting all manner of items from the very air.
Ursa had loved the show before she’d spent two years at the Vi Academy. Before she’d realised how much magic Acrusi had turned its back on.
She tore her gaze away and focused on Bartolo instead. ‘How are you?’
‘I’m well,’ he replied, but he didn’t turn to look at her. He pulled his hand from hers and adjusted his glove.
The Pavilions gave way to more permanent storefronts, then closely packed terrace houses with bay windows. The streets narrowed, the buildings became less frequent, and trees and private estates formed dark green walls smelling of earth and night-blooming ivy. Vineyards covered the rolling hills between dense hedgerows.
The carriage stopped at the wrought-iron gates of Torpalfab Manor.
‘It’s late,’ Ursa said. ‘You can drop me here.’
‘Nonsense,’ Bartolo replied, flashing her a smile, but it was gone before Ursa had time to muster a smile of her own.
Forward. There was nothing to be gained by looking back and wishing.
The gates opened and the growler bore them along a winding drive through the gardens, sweeping lawns with spreading trees and flowerbeds kept in impeccable order. It had all seemed so vast when Ursa was a child. But compared to the Academy’s endless oceangrass meadow, or the menacing fireclover lawn, or the baubletree –
No. Forward.
They alighted at the front of the manor. Warm yellow light spilled down the steps as the footman opened the door, but the windows upstairs were dark. Her fathers hadn’t waited up. A small mercy. All Ursa wanted right now was to crawl under her quilt and forget the world existed for a few hours.
She set her vianise at her feet and turned to Bartolo. ‘Will you call tomorrow?’
He looked away for a moment, then turned to face her, his brow furrowed. ‘I don’t think I can.’
Ursa blinked in surprise. They’d not spent a day apart when she’d been home last. But she’d returned on short notice, upsetting his schedule by having him come to collect her, and he was a busy man as secretary of the Acrusi Commerce Committee. ‘That’s all right,’ she said. ‘Later in the week is –’ 
The look on his face arrested her. He took her hands in his, swallowed, then lifted his eyes skyward as if searching for strength from the stars.
Ursa didn’t know if she could ever bring herself to look at the stars again. Stars she could no longer traverse, not without Vi magic. She found herself trembling and willed her body to stillness.
‘I’m sorry.’ His voice was barely above a whisper. He met her gaze, his expression drawn into a worried frown, his eyes shadowed.
Ursa knew what he was going to say. She wanted to tear her hands away, run upstairs to her room and never come out. Not Bartolo too. Not today.
‘We can’t continue our partnership, Ursa. It was an arrangement based on your pilot licences, and I’m afraid that without those, it’s not viable.’
Ursa understood. It had been a political partnership first. ‘But we can still …’ Ursa bit her lip. She’d hoped that what they’d had was more than a set of licences and shared ambition. That he’d choose her anyway and hire someone else to fly. That would have hurt enough.
He squeezed her fingers, closing his eyes. When he opened them again, they glistened. ‘I’m sorry. I will need to seek another arrangement, and I won’t have time to see you too. It wouldn’t be fair.’ He swallowed again. ‘On either of us.’
He’d moved closer, so close Ursa could feel his breath on her cheek. She longed to kiss him. Pull him into an embrace, remind him of what they’d shared. That they were more than business partners. But what he said was true. If he was serious about seeking another partner, even if that partner was only professional, Ursa would never come first. While many partnerships were arranged for politics or business, they rarely stayed that way. Theirs was a classic example.
But she’d lost so much in the past day. Now she was losing Bart too. A sob rose in her throat. Ursa shoved it back down, gripping Bartolo’s fingers so tightly she thought she might crush them, if they could be crushed. As a fifth-stage human’s, they couldn’t, not by her, but that was small comfort.
He pulled her into a hug. ‘I’m sorry.’ Then he pressed a kiss to her cheek and drew away before Ursa could collapse into his arms.
She stood in the porch light, staring at the carriage as it disappeared down the darkened drive, wheels crunching on the gravel.

      [image: image-placeholder]The sun was gone and the greenish mantle lights poor for painting, but Del Fevre was close. He had to be. He gripped his paintbrush, closed his eyes, then yelled as he spun, whipping the brush at the canvas, willing the painting to come out with feeling. 
In the room adjoining his cramped studio, a violin played a mournful note. With his lips pressed together in trepidation, Del opened his eyes.
Bright blue paint dripped down the middle of the canvas, over the lip of the easel and onto the floor. Too bright for cobalt blue. And was that … he peered closer, inspecting the spattered shapes. Fear pushed at his heart, which thundered in his chest. He was afraid he hadn’t succeeded. He was afraid of what it meant if he had.
The paint shimmered, then vanished, leaving only a shadow of its bright blue colour. Scowling, Del tilted his head. The shadow paint was like a mirage: visible if he looked at it from the side, but melting away when viewed from the front. An illusion. Del stared at the brush, where most of the cobalt-blue oil paint he’d loaded remained in a stubborn clump. Several drops of real paint had flicked as intended – over his workbench next to the easel.
All he’d done was create an illusion of paint splatters on canvas and a real mess everywhere else. 
He wasn’t supposed to be making illusion art. Illusions were easy. Take a little fear energy and make a charcoal sketch loom with teeth and snarls. Draw on his compassion, and a pair of painted friends laughed together, arms slung over each other’s shoulders. Del could create the sounds. Make the image move slightly. Even add a whiff of sea air or the brush of heat on skin if he wanted. A painting still, but more, a persistent illusion that continued even after the magician walked away.
Easy magic, if the actual painting part was done with sufficient skill. And energetically cheap. Viewers may or may not like it, may or may not feel anything. May or may not notice the sounds or smells.
What Del needed to do was skip the illusory details. Put the raw feeling straight into the paint, so no matter what the audience saw in the brush marks, they had no choice but to feel it. Fear or compassion: Del wasn’t fussy. A Pamavianda magician needed to cast magic, or their emotions became imbalanced. Illusion pieces were fine if he was making them every day. One piece of emotionally resonant art, though, would draw enough energy to keep him balanced for weeks.
And then he’d have to hide it, because energetic magic artefacts were banned in Acrusi. But hiding one painting every few months was much simpler than having illusion-enhanced canvases stacking up every other day. He couldn’t even afford that much material.
Del grunted as he smooshed the brush onto the canvas and scumbled the remaining blue paint over the layers of unsuccessful attempts, a chaotic mix of reds and purples. It had feeling, all right. The feeling of frustration.
But not the feeling of magic. The Pa rings on his fingers hadn’t chimed a single note, and there was no tingly residue lingering on his skin. The blue paint illusion had been too small even for that.
It had to be the pigments. He’d imbued brushwork with Pa magic once before, energy singing through the rings on his fingers and onto the canvas in a torrent of emotion, using a phthalo pigment back in Oria. Shocked at the discovery, Del had gone looking for information on what, exactly, he’d done, but emotional resonance art, or ERA, wasn’t discussed in art or magic schools. The practice was too specialised, the use cases for such works too few. He’d done everything else the same, though, except for using that specific colour.
The problem was getting the pigment. Acrusi barely imported anything, and the subtle conjurers who made paint pigments here had decided their colour range was complete after manifesting cerulean. Oria might have still run on clockwork and horsepower, but at least it had some conveniences – importing modern pigments chief among them.
As Del wiped up the wayward paint, his bare foot caught on a box of old jars on the floor, tipping it over. Containers rolled and lids clattered in every direction, the rattling glass echoing around the room. He cursed.
A door opened on the other side of the studio, and a head poked out. Kasili, brandishing her bow, narrowed her dark brown eyes at him from under a lock of straight, lightning-white hair. ‘Can you not make such a noise? Stars, I thought sharing with an artist would be quieter.’
‘You should have checked his references,’ said a voice from the other side of the room. ‘I could have told you he wasn’t quiet.’
Del grunted and scooped the jars back into their box before he turned to face the new speaker. Santo Mertiolis closed the front door behind him and settled in Del’s armchair, trousered legs crossed, arms spread wide, hat twirling on his fingers. He had long black-brown hair that set off his pale golden eyes, tied back with a ribbon that matched the deep blue of his tailored suit. Dark eyelashes, rosy-silvery skin, seductive lips …
Del tore his gaze away. ‘I didn’t list you as a reference.’
‘Just paint quietly,’ Kasili grumbled. ‘I have a commission to finish.’ The door closed with a snap. Two seconds later, the violin began again.
Del had chosen the studio at Kasili’s because he liked to paint with music, and she spent most afternoons practising or composing. In Oria, he’d been able to play whatever inspired him, but here, there was no phonograph. Cylinders had to be imported, and the City Council had regulated imports so much most traders had stopped coming to Acrusi at all, magical or otherwise. No more modern pigments. No water-mixable oils. No music records.
And, thanks to another set of Council rules, no using his Pa magic publicly. So here he was, holed up in an off-the-books rented studio, trying to imbue art with magic because he couldn’t cast illusions in this damned city. The very place he’d run to for sanctuary would be his undoing. Stress tugged at the corners of his mind, flattening his ability to think. Or be creative.
‘Fuck,’ Del muttered. He ran his hand over his short tawny beard, forgetting he still had paint on his fingers. He might never make Pa-imbued resonant art, but at least he had a cobalt-blue beard now. ‘Fuck,’ he said again.
Santo gave a coy smile. ‘I can kiss it better for you.’
Del grunted again.
‘Oh, don’t be like that.’ The tease fell from Santo’s ridiculously handsome face. ‘I didn’t mean we should get back together.’
‘Good.’ Del picked up a rag to wipe the paint off his fingers. It seemed a waste though, so he smeared the paint onto the canvas instead, his fingertips smudging the half-dry layers. He cleaned his hands and sighed as he cast around for somewhere else to sit.
Innocence all over his face, Santo straightened and patted the arm of the chair. Del gave him a sharp look and began rinsing his brushes instead, turpentine burning his nostrils. The solvent couldn’t hurt him – nothing short of magic hurt fifth-stage humans – but it was an obnoxious smell. Maybe he ought to take up watercolour. At least then he wouldn’t end up with as much paint stuck in his hair.
Santo, now leaning back with his ankles crossed, inspected his fingernails. ‘I’ve got a case.’
‘That’s nice.’
Santo worked for the Acrusian branch of the Finding Office, an investigation agency for missing things. Del had worked there too when he’d first come to Acrusi six months ago.
‘It’s a good one.’
‘Then why are you here?’
‘It’s a two-person job.’
Del dumped the contents of the rinse jar into a waste bucket and said nothing.
Santo pursed his lips. ‘I was hoping you might –’
‘Nope.’
‘Come on, Del. The case involves travel, and you need to get out of the studio. You look pale.’
Del caught himself before he glanced at his forearms, exposed by his rolled-up shirtsleeves. His skin was its usual shimmery, deep tan. Being indoors or outdoors made no difference. He laid the brushes out to dry. ‘I’m done with the Finding Office, Santo.’
Santo uncrossed his ankles and leaned forward, forearms on knees. ‘No flirting. I promise.’
‘I’m not coming back.’ Del finished packing up and paused in front of the hateful painting. ‘It’s not about us. Find another partner.’
‘I don’t want it to be about us. You were the best.’ Santo came to stand beside him, brow furrowing as he took in the half-finished painting. ‘And now you’re working on … what is this?’
‘It’s abstract.’ It made Del shudder just to look at it. Ugly and useless and utterly unhelpful. He reached past Santo to extinguish the lamp he used for work light once the sun dipped away from the window.
‘It’s interesting.’ Santo cocked his head as he stepped back. ‘But I don’t see anything.’
‘I don’t see anything and I painted the bloody thing.’
‘You’ll get there.’ Santo gave Del an affectionate nudge with his elbow. ‘I believe in you.’
Del reached out and pressed his fingertip to a ridge of blue paint, blending it into a curve. A tulip petal? The hint of a wave? The shape faced the wrong way for that.
Santo stepped back and collected his hat from the armchair. ‘Care for a wine? The least you can do is buy me a drink since you won’t help me.’
Del craved a wine. Maybe after a glass or three, he might have better luck with the painting. He wiped the last of the pigment from his skin, then slipped the rings that channelled his magic off his fingers and tucked them into his jacket pocket.
The rings were auxibles, magical tools, and wearing them in Acrusi was cause for arrest. So was having them on his person, but he didn’t expect to be frisked, and he felt less anxious if he kept them close. ‘All right. But you can’t convince me to help by getting me drunk, so don’t even try.’
Santo held up his hands in surrender. ‘I promise. One drink.’
‘Two.’ Del gave Santo a sly smile. ‘You’re buying the second round as an apology for insulting my art.’
‘Oh, please. You’re not insulted.’
‘Now it’s three.’
Santo shoved playfully at Del, but Del blocked him and flung his arm over Santo’s shoulders instead, somewhat awkwardly thanks to Santo’s greater height. He grabbed his coat at the door, turned the last lantern down – Kasili would extinguish it when she left – and they sauntered out into the night.
Del’s mood lifted as they walked, arm in arm, and by the time they made it to the Underbar, a basement saloon beneath the Mezlit Inn that sold magical dama wine if you knew how to ask for it, he’d all but forgotten his frustration. It was new, this full-time artist thing. He’d dabbled with art for years, mostly working illusions into glassblowing, but he hadn’t taken painting seriously since he was a kid. He’d never tried imbuing art with raw Pa magic on purpose.
But making ERA was necessary. He couldn’t work for the Finding Office, and he couldn’t tell Santo why. Del had thought he’d be safe, here in this backwater city where the only communications travelled by foot or hoof. Simple cases. Unfamiliar faces.
For six months, the work had been fun. Del had used magic quietly, small illusions that helped him solve whatever mystery the day set before them, staying away from crowds until the telltale residue wore off.
Then came a case that hadn’t been simple, the faces not unfamiliar. Del realised that if he truly was going into hiding, he had to hide everything. Including his illusion magic.
Making illusions that no one experienced was pointless. Del had tried. He’d lasted a month before the anxiety caught up with him. And the moods. Santo had found him on the Cascade Edge cliff – the less Del dwelled on that night, the better – and Del had realised that if he was going to stop using Pa for illusion work, he had to find some other way to channel it.
He had no finesse with orbs, the magical communications artefacts many Pa magicians made, nor did he have prescient skills like clairvoyance, but Pa magicians of all persuasions were often artists, and Del came from an arts background. So art it was.
Painting out of necessity turned out to be quite different from painting for fun.
Lourdan, the tall and muscular owner of the Mezlit Inn and Underbar with a beard that put Del’s tidy ziff to shame, met Del and Santo at the saloon with a wicked gleam in his light brown eyes. He set two highball glasses on the table and poured a generous serving of pale golden dama wine into each, followed by a clear spirit, then a dash of a bright pink juice Del couldn’t identify. Lourdan finished the cocktails with a garnish of deep-red autumn glimmer petals and pushed the drinks across the table. The petals released a wood spice scent and made the drinks sparkle as if gold dust had been stirred in.
Santo reached into his pocket, but Lourdan waved him away. ‘On the house.’
‘You mean my tab.’ Del picked up his drink and sniffed it. Under the petal perfume, he caught a hint of tart berry and looked up at Lourdan. ‘You got it!’
Lourdan chuckled. ‘Fresh case of fool’s gin, stowed away thanks to your papers. First round is on me, Fevre.’
Santo took a sip. His eyes widened. ‘What is it? Other than dama wine and petals?’
Dama wine was their usual indulgence for a night out. The Underbar was the only place serving it in Acrusi, thanks to Lourdan’s willingness to risk arrest for Pamavianda beverages. Alcohol had a mild effect on fifth-stage humans, whereas Ma-infused dama wine left the drinker with a gentle but definite euphoria.
When drunk by itself. On the other hand, when mixed with …
‘Fool’s gin.’ Lourdan thunked the bottle on the bar. ‘Imported from Opuduo. It’ll make you giggle like a kid, but watch out. Too much and you’ll be talking nonsense for the rest of the night.’
‘So a normal evening out for Del,’ Santo said over the rim of his glass.
Del elbowed him but grinned. Lourdan’s illicit import expansion was thanks to Del’s arrival in Acrusi six months earlier. Del could make ‘papers’, small illusions attached to a slip of parchment that would remain for a period after the magician stopped channelling the magic. In this case, an illusion to hide the contraband Lourdan had stashed in his cellar so the Council inspectors wouldn’t realise that half his stock was violating trade and commerce regulations. It was a tidy arrangement. Good papers were hard to get even when magical artefact trade wasn’t restricted beyond reason, and Del needed a cheap room with a landlord in whose best interest it was to keep Del’s talents quiet. The Mezlit was a far more reputable establishment than Del could afford otherwise, especially since he was living on the remnants of his last paycheque from the Finding Office.
They ordered meals and retreated to a table near the poky stage, where a quartet of violas and a clarinet played an upbeat tune. Del smiled and joked, letting the cocktail go to his head. Dinner was a delightful chicken roulade. The dama wine flowed, the musicians played and Santo kept his word about being a gentleman. But in the back of his mind, Del worried. Worried that he couldn’t imbue paint with pure magic. Worried that he couldn’t afford materials to keep trying. Worried that he’d have to leave Acrusi.
‘Del?’ Santo’s voice jerked at Del’s awareness.
Del shook his head. Santo was standing, one hand extended, coat folded over his arm. ‘Sorry?’
‘I said, shall we go?’
Worried that he had nowhere safer to go. Nowhere the Uzrun couldn’t find him, nowhere his secrets wouldn’t catch up with him. Stress made the magic imbalance worse, but he couldn’t help it. He stood on unsteady feet. Too much gin, perhaps. He hadn’t been paying attention.
They took the northern tunnel from the Underbar because it came out in an alley halfway between Del’s studio and Santo’s house. Del carried a small dark lantern, casting a thin, wavering light. By the time they reached the top of the narrow steps to the street level, Del’s breath was short, and not from exertion.
His pulse raced.
Never make it. Never get away. Never have a night he felt safe sleeping without most of his clothes on and his boots by his bed.
He paused in the alley, one hand against the wall.
‘Del?’ Santo’s eyes lingered on Del’s hand, bare fingers splayed on the rough stone. ‘How long?’
‘Two weeks.’ Two weeks since he’d balanced his Pa magic. Del wore the auxibles, sets of wooden and metal rings designed to stabilise his magic, and with them he could go longer without raising an illusion, but not more than a week or two, especially when he had to take them off whenever he went out in public. The fallout seemed to be worse in Acrusi than anywhere else. But using magic meant residue, and residue meant a high chance of being arrested and exiled. Del tried to hold out as long as possible to reduce the risk of being caught, but eventually the magic caught him instead. He squeezed his eyes shut. ‘Maybe more.’
Santo laid a hand on Del’s shoulder. ‘Fear?’
Del nodded, eyes still closed. Pa magic used fear and compassion energies. It was always fear that overwhelmed him.
‘Can you make it back to the Mez?’
The Mez. The Mez. Del didn’t know.
‘The studio?’
That was even further, and on open streets. Against his urge to stay still, lock up like stone, hope that the panic passed though it never did, Del forced himself to shake his head.
Santo looked around, but there was no cover in the alley. He took the lantern from Del’s trembling fingers. ‘Come. We’re going back.’

      [image: image-placeholder]Through the door. Steps. Tunnels. Del passed the journey in a daze, vaguely wondering if Santo was guiding him back to the Underbar, which was a terrible idea. The hidden bar teemed with magic, so no one would care about the residue of him using more, but it also teemed with people. Bad enough Santo was witness to his failure. 
Before they reached the Underbar’s back entrance, Santo drew Del into an alcove with a bench. He guided Del onto it, set the lantern down, then knelt before him, hands resting on Del’s knees. ‘Go on then. Dazzle me.’
Dazzle. Terrify, more like. An illusion for an audience of one wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing. Del took all the breath he could manage, then straightened, slipped the rings over his knuckles and held out his hands, fingers splayed. The auxibles loosened, hovering around his digits without touching his skin, and the metallic rings chimed together with a discordant tone.
Santo’s hands tightened on Del’s knees as the two men fell. Down, down, down, at first through nothingness. Blackness. Then the black swirled with threads of murky colour, and they were drowning in paint, or maybe rinse water, their noses full of the bite of turpentine that would eat them from the inside out. The water drained from their bodies, churning and thickening and parting around them in daubs not quite black, but a blend of colours burnt dark, just enough variation to make out the shadows: a tooth, a claw, a rising wave. The burnt paint formed towering, jagged shapes, meaningless shards of something sharp that stabbed their backs, and cadmium red spread in viscous pools until it turned into …
Petals. A field of soft green brush strokes under a cobalt sky, red poppies swaying in the non-existent sun. Del looked up to find Santo standing in front of him, golden eyes intense as the horror faded. Pressing his forehead to Santo’s, Del held them in the kindness of the flower field as long as he dared. Too long, and he’d be right back where he’d started.
Santo laughed, a soft, tentative sound. Del joined in for a moment.
The illusion dissolved and their laughter faded with it. Del sat on the cold stone bench, Santo before him, knuckles white on Del’s knees, their faces inches apart. Santo’s eyes were closed, his lashes dark against his pale cheeks.
‘I’m sorry.’ Del’s voice was hoarse. ‘And thank you.’
Santo nodded once, then opened his eyes. He didn’t move back.
Del swallowed. ‘We shouldn’t.’
‘I know.’ Santo’s breath brushed Del’s mouth.
‘Then why are you looking at me like that?’
‘We might be terrible together, but I can still admire how handsome you are.’ Santo brushed a lock of Del’s brassy hair off his sweat-dampened cheek. Del held himself still, torn. It would be so easy. If Santo cupped his jaw. If Del leaned in a little further. The lantern, its shutter open, cast the alcove in a soft, flickering light.
But they’d been down this road. The first time had made sense, fuelled by desire and hope and maybe even love. It was lust and loneliness now, nothing more. They each wanted different things. ‘Don’t,’ Del whispered, unsure if he was talking more to Santo or himself.
Santo pulled away, the ghost of a smile fading from his lips. 
With the fear imbalance allayed, Del tucked his rings back in his pocket and threaded through silent streets and unlit back alleys to the studio, pleasantly buzzy again as the dama wine’s Ma-magic-induced euphoria reasserted itself.
Elsewhere in the universe, there were places where it wasn’t safe to walk the streets. Where people were not fifth-stage, where they lived a hundred years instead of a thousand and aged quickly or died to knives in the dark. Once, Del supposed, Acrusi had been the same, before humans developed control over subtle magic. It was hard to imagine.
The studio was quiet, the lights extinguished. Kasili had gone. Del hummed as he lit a lantern, kicked off his shoes, then moved to his new mantle lamps, stubbing his toe on the box of jars again. The glass rattled and clanked in the silent space. Del leaned down to shove the box further under the bench and saw a smudge of blue paint on the floor, with the edge of a boot sole imprinted in it.
Del frowned. He didn’t wear shoes in the studio, preferring the freedom of being barefoot on the floorboards. It must have been Santo – except Santo had been wearing dress shoes, not boots.
Del’s blood stilled as he lifted the lamp and shone it around the studio. The light didn’t chase away the shadows in the corners of the room, but there was no one here.
As Del turned, he caught sight of his easel.
Empty. Whoever had worn the boots had been and gone, and they’d taken Del’s painting with them.
Panic churned through his mind like a storm, washing away the last of the wine’s euphoria.
He tamped the terror down. Perhaps Kasili had tidied up, or found the piece so offensive she’d had to hide it. Del lit all the lanterns in the room and searched the studio, turning over each spare canvas and upending every box, even the ones that were far too small for the painting.
Maybe – the dama wine and gin cocktails mustn’t have quite worn off for this idea to seem feasible – Kasili had thought to muse over the composition by playing to it. Del peeked into her music room, not daring to touch anything but holding the lantern in the corners and behind the upright piano. Nothing. Her room was a quiet, tidy counterpoint to Del’s chaotic space.
Had Del been so imbalanced, so out of it, he had moved the piece and forgotten? He returned to his room and emptied the cupboard, tossing everything to the floor behind him.
Maybe the intruder – Del’s skin crawled – had knocked it off the easel and kicked it under the table …
Nothing under the table.
Maybe … maybe it had been a prank. After saying good night to Santo, Del had taken his time wandering through back streets on his way here. Even with the imbalance attack, his illusion casting and this new shock, he could still feel the buzz of the cocktails. Maybe the intruder hadn’t been malicious but half rats on fool’s gin.
Half an hour later, Del hammered on Santo’s front door. Santo lived in a terrace house half a block away from the Finding Office – the better for responding to call outs and snaffling the best cases. He always answered his door.
This time, in his dressing gown. He leaned on the door frame, one arm above his head, his dark hair free of its ribbon and flowing over his shoulders. His lips curved in a half-smile, although his eyes remained wary, as if already regretting what might come next. ‘I seem to remember the last time we did this, things ended unpleasantly.’
Del didn’t even glance at Santo’s half-naked chest before barging through the door and into the hall. ‘Did you take it?’
Santo raised an eyebrow. ‘Take what?’
‘My painting. Did you steal it?’
‘Why would I do that?’
‘Yes or no?’ Del’s fingers gripped the edge of the hallstand.
Santo frowned. ‘Did you drink another bottle of fool’s gin after I left?’
All Santo had to do was say no, and Del would know if he spoke the truth. Another fifth-stage human perk. In a society where people could discern lies as easily as glimmer perfumes on the breeze or dark from light paint, evasion was the only way to avoid being caught. If Santo was avoiding the question, he must have the painting. Del shoved past him.
‘Hey!’ Santo called.
The sitting room looked as it always did: a purple lounge suite with cream cushions placed neatly on the chairs, brocade curtains drawn across the bay window, whisky decanter and clean glasses on the sideboard. Santo’s fluffy white cat was curled in the middle of the sofa.
No painting.
Del rounded on Santo, who was retying the sash of his dressing gown so the garment covered him properly. ‘I know you took it. Very funny. Now can I have it back?’
Santo gestured around the room. ‘It isn’t here.’
Del whipped his gaze around again, then stomped over to the purple sofa and checked behind that, displacing the cat, which gave him a filthy glare before flicking its tail and stalking away. He looked behind the door, then searched the hall, the kitchen, the washroom. Santo remained downstairs while Del raced up, uncertain why he felt so nervous, why it was so important, only knowing that he must get the piece back. He had to finish it. Had to make the ERA work. He’d wasted so many canvases already and couldn’t afford to throw another away. After circling Santo’s bedroom, he thrust his lantern into the wardrobe, though he knew his painting wasn’t there. The paint would still be wet, and Santo valued his clothes too much to spoil them for a prank.
‘Santo,’ Del growled as he almost tripped back downstairs, the lantern swinging in his hand. ‘This isn’t funny.’
Santo had his arms folded now, one toe tapping the rug as he waited. ‘Are you done? I have an early start tomorrow.’
Del stopped short. All the levity was gone from Santo’s face.
‘You didn’t take it?’
‘No.’
The word rang with truth. A fresh wave of apprehension hit Del in the guts. If it hadn’t been Santo, it wasn’t a joke. Someone had stolen from him.
But why? The piece wasn’t valuable. It wasn’t even finished. Del didn’t know why he was so upset about it, either. He could start painting over used canvases. Santo would lend him money for supplies if Del could bring himself to ask.
Santo stepped to Del’s side, took his arm above the elbow and guided him to the sofa. He poured two glasses of whisky, offered one to Del, then perched on the low table
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