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My partners and I are monster slayers by trade, with the occasional foray into the shallow end of the magic pool—nothing fancy, tracking spells and such like—so you’d think we’d have a better place to ply our trade. You’d be wrong. Our office smells of sour wine, fried onions and vomit. Makes sense, since we’re above a tavern. The owner of the Drowned Dolphin let us have the place cheap after we cleared out an infestation of giant carnivorous cockroaches for her a season back, and really the office is all we need: a small room with a battered table, some sagging shelves and a few chairs. Thrown into the deal is a triad of cubbyholes in the attic for sleeping and other nocturnal activities. And Davinia lets us hang our shingle outside the tavern door, so we get drop-in business that way. 

One day, my plan is to have something a bit more impressive. 

One day. 

But on this day, I was sitting at the table putting an edge on one of my lockpicks while also trying to make some sense of a ridiculously spidery writing. The writing was in an old tome I’d picked up at the used-manuscript store across town, stained with fluids about whose origin I preferred not to think. No title on the cover, but as far as I’d been able to decipher so far, it was a history of the Wars of Athraken from a hundred years back or so, with useful tidbits on repairing crossbows and the occasional salacious tale to spice things up, all by someone named Fosterian. I’m a historian and alchemist by current profession, though I’ve had several other occupations in my checkered past and thus have an unholy passion for such things. Fosterian wasn’t much of a writer, so it was heavy going.

Hence the sharpening. I like to have something useful to do with my hands when I’m reading. And picks come in handy in my line of work. 

I had just turned a page when I heard steps coming up the stairs. I wrapped my whetstone in an oiled cloth and dusted crumbs off the book before I closed it. Have to look professional when the rubes—when the customers drop in.

A knock at the door sent a puff of dust skittering out of the ancient wood.

“Enter,” I said, fighting off a cough.

The door creaked open part way. Warped boards squealed across the floor. 

Darkness on the other side. This was at once odd, since there is always a torchiere burning on the landing. And odd again because it was two hours past broad noon, and the sun sent a wide shaft over my shoulder and towards the door. And add one more to the odd column, since the sun should be illuminating the face of whoever stood in the doorway. 

I made sure my amulet of protection was around my neck and looked to see if a sword was in reach. 

Then I stood up.  

Huzzah. Business was booming.

“Enter, oh creature of the netherworld, an ye wish harm to none within these walls.”

The door shot the rest of the way open with a screech like a dying direwolf and slammed against the wall. A nail wrenched itself free from the middle hinge, flew across the room and jammed in the windowsill, just missing my head as I dodged sideways. Outside, the left shutter slammed shut, cutting the sun in half. The other followed. The shutters didn’t quite match up, so a crooked golden beam, narrow as a cutpurse’s blade, slashed across the room. It almost reached a tall column of empty blackness that stood just within the open door, but the ray made an odd jag to the left, as if it didn’t want to touch the dark form.

I sympathized. 

The darkness slithered forward, making a noise like a thousand of those carnivorous roaches were back for vengeance. 

Then a high-pitched giggle spoiled it all.

“Got you, Bee!” 

I snorted to cover the sound of me swallowing my heart. “Yes, I’m terrified. Oh, the horror.” I turned loose of my amulet as the column of darkness dissolved into my short, scrawny pain-in-the-ass partner, Sigifrith Tybalt. 

Sigs is a wizard-school dropout with a sense of humor. Never a good combination. Trust me on this. 

I wrenched the nail out of the wall behind me and tossed it on the table. “Turn the landing light back on, Sigs, in case we get a client. And open the shutters, I’m working here.” I gave Sigs a glance full of promises of mayhem in the near future, to which he paid his usual amount of attention, mainly none at all. 

But he did snap his fingers and the torch on the landing blazed up. He wandered over to a chair and sat down by the simple expedient of backing into it and bending his knees; bowlegged is too mild a description for my partner. Shaved head gleaming, he dug something from the pocket of his robe, blew fluff off and bit into it. Around a mouthful, he asked, “Nice trick, yes?”

“Not bad,” I admitted. I unwrapped the whetstone and it went whrt whrt for a while as Sigs chewed. 

Another exciting day in Isambard. Business was not as booming as I’d like, after all. 

“Another exciting day in Isambard,” Sigs said as he dusted crumbs from his hands and wiped grease on his robe.

I sighed but perked up when I heard more footsteps on the stairs.

“Strong, hearty tread,” Sigs whispered. “Not heavy enough for Hulgin.”

Not nearly. Our other partner Hulgin shook the rafters when he came up the stairs. Besides, the last time I’d seen him, he was sleeping one off in his attic cubbyhole, a couple of friendly ladies sharing his pallet and all three of them snoring.

The footsteps reached the landing and I could see a heavy-set man pause. Most folks pause before they come in, and it’s not just because Sigs smells, though he does, or because Hulgin is so big and scarred, though he is. And naked, more often than not.  

Mostly they pause because they’d rather not be there, but they’ve got no choice. It’s what keeps bread on our table and ale in our mugs. 

“Can I help you, sirrah?” I called, coaxing him in as I usually have to. 

“Oh, do come in. We don’t bite. This is Beatrix and I’m Sigifrith. And if you were wondering, yes: we and our other partner are Magics Worked & Monsters Slain Ltd.. just as it says on our shingle. It is our task to provide the most valuable service one can imagine: peace of mind where other-worldly or merely large and frightening creatures are concerned,” he added. 

The man took two steps into the room. A little taller than me, with a grubby bandage above a broad, open face burned dark by the sun; dressed in a livery I didn’t at once recognize but felt I should, a green rose against a blue background, with a well-worn sword hanging from a wide belt. 

Livery is always good in our line of business. Rich folks can afford our prices, meaning we might get paid this time. All the pro bono work we’d been doing lately had drained our exchequer to the far side of empty. Hulgin had had to resort to picking up coins doing strong-man stunts at the local Wednesday market just to keep himself in whores and sour wine. I shuddered to even guess where Sigs gets his food. 

The man nodded at Sigs and gave me a jerky bow. “I am Captain Brande, a messenger for my lady,” he said at last, in a voice that sounded as if it resonated from a barrel. I swear I felt my hair blow back. 

Brande had that expression I’d seen and battled before, the ‘These two don’t look useful a thin woman with a scar on her face and a scrawny man what in the names of the gods am I doing here I’d best leave right now before I’m into something I can’t get out of’ look. 

“A pleasure, Captain. I am Beatrix of Barzoon, trained alchemist and historian, and my compatriot is Sigifrith Tybalt, who attended the Academy of Malmallard.” 

That Sigs hadn’t bothered, or possibly been allowed, to graduate, I never saw reason to mention. 

“We are indeed monster slayers and magic workers,” I continued. “Do tell us more about your problem. Your lady is...?” 

His blue eyes widened and he took an inadvertent glance down at the sigil on his livery. 

“Lady Artemizia of Walloon,” he said. “Doyenne of Vallachia, Trismegonia, and Ferrence. Supreme ruler of the Outer Marches and the Inner Pale. Leader of...”

“Of course, of course,” I said, raising my hands in defense. He looked quite ready to reel off titles until vespers. “Naturally. You must forgive me, sirrah, I did not at first recognize her exalted emblem. What service might we do for you and your esteemed lady?”

“Yes, captain, sit and tell us all,” said Sigs as he brought a chair forward. 

Brande settled into the chair. I looked attentive and intelligent. Sigs looked neither, which was as expected. 

“You are familiar with my lady’s reputation, I make no doubt?” the captain began.

This could be tricky, since I couldn’t remember hearing of her until a minute ago, but I nodded. “Who among all the lands knows not of, uh, your lady?” I asked. Flattery is always a safe route to follow. And I was starting to recall a bit about the lady, now I thought on it. It seemed Sigs’ little trick earlier had rattled me more than I knew. “She is ruler of many of the barrier lands to the east, yes?”

Brande nodded. “And commander of the legions she is, certes, as was her mother before her and her mother’s father before that. We of the Outer Marches are the first defense against the Eastern Wildings and the Rogues of Ramartine. We take the stand and hold the line so that other, weaker, softer lands can live safe and secure, protected from the madness and danger of the great worlds and savage legions that lie beyond.” He sneered a bit at the thought of all us weak, flabby inhabitants of these local, degenerate lands, but I didn’t hold it against him.

“How noble of you and your lady, captain,” I said, dipping my quill into the inkwell and making a note on a spare piece of parchment. “A gallant and worthy mission, to be sure.”

“And you must, I make no doubt, be your lady’s strong right arm, aye, and left one as well,” Sigs said, to show he was paying attention and to add yet more sweet flattery to the already over-sugared mixture. 

Brande leaped to his feet and slapped his right fist against his chest. 

“I have that honor,” he boomed, and once again I could feel my hair blow back from my face.

“Certes, certes,” Sigs waved his hands. “One can but wonder, then, how the Lady Artemizia can do without you, since the journey to this decadent port must have taken you, oh, a dozen days’ travel or more.”

Brande collapsed back into his chair. “Longer,” he said in a mournful bay, “and a dirty, dull and dismal journey it was, to be sure. But I am ever at my lady’s command.”

He looked about ready to jump up and slap his chest again, so I said in as soothing a tone as I could manage, “It is but natural, captain. And it reflects on your undoubted loyalty. But, not to put too fine a point on it...exactly why
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