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Once, Long Ago

AFTER A HUNDRED prayers Saeldian had whispered at the wishing rock, an elf finally appeared in the wood. The elf—a man with long pale hair snagged by twigs, the hem of his fluttering dark robes tattered around muddy boots—walked inside the clearing where Saeldian sat as if he had known about it, but he paused when he saw that he was not alone.

The elf watched Saeldian as Saeldian watched the elf: as if neither of them could quite believe their luck. Could it be? Could he be?

His hair was too light, but Saeldian had their mother’s dark frizzy curls. His skin was too pale too, but Saeldian spent every moment outside. He didn’t look like he fed geese or pulled weeds. He looked fancy, and rich—richer than anyone Saeldian had ever seen before.

Saeldian had pressed their fingers into the newest bruise Mr. Wheeler had left and wished as hard as they’d ever wished. And then this elf had come to Saeldian’s wishing rock: a little clearing where the aspens stood in a ring and gazed at the flat sandstone slab in the center. Perhaps it had not been a deer that had flattened the grass and the bluebells after all, but their wish come true.

“Good morning,” the elf said.

“Are you my father?” Saeldian asked.

The elf backed up half a step.

All those wishes for nothing, then. All those bruises pressed to carry the wish away on something, all those times Saeldian imagined their father coming back, how he would take their hand and lead them away from the mean little house where their mother lived and the mean little man who hated them. But all their wishes had never worked, never.

“Oh, my dear,” the elf said, and his voice was soft and beautiful. “How alone you are.”

He dropped to his knees in the bluebells beside Saeldian then, his careful hand on their shoulder. “You are young. Cry. It’s all right. You’ve had quite a day.”

His handkerchief was soft and clean, and he patted their tears patiently. He lifted their arm and traced his finger over the purple-over-green bruises and said, “Who did this to you?”

“Mr. Wheeler,” Saeldian said. “My mother’s husband.”

The elf tilted his head. “Ah. I understand. Your father was an elf.”

“But you’re not him.”

The elf smoothed Saeldian’s hair away from their gently pointed ear. “No, little elf-human. I’ve never been this way before. But you were hoping, were you not, for someone to come?”

Saeldian looked up. “How did you know?”

“Because I’m here.” The elf lifted one arm to catch the sunlight in his hand. His fingers curled and spread, and the sunlight became fluttering wings. A yellow butterfly came near the sunlit double, curious.

“Magic!”

He smiled at Saeldian’s amazement. “Indeed. Have you seen magic before?”

“I saw a storyteller once. She made things disappear and reappear. But real things, not made of light.”

“That sounds like clever tricks.” He turned his hand palm down so delicately, and the sunlight became a leaf, shivering so much that Saeldian thought they could hear it whisper too.

“Not real magic, like yours.”

He winked and flourished his fingers. A coin rested on his palm. “Sometimes the trick to make something look like it vanished is even better than a spell.”

He turned his hand over. The coin never fell. He showed them his empty palm, then showed them the coin in his other hand. “See? A trick. But a trick can do things that magic cannot.”

“How did you do that?”

He winked. “It’s a secret. But as I was saying. I’m hopelessly lost. I had nothing to guide me here but a feeling. I liked this place. It felt secret. Your secret, I see.”

“I don’t mind,” Saeldian rushed to assure him. “Maybe it’s a fey place.”

“I believe you’re right,” the elf said after surveying the wishing rock and the whispering aspens. “I could step back into the Feywild from here. That rock would do for a way in or out.”

“Are you from the Feywild, Mister?”

“It’s supposed to be a secret.” His smile let Saeldian in on it. “But I have an idea. First, introductions. We’ve gotten a bit out of step. I am the Archfey Osalor. I command a domain of the Feywild, and my proper address is ‘my lord.’”

Saeldian tensed. They’d gotten it wrong. Disrespectfully wrong. “I’m sorry, my lord!”

“Don’t be afraid, dear child,” Osalor said. “You’ve been living among humans. You didn’t know. And now that you know, you will never make that mistake again, will you?”

Saeldian shook their head. “No, my lord.”

“Then there is nothing to fear. What is your name?”

“I’m Saeldian.”

He waited.

Saeldian hung their head. “I’m not supposed to use Wheeler.”

“Good day, Saeldian,” Osalor said, very seriously. “I’m going to teach you something. Stand up, all on your own.”

Saeldian obeyed and waited under Osalor’s inspection.

He tilted his head, thoughtful but not smiling. Saeldian wanted to wipe their face, hide the stain on their tunic, but he shushed before they could apologize again.

“You’re not in trouble. But you stand like a human,” he said. “Let’s correct it. How you stand tells people who you are. Lift your head—not your chin, my dear. Your head. Draw up high and powerful. Good. Now draw your head back so it feels like it’s balanced perfectly on your neck. There! You’re already taller. Very good.”

Every time Osalor said good, it felt like the sunlight was happier to shine on Saeldian. He directed every detail until Saeldian stood more carefully than they ever had, then said, “There. How does it feel?”

So strange. Too proud. But this was how Osalor stood, and he thought Saeldian should be proud too. “It’s hard.”

“Then practice. You can feel it, though, can’t you? You’re balanced. You already look more graceful. You’ll see what standing in grace will do.”

“Thank you,” Saeldian said, and corrected their shoulder position automatically. “For teaching me.”

“It’s my pleasure.” Osalor backed up to sit on the wishing rock. “May I ask you something?”

“Yes.”

“I think I know what you asked for when you made a wish. You wished for your father to come back, didn’t you?” Osalor said. “To protect you from Mr. Wheeler.”

“To take me away,” Saeldian said. “Will you do that? Will you take me to the Feywild?”

“I cannot,” Osalor said. His serious expression wished that he could, though. “I am in very grave danger. I fled from a witch. They want something of mine, something very important. I came here to hide it.”

“Here? In Priapurl?”

Milkweed fluff drifted on the breeze, spinning as if dancing to unheard music. Osalor smiled again. “I think it would be safer if I could leave it in the care of someone who would guard it.”

Saeldian leaned back. “From a witch?”

“I know what you’re thinking. You’re only a child. But here’s where we bargain, you see. If you keep it safe, I can give you the power to make sure you are safe forever, and no one can hurt you again.”

No one could hurt them again? “How?”

Osalor stood up. “I will give you magic.”

And then he vanished.

He wasn’t there. No shadow fell on the ground; no ripple of bent light obscured their view. Saeldian hopped to their feet and turned in a circle, looking for the elf—no, the archfey—in the shadows.

“Lord Osalor?”

“Right in front of you,” came the voice, and then Osalor appeared again. But now he was taller, more beautiful, somehow. He was already the most beautiful person they’d ever seen. Now he glowed. Every movement was as delicate and vivid as when he had made sunlight turn into a butterfly, and then a leaf, and now a crown. Saeldian wanted to impress him, to do something good that would make him smile . . . because anything that would make him smile was the right thing to do.

He snapped his fingers, and the feeling broke like a slender thread. Osalor no longer towered, robed in sunshine and something that made Saeldian feel the need to be pleasing. He had twigs in his hair. He was still beautiful, but that was all.

He had done it with magic. And he was going to give Saeldian magic so they could protect the thing Osalor wanted to hide.

“I see you understand. You’ll be able to do that too, eventually. If you’ll agree to my bargain.”

Saeldian could do that, with power? He’d teach them? “What is it?”

“You asked for details first,” Osalor said. “Good. Smart. Always know what you’re getting into.”

He reached into the neck of his robe and lifted a round, carefully edged locket on a chain. “This is an amulet. I want you to guard it, to never let it go, and in exchange, you will have fey magic.”

Saeldian watched it swing and glitter in the afternoon light. “And the witch won’t find me?”

“You’ll be here in Faerûn,” Osalor said. “I’ll go back to the Feywild, and she will look for me. She’ll never imagine I let it out of my hands, because it’s so precious. And you will be strong, with the same powers I have, from your pact.”

“Will I be able to do what you did? Look tall and beautiful like you?”

“You will be able to make people see what you want them to see,” Osalor promised. “You will be beautiful, or frightening, or so anonymous people barely notice you are there. You can even make them feel what you want them to feel, for a few minutes. Long enough for you to get your way . . . or get away. You will be powerful, and no one will ever hurt you again.”

Saeldian giggled, answering his smile at his own joke. They stuck out their hand, palm up. “I’ll do it.”

“Wait—” Osalor lifted the amulet out of Saeldian’s reach. “We’re not done. I have told you what I will give you. What will you give me?”

What did they have? Nothing. A stolen cookie, and that wouldn’t be enough. “I don’t have anything to give. I don’t have any gold,” Saeldian said.

“Gold’s not worth enough for this,” Osalor said. “Whatever you offer, you can never have it again. Can you sing?”

“No.”

“That would have been too easy,” Osalor said with a shrug. “And that would have been precious. I don’t want to ask for something it would hurt you to give. It could be something that could hurt you to have.”

“Do you want Mr. Wheeler?”

Osalor laughed. “How perfectly bloodthirsty! I like you.”

Saeldian wanted Osalor to like them more than anything in the world.

The elf gave a thoughtful nod. “But there’s an idea. Why don’t you give me the thing that hurts you the most?”

He didn’t mean Mr. Wheeler’s ugly words and angry hands. That wasn’t what hurt the most. And when Saeldian looked up at Osalor, they knew they had the answer.

“My heart?”

“My dear. My protégé,” Osalor said, his voice gone soft and admiring. “The symmetry is stunning! It’s perfect. I accept.”

He lifted the amulet from around his head and draped it over Saeldian’s. “Hold it to your heart, and repeat your pact to me. Osalor, my protector . . .”









ONE
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The Pigeon Drop

In Which Saeldian Is Given an Offer They Can’t Refuse

AUNT LOTHIEL’S TEAS and Temptations was full of sparkling charm, and Saeldian was sorry they would never be able to come back after this scam was over. The pearlescent glitter the hostess had sprinkled on their hands had felt like divination magic, and Saeldian had to assume they’d been caught using their disguise.

The gnome who had shaken the powder across Saeldian’s knuckles while greeting them with “Make a wish!” hadn’t reacted, though. She led Saeldian to the table they asked for, sitting in a sunbeam with a lacy tablecloth draped all the way to the floor, and left them to get comfortable. The right man had noticed Saeldian when they first arrived and had already glanced their way again as they sat down.

Wearing a little illusion magic wasn’t a crime, even if Saeldian had sculpted an image that gave them a beautiful disguise. They darkened their skin to gleaming, flawless brown and made their eyes light hazel, and decided on adding a tidy, precisely shaped beard with face-sculpting makeup and silky, shiny brown hair a little darker than their skin. Their ensemble had been shaped by will instead of a needle. It wasn’t like they’d showed up armed, after all. Plenty of people in Waterdeep might correct an uneven chin or hide another imperfection. And their appearance had caught the attention of their target—a well-dressed, wealthy young man with real silver buttons on his silk brocade doublet.

He would do.

Saeldian quickly glanced away, then looked back, and the mark smiled. Saeldian studied the tablecloth, allowing a little smile as they did. He was human, and he wasn’t bad-looking. His clothes were pressed and well fitted; he had neatly styled hair and a nice smile and the ease of someone who never had to think about how much gold anything cost. Saeldian had a cistern leak that was very helpfully proving that the shingles under it needed patching. Remembering it helped the worry Saeldian let show on their face seem real, and they glanced at the door.

The tea and cakes arrived on a pedestal plate. Saeldian poured a dainty glass cup before checking back on the mark, who smiled the moment their gazes met. Saeldian smiled back and reached for a cake that smelled of violets, popped it into their mouth, and choked.

The little round table rocked as Saeldian shot to their feet. The carved chair tumbled backward. The teacup sloshed an amber stain over the tablecloth, rattling in its saucer. Saeldian clutched at their throat and headed for the comfort room, but the mark leapt out of his seat, getting in their way.

He was taller and stronger, so he easily turned Saeldian away and pulled them so close the silver buttons on his doublet pressed against their slender back.

“Bend forward,” he commanded.

Saeldian squeaked as if outrage were the correct response, but they obeyed. The arm around their waist tightened. Two smart blows landed exactly between their shoulder blades. A lump of half-chewed cake and violet petals landed on the gleaming walnut floorboards.

Saeldian sucked up a huge breath and fell to coughing. The mark didn’t let them go.

“Are you all right?”

Perfectly played. Saeldian raised their hand, asking for a moment, and coughed harder.

“Not yet,” he observed wryly. “Allow me.”

He guided Saeldian back to their table. As they walked, Saeldian glanced at the pale blue tiefling in a fashionable silk shirt and a shiny yellow cravat sitting at the table by the door. Jubilee sipped a delicate cup that steamed with heat and popped a pale yellow cake into her mouth. She watched the spectacle, no more curiously than the others, but Saeldian could almost hear her saying, Good work, Sheld.

Of course it was good work. Saeldian Charmhand never missed a hook. Jubilee hadn’t panicked either. That deserved some praise, once they walked away from this phase of the job and Jubilee would need feedback and reassurance.

The gentleman set the toppled chair on its feet. “Some helmthorn berry tea? A small sip will soothe your throat, but I don’t blame you if you’re wary of the cakes.”

Saeldian gave a shaky laugh. “Perhaps I’ll brave the cakes another day. Thank you for your rescue, even if I’m so embarrassed I want to disappear.”

“It could happen to anyone.”

“Yes, but it happened while I was rudely staring at you.”

He set his shoulders back as he gave a pleased smile. “Is it terrible if I say I’m flattered?”

Hooked. “I’m Helarel Brightleaf,” Saeldian lied.

He was close enough for Saeldian to watch his eyes shine. “Venthar Dornan.”

“Thank you for rescuing me, Saer Dornan.”

The table had been cleared. The lace tablecloth was pristine white. A human server stood a polite distance away, holding a tray with a fresh pot and cups. “My duty and pleasure, Saer Brightleaf. May I sit with you while you recover?”

“Oh—” Saeldian looked to the door and let their shoulders sink. “Yes. I—think it’s all right.”

Venthar looked at the door and leaned in closer to say, “You are expecting someone. How late are they?”

Saeldian stopped stirring honey into their tea. “How did you know?”

“You were watching the door. And forgive me, but you looked worried.”

Saeldian let themself sigh. “I think they’re not coming.”

He’d rescued Saeldian once already. A little more curiosity, and they’d have enough to patch the cistern again. The roof was tomorrow’s problem.

“They’re a fool,” Venthar declared. “Who would leave you so rudely unaccompanied?”

Saeldian smiled. So easy. “You’re so sweet. But it was a business meeting. Or, I should say, a business plea.”

“A business meeting?” Venthar’s smile became a little indulgent. “What kind of business? I’d love to know.”

“I have spent some years dedicating myself to the call of fashion intersected with practical enchantment,” Saeldian said. “I had an idea. And it worked! But I need a particular material—oh, you don’t want to know all of this.”

“On the contrary! I am most intrigued. Fashion, you say? Like the ensemble you currently wear? It’s quite lovely.”

Saeldian had fine-tuned every detail of this ensemble, from the sharply pressed pleats of their heavy silk robe belted over a wide, smooth skirt to a mostly unbuttoned vest woven from fabric as iridescent as grackle feathers. It suited Saeldian’s elegant, long-limbed motions and the changing weather that had finally come to Waterdeep. “This is my design, yes, but it’s not what I meant.”

“Really? Here I was wondering if one of the fey had come to enjoy tea and cakes before Goldenight revels.”

“You’re so kind,” Saeldian said. “I won’t deny the influence. But a hundred cutters in Waterdeep could match it without so much as a whisper of the Weave involved. I have developed a more . . . bespoke service. I’m getting this all tangled. Let me show you.”

Saeldian reached inside their pouch and pulled out the bait. They spread a square of embroidered cloth across their palm and offered it to Venthar, who stared at it for a moment before daring to touch it.

He could poke at it all he liked. Saeldian’s best work went into that handkerchief.

“We don’t even know what to call it yet,” Saeldian murmured. “It’s spun from the result of our experiment, and it’s a long story, but—”

Venthar wasn’t listening.

He’d touched the fabric and traced his finger over the embroidery. Not a stitch out of place. Saeldian had been careful while making this filmy white-on-white square, and the magic they’d infused into it wove through every thread.

It took another minute before Venthar summoned the will to close his eyes and lift his hand away, rubbing it on his own silk-embroidered jacket. He winced a little.

“We can’t make it into woven cloth; the cost would be unthinkable. But the thread—”

“It’s beautiful,” Venthar said. “Illusion magic, of course. But—”

“It’s Enchantment,” Saeldian corrected. Gently. “It makes the wearer feel confident, seem magnetic. It’s . . . charisma.”

And Saeldian’s spell would fade in a few minutes, so they tucked the sample into a tiny pouch. Venthar looked disappointed for a moment.

“This sample is overdone just to demonstrate what the charmthread can do,” Saeldian explained. “It wouldn’t be responsible to use this much of it on an entire ensemble. If someone had all their stitchwork done with this—”

He leaned closer. “What?”

Saeldian shook their head. “You don’t want to know. Believe me, you don’t. But it won’t matter. I’ve been stood up.”

“I repeat—they’re a fool.”

Saeldian glanced at the door again. “Which might be for the best. The help I could get might have been more than I bargained for.”

“What do you mean?”

Their shoulders rose in an elegant helpless shrug. “I had a shipment of components for charmthread come in. A customs assessor flagged my trunk and decided that it fit the criteria for an exotic animal import. I can’t afford the duty. But someone from a guild has offered to pay it—”

“And you worry they’ll take your charmthread invention before you can register it,” Venthar said. “But if you can’t pay the duty, you’ll lose the shipment.”

Saeldian nodded. “I don’t know when I’ll be able to save that much gold again. It could be years.”

The door to Aunt Lothiel’s opened, and a trim-looking human woman paused to survey the room. Her clothes were clean but just a little drab for this particular teahouse. Saeldian let their shoulders slump with disappointment.

“I don’t know what to do,” Saeldian whispered. “Nothing but silk fiber from dream-bound Chultan orb-weavers will hold the enchantment for so long.”

Venthar’s jaw went slack for half an instant before he nodded sagely. “I seem to recall reading something that referred to that species. Silk, you say? From a specific spider species in Chult?”

The smart ones, bless them. There was no such spider. Their silk had no special “dream-bound” qualities, but the smart ones were so eager to do half the work of swindling themselves. Saeldian glanced at him with appreciative eyes. “You’re very well read—”

“There you are!” a voice exclaimed.

The woman was headed straight for Saeldian, her face glowing with relief, and—

Jubilee tensed, but the woman sailed right past her before Jubilee could involve herself. The woman—just well dressed enough and just pretty enough to be unremarkable—stopped at Saeldian’s table and sighed in relief. “Thank the gods! You’re still here. The day is saved! I’ve taken care of everything, but we have to go right now.”

What in the Hells was this game? “I’m sorry, who—”

She grabbed Saeldian’s arm and pulled them up. “Saer Longsmile sent me.”

Saer Longsmile? This was nonsense. Saeldian should pull away. They should say Who are you? in a loud, alarmed voice. But the choking gambit they’d used was already memorable enough. This stranger barging in was making people stare again.

A matronly woman emerged from the kitchen, drying her hands on a clean cloth. Saeldian’s whole scam was ruined. They couldn’t protest. Too many questions. Who was this woman? What kind of trouble was Saeldian in?

The amulet resting on Saeldian’s breastbone thumped twice, like a heartbeat.

It hadn’t done that in years.

What was happening? Saeldian was supposed to trust this stranger?

Behind them, Venthar cleared his throat. “If Saer Brightleaf doesn’t want to go, then they shall not. Saer, do you know this woman?”

Jubilee was on her feet now, stepping out of the narrow, cluttered space between chairs.

Venthar’s gallant defense had hooked him more thoroughly than Saeldian’s patter ever could, but this grift was over. Saeldian didn’t know this plain-dressed woman, but the amulet had never been wrong, ever.

So they nodded at the human woman and smiled. “I was hoping for Saer Longsmile’s company. You were sent to fetch me?”

“With his most ardent apology. There’s no time to lose! The tide never waits.”

Jubilee’s mouth popped open, but she followed as Saeldian allowed themself to be hustled along by the strange woman like she was an old friend.

Saeldian looked back at Venthar. “It was nice meeting you.”

The strange woman called over her shoulder, “Apologies, Saer Gentleman Lord whoever you are!” and shoved open the door to Aunt Lothiel’s Teas and Temptations. Saeldian squinted in the high, bright sunshine and left a sputtering Venthar behind.

Once they spilled into the street, Jubilee caught up and put herself between Saeldian and the stranger who had hustled them into leaving. Jubilee stood a head taller than Saeldian, with spiraling horns that made sure she had to duck under most doors, and she made herself loom over the stranger a little. Her smile was wide but willing to turn unfriendly in an instant. “Hi! Who are you, and what’s going on?”

The stranger said, “Mariel? If you would, please.”

Another woman, this one taller than all of them—and by the look of her wide shoulders, stronger too—stood up from a bench outside the teahouse and took Jubilee’s arm.

“The street’s not the right place for this conversation,” Mariel said. Her voice sounded like she had to scrape it free of her throat.

Jubilee glanced at Saeldian, her wide eyes a question: What was happening?

Saeldian didn’t have answers, but they knew how to keep moving. Don’t be scared. And if you are scared, hide it. “All this fuss for a meeting? It couldn’t wait?”

“A sense of humor,” the first woman said. “I like the funny ones.”

“Sometimes they get too funny,” Mariel said.

“Not to say I’m laughing,” Jubilee said, “but where are you taking us? What kind of conversation?”

“I’ve ordered a meal at the Golden Rose,” the first woman said, “so at the very least, dinner will be excellent.”

“Oh, an inn. Traditional,” Jubilee said, forcing more confidence into her voice.

The Golden Rose was new enough that neither of them had been there. Saeldian had heard that it was expensive, serving the best of the best. But that didn’t answer Jubilee’s question.

“Who are you?” Saeldian finally asked. “Who is Saer Longsmile? What is this?”

“In order, then.” The woman quickened her pace. “I’m Briona. She’s Mariel. Saer Longsmile isn’t real. This is a rescue from the mistake that would have had you fleeing Waterdeep for cheaper pastures, but that’s a fortunate accident. It’s actually a job offer.”

“What kind of a job?” Jubilee asked, as Saeldian asked, “What mistake?”

“One that will pay better than whatever hundred-dragon scheme you were about to pull. That man your partner was reeling in is the eldest brother of Lord Talmost’s bride, and he’s one mistake away from defaulting on all the debts he’d leveraged trying to go into business.”

Saeldian sighed. “The right lamb, but too late.”

Jubilee knocked her knuckles into Saeldian’s arm. “Sheld. They’re Zhents.”

“What?” Saeldian looked at Briona again. Her plain clothes didn’t have any embellishments, but the ring on her finger bore a winged serpent chasing a coin. That was the sign of the Zhentarim crime syndicate, and Saeldian hadn’t noticed. Briona shrugged and smiled like she didn’t mind.

“It’s just dinner in a really nice inn,” Briona said. “Hear us out.”

“And what if we don’t?” Jubilee asked. Her voice went a little high with fear.

“There’s no need to dwell on the unpleasant,” Mariel answered. “Is there?”

Why had the amulet thumped for these two? Saeldian was supposed to trust operatives from the most notorious black-market traders in Faerûn? But it had never been wrong. Saeldian couldn’t distrust it now.

“No need,” Saeldian said. “We’ll hear you out.”

Jubilee gave them a long stare but let Briona lead the march.

*   *   *

The Golden Rose had been made by revitalizing an old villa, and the sight of it made Saeldian glance at Jubilee, who was sizing up every detail already. They passed through the gates, where a weary adventurer could hand over their mount to rest in a long, clean stable if they turned left, or enter a bathhouse that lent a scent of clean mineral water to the air if they took a path to the right. An outdoor courtyard held tables so patrons could enjoy a gorgeous, fairy-wild garden that already blossomed with spring flowers. Tall shade trees sporting new spring green as proudly as a young man’s first whiskers would make the stone drive cool when summer paid Waterdeep a well-celebrated visit. It was everything Righthoof Manor hadn’t yet achieved.

“Nice place,” Saeldian said. “The Yawning Portal’s complete opposite.”

“They’ve done an amazing job with this. Look.” Jubilee nodded at the bathhouse. “See those chimneys?”

Saeldian looked. “Those short metal pipes?”

“Correct. They have those heated rooms the northerners like. With the hot rock stove they sit around and half cook themselves in before jumping into a snowdrift, you know?”

“It’s invigorating.”

“There are nicer ways to get a little excitement,” Jubilee said with a scoff. “But look. They paid to replace the whole roof for maximum rain collection. All the roof troughs empty into those pipes. I bet there’s an underground cistern.”

Jubilee had been helping with the repair of her family home since she was old enough to fetch tools. She would tell Saeldian about every single renovation choice she saw if they didn’t keep moving. Briona and Mariel had slowed to a sightseeing pace as Jubilee pointed out the details of the Golden Rose’s improvements.

“Underground?”

“Keeps it cool, simpler to keep clean. And from there you can use it for whatever you design.”

Knowing buildings from the outside in was core knowledge for a burglar, so Saeldian listened every time Jubilee told them something about this building or another. “That’s clever.”

Jubilee grunted. “Whoever spent their big score here had a lot of gold.”

Gold that Jubilee’s father hadn’t had when he accepted Righthoof Manor as a gift—ha! A pig in a poke, more like. But seeing the clean stone and the sturdy, expertly replaced windows of the Golden Rose showed what Bastion dreamed of Righthoof Manor becoming. Anyone else would have tried to get rid of it. But Bastion Righthoof didn’t abandon anything for being too difficult, and Jubilee was cut from the same loyal cloth.

The nine-foot-high doors opened as soon as Briona climbed the long, gentle ramp to the entrance. The main tavern floor, divided by a flowered carpet that climbed a wide set of stairs to private rooms, had a jovial side for post-adventure carousing and a quiet side for pre-adventure job negotiations. Casually dressed patrons talked and laughed while a beautiful halfling woman played a complicated, fast-fingering melody on a double-stringed lute. The quiet side was empty.

Jubilee whispered, “All this wood’s restored. They must have sanded it for a year! Look at the windows—”

Saeldian grinned, but they kept an eye on their hosts.

No one even glanced at their group, despite their bootheels thumping on the floor as they entered. But Saeldian knew the sun-kissed faces and confident manner of professional adventurers. No armor, no weapons—slouching adventurers just enjoying music? They felt safe here. Saeldian could trust that, even if their nerves had tuned themselves too sharp.

“Here we are.” Briona poured wine from a heavy-bottomed carafe into silver goblets. “Have a seat, and I’ll ring for our first course.”

“Here” was a dining room with six chairs and five places set on an ironed white tablecloth. All four walls depicted a painted mural that was a full-circle view of Waterdeep, from the dawn rising over its wonders to a starry midnight on the harbor. Beyond this room was a sitting room with scroll-armed lounges and padded brocade furniture—these two had rented a suite, rather than a private dining room. This inn was nice—more than that, it was respectable. What were Zhentarim doing lounging around here?

Mariel passed up a seat to lean against the wall near the door.

It wasn’t the only escape. Saeldian could run into the suite and slip out a door into the hallway. But Mariel would be waiting on the other side. Saeldian and Jubilee’s only hope of escape was playing along until they could leave and have it be Briona’s idea.

Baskets of warm, soft bread and sweet butter arrived, along with a tray of fine cheeses. The wine Briona had poured was merely passable, but Saeldian was judging it from Waterdhavian standards. Mariel walked over to get a slice of bread and a goblet of water before returning to stand next to the door.

Five place settings. Jubilee, Briona, and themself were only three. Two more were arriving later. Their real employers?

“I had been told that the house wine was good, but should I ask for a different bottle, Saer Charmhand?”

Shit. Saeldian kept their smile up. “It’s quite pleasant, thank you.”

“And you, Saer Righthoof?” Briona dropped Jubilee’s name like a second shoe. “A different vintage?”

Jubilee set her goblet down to answer. “This one’s fine. Think it’ll pair nicely with rosemary roasted on a leg of something.”

Jubilee was a champion, bantering with their . . . benefactors? Captors? But Saeldian was cold. The Zhents knew their names—their real names. What had they done to attract the interest of the Black Network? Had anyone been following them? Were they rankling the competition? How could they get out of this without Jubilee’s parents finding out? Bastion and Serenity were going to kill them . . .

Saeldian laid their hand on their breast and covered the amulet hidden under their clothes. It had thumped. That had always been a signal to choose trust. Had it been wrong?

It had never been wrong. So Saeldian drew a circle around their immaculate makeup and neatly trimmed beard. “Do you mind if I let this rest?”

“Please make yourself comfortable,” Briona said.

Saeldian altered the illusion. The beard disappeared, their jaw softened, and the silken, glossy ebon-wood hair bounced into Saeldian’s usual raven-black curls. The cosmetics Saeldian had applied for a darker brown skin than their own stayed in place.

Briona gazed at them with some interest and said, “Do you always use an illusion to make yourself less alluring?”

“You are so kind,” Saeldian said, “but yes.”

Briona laughed, and a bell sounded in the hallway. Mariel opened the door for servers with a cart. They circled the table, lining the bottom of each plate with a thick sauce and placing thin slices of roast and tiny vegetable pastries on top. The extra place settings remained empty.

“Please, enjoy.”

Saeldian picked up a hot, herb-scented towel to wash their hands before touching anything else. The servers took the cloths away and left.

“So! About this job,” Saeldian said, forcing false cheer into their voice. “I am curious to know how you decided on us.”

Jubilee shifted. “We don’t usually rate this kind of attention.”

Saeldian laughed and made it silvery. “We don’t even have company status!”

“And we’ve never shared a meal with prospective employers,” Jubilee observed. “Makes chatting a little hard to navigate.”

“I don’t need an adventuring company. I need retrieval specialists. Good ones. You fit the bill, and you’re discreet.”

Jubilee’s face fell. “We’re not criminals for hire.”

Briona laughed. “Of course not. If you were, I couldn’t use you. Relax. This isn’t a job suited to any of my associates, but I need adventurers with your skills.”

Jubilee wasn’t wholly convinced, but she nodded. “What’s the job? Expedition?”

Saeldian held their breath. If Briona said yes, they’d both say no.

“We can talk about that in more detail later, but please don’t imagine sneaking into a monster-filled lair. I’m looking for polish and quiet work.”

Monster-filled lair? Did she know—no, she couldn’t possibly. But Jubilee glanced at Saeldian. “If you’re looking for quiet, and you found us, we haven’t been quiet enough.”

“Very few people have the resources I do. No one else could have found you the way I did. Shall we move on to sparkling table conversation?”

“But how—”

“Yes,” Saeldian said. “Sparkling table conversation sounds lovely.”

“Splendid! I’m a bit of an acquisitions specialist myself. What’s your least favorite lock system on a burglary job?” Briona asked.

Saeldian lifted their goblet in approval. “It’s even more awkward now, somehow.”

Briona chuckled. “I’m actually terrible at not talking shop.”

“Come on, we’re all professionals here.” Jubilee lifted her cup in echo. “My least favorite are quickened barrel tumblers.”

“What’s your best technique for those?”

“Steal the key,” Saeldian and Jubilee said together.

“Fair enough. Second-best?”

“You only get one try, so use your lightest fingers,” Jubilee said. “You have to be as quick as a key if you use the picks. Most won’t even take the chance.”

“But not you.”

Jubilee shrugged. “Under perfect conditions? Sure.”

“So are you looking for burglars for this job, then?” Saeldian asked.

Briona gave them a patient smile. “What do you think of the flavor balance with the wine?”

They were going to be civilized about it, then? “The pepper grain on the roast does something interesting with how the minerality develops. I confess I thought this vintage to be a little ordinary, but now I see that it’s a sturdy partner to the meal.”

“Knowing your wine is quite an asset in your part of the job, I imagine?”

So this wasn’t really conversation about food and drink either. Saeldian had a casual sip, even though they regretted it a moment later. Briona didn’t just know of Saeldian and Jubilee. She had studied them both, but Saeldian especially. While Saeldian had become an irregular customer at some of the better wine shops in Waterdeep, that had been for personal enjoyment only. They hadn’t deceived a mark with their knowledge of the finer things in years.

But they had, once upon a time, and Briona’s casual conversation about Saeldian’s wine expertise proved that she had drawn a line between Saeldian Charmhand and the Silver Cat of Baldur’s Gate. That should have been impossible. But she knew. How?

“It helps that I like wine,” Saeldian said. “I’ve learned enough to get by.”

“That’s putting it modestly.” Briona patted her mouth with her napkin and sat back. “You’re very good. Disguise, acting, research—you could walk out of here in rags and convince everyone that you were an abducted house lord before you reached the corner. Paired with the right lockpick and pickpocket, you’re set to lighten every pocket in Waterdeep.”

Jubilee clamped her mouth shut, so Saeldian delivered the rebuke for her. “Sometimes picking the right lock is a good deed.”

“Oh, the moral path!” Briona said. “That explains why you were pulling a pigeon drop job on a stranger. It makes so much sense.”

Saeldian bit back a retort. They had been doing that. And Saeldian had been sloppy, defending their actions for Jubilee’s sake. All they were trying to do was make sure they could walk out of this expensive suite in this expensive inn without causing a fuss that would reveal that someone was offering a high-risk heist to Bastion Righthoof’s daughter.

Briona rang a bell and waited until the door closed once more before standing to pour a taste of a different wine in each cup. “Now that we all understand each other, let’s get to it. The job has a generous payment in gold dragons. I think you’ll be amused to see these.”

Briona set keys on the table. Jubilee leaned closer at the sight of them.

“Quickened barrel tumblers,” she said. “Eleven teeth. You don’t want us to rob a bank, do you?”

“Oh no, those are holder’s keys,” Briona said. “You can walk right in and they’ll escort you directly to your vault.”

“So much gold you need a vault to hold it,” Saeldian said. “The risk is reflected in the payment, I take it?”

“An excellent question. The payment is high because it is crucial that nothing else at the location be stolen, and because if you can actually manage the job, it’ll be a miracle.”

Jubilee angled her head and tried to look only vaguely interested. “A miracle.”

Shit. Jubilee was a sucker for a challenge. Briona knew it too, because she looked way too casual now. “It’s difficult. It’s a rush job.”

That was exactly what to say to Jubilee to make her interested. “Rushing costs extra.”

Briona snorted. “That’s funny. You need money, and you need it now.”

Saeldian lifted their chin and shrugged. “A vault could have a single nib in it, once we got it open.”

“Luckily for you, I have a deposit receipt. Compare it against your key’s stamp.” Briona pulled a folded square of paper from her sleeve. “This sum is behind each vault key.”

Saeldian unfolded the paper and forgave themself for losing control of their eyebrows.

“How much?” Jubilee asked.

Saeldian didn’t answer. They kept their focus pointed on the deposit slip, the embossed paper, but they were concentrating on what they could see at the corner of their vision: the edges of Briona’s shadow had moved in a way that Briona did not.

Jubilee leaned closer. “Sheld! How much?”

Briona hadn’t really moved, but her shadow had leaned back in relief before it snapped back to what it should be. And Saeldian couldn’t look right at it to be sure, but Briona’s shadow was projecting on the wall wrong, as if it were taller than Briona was.

Jubilee reached for the deposit slip. Saeldian jerked it away without thinking and turned to study the muralist’s rendering of Deepwater Harbor, where the stars were tiny and familiar among the forest of masts they peeked through. Mariel landed in the corner of their vision. Did the bodyguard sparkle, or was that the Light spell on the wall sconce next to her?

Jubilee thumped the table with one palm. “Is it enough to fix the roof?”

Illusion. It had to be. Both of them were in disguise. They could be anyone. Why had the amulet beat? Were they really supposed to agree to this?

“Sheld!”

Was it enough to fix the roof? It was enough to replace the roof. Pop the whole lid off, retimber it, and rebuild it with the fancy rain-collecting system Jubilee had admired on the way in. It was enough to replace the roof and the leaky pipes in the bargain. It was enough for all of that, with a decent start on new windows.

Damn them to the Nine Hells. “It’s enough to fix the roof.”

Jubilee darted in and stole the deposit slip from Saeldian’s hand. Saeldian didn’t even fight back this time.

Jubilee’s breath came out hitched in awed disbelief at the sum. “We’re in. We’ll retrieve your item.”

“Jubilee!”

“We will try to retrieve your item,” Jubilee amended. “If we can’t succeed without getting caught, we’re not going to be heroes.”

That wasn’t true. Jubilee would do dangerous things to get that money. “We don’t even know what the job is.”

“We want you to recover a stolen item,” Briona said. “We don’t expect you to kill anyone or do anything your conscience would balk at. The job is rushed, as I said, and it’s risky, as you guessed. And that’s all I will tell you before you agree.”

Saeldian looked at the paper again. A bearer vault’s worth of coins, meaning the coins weren’t registered in an account, and there was no reason to go telling anyone about them if you wanted clean money to spend. It was too much to carry away in one trip. And Jubilee wanted it so she could pour every clinking dragon into Righthoof Manor.

But Briona’s shadow didn’t match. It didn’t match. Saeldian’s tongue was dry and tasted of tannin from the wine, and if the amulet would just give them a sign—

“Sheld?” Jubilee asked, quiet as a prayer.

Fuck. There was no way to say no. Jubilee, who believed that lanceboard was life, would say that Saeldian had been pinned. Unable to move, not because their piece would be eliminated, but because their piece guarded Jubilee’s.

No way to say no, and this move just cost Saeldian everything.

“All right.” Saeldian let their shoulders fall under their sigh. “We’ll try. But we’re not getting caught, and we’re not taking the fall.”

“Fair enough.” Briona lifted her wine goblet in a toast. “It’s a bargain.”

Jubilee snatched hers up, raising it high. Her smile was wide enough to cover every gable and cupola on Righthoof Manor. Saeldian picked up their cup and raised it. They drank.

Something slid along the bottom of Saeldian’s goblet and bumped their lip. Red wine dotted the tablecloth as Saeldian put the goblet down too quickly. Their lip was cold where it touched, cold that seeped into their mouth, coated their tongue, and tingled in the back of their nose. It was no use, but Saeldian shook their head to banish the feeling. The magic sank into their bones.

“Don’t drink that!”

Too late. Jubilee had caught whatever it was in her lips and let it fall into her palm. “What’s this?”

“Your promise,” Briona said. “Mariel.”

The burly woman slipped out the door faster than Saeldian expected.

“Our promise? What did you—” Jubilee let it fall to the tablecloth. “How did you even palm this? You’re on the other side of the table. This little rock wasn’t in there before.”

Briona couldn’t have put that rock into Jubilee’s and Saeldian’s goblets without them noticing. It was a rock, wasn’t it?

A pair of silver tongs rested on a small plate at Saeldian’s place setting. They fished out a stone from the bottom of their own goblet, which knocked on the tablecloth as it landed. Briona couldn’t have dropped the stone into their cup without them noticing. But the goblets were real silver, so there was no way to see to the bottom. And the wine had been poured before they’d settled in.

Simple. Elegant, even—or it would have been if Saeldian had done it.

“Prestidigitation cantrip,” Saeldian said. “An apprentice’s trick. You didn’t palm the stone a moment ago. It was in there all along.”

Red wine wicked along the tablecloth’s threads, spreading beyond the stone’s shadow. The stone itself was plain grayish-blue with a hole near one edge, smoothed and rounded by water, unpolished.

Jubilee bent to peer at it. “But what is it?”

Casters used all kinds of objects to channel their magic. Saeldian had never seen a spell that asked for a stone like this, but the sum of everything that had happened added up quickly.

“I have a guess,” Saeldian said.

“Do you?” Briona asked. “I’m curious. You’re doing an impressive job of identifying my technique so far.”

“There was a spell on that stone, wasn’t there? An enchantment. To make our toast a vow.”

“Clever.” Briona raised her goblet again. “You do know your enchantment spells.”

“But how did you do it?”

“Ah, ah. That’s a secret,” Briona chided. “It shouldn’t matter. You voiced your agreement already. This is just a way of putting it in writing.”

Jubilee set both her hands on the table. “I don’t appreciate being bound to a job we already agreed to do, friend.”

Jubilee was too good to cause trouble in a room with only one exit, but Saeldian had been in Waterdeep long enough to know that was a clear warning that there would be trouble if Briona didn’t back off. They leaned back and tried to keep their tone just as mild. “Can’t say I like it either. Why the insurance?”

“Because I’m giving you an advance.” Briona slid a bearer envelope to Jubilee. Saeldian’s heart sank. They were bound, but Briona’s generosity was just more rope. “The other half of your team knows as much as you do at this point. You can hear the rest of it together.”

The other half of their team? The other two place settings. Saeldian had thought they were for the real employers, then forgot to wonder further when the meal carried on. A blunder. Saeldian’s wits addled by gold dragons.

The door opened for the same servers, laden with trays of more hard cheeses, gaspingly expensive southern fruit, and dozens of those fancy little cakes Waterdeep had loved all this year. They brought teapots and five cups, and as they walked out, Mariel entered.

She stood aside to admit a handsome orc even taller than she, and when he could raise his head from ducking under the doorjamb, Saeldian saw the braided ends of his hair held polished stones and glimmering silver oak leaves. The torc around his neck was fashioned from engraved curving antlers. His friendly smile showed off long, pointed teeth. Everything about his clothing and jewelry felt handcrafted and carefully made. A druid. Saeldian knew a spellcaster when they saw one, and everything about this orc declared that it was nature that supported his skills.

The orc smiled at everyone. “I worried we would be late. The rooms are so comfortable. But I left the window open, and something has the robins swapping tales. Terrible gossips, robins.”

“Saer Lorzok! You’re right on time, as it turns out. The bed was long enough, then?”

Lorzok stood aside as someone else stepped in, but the orc stood in the way of Saeldian’s seeing more than the worn tip of a fiddle case. “Perfectly! I couldn’t resist stretching out and reading for a bit.”

“What are you reading?” Jubilee asked. “I’m Jubilee, by the way.”

“Let me introduce you!” Briona said. “This is Jubilee Righthoof and Saeldian Charmhand.”

The orc looked at Saeldian and Jubilee. “Good to meet you—”

From behind him, the other man said, “Did you say Charmhand?”

That voice rang with shock. With anger. And Saeldian would know the voice anywhere, with any tone—laughing, singing, whispering, cursing. Ten years crumbled at the sound of it, and Kell Redsong emerged from behind the druid to stare needle-sharp fury at them.

Saeldian’s first sight of him made the floor drop three feet. Gray salted his chestnut hair. Lines traced across his brow and the corners of his eyes—not deep, not yet. But to see their best friend—ex–best friend—with the weight of three thousand days between them made Saeldian’s throat hurt.

“You.”

Briona had known about the Silver Cat of Baldur’s Gate, all right.

Saeldian smiled at their former best friend. “Hello, Kell. I see why Saer Briona wanted me to agree to the job before this reunion.”

Briona didn’t even have the grace to look abashed.

Saeldian clicked their tongue. Mariel shifted, aiming her attention at them, but Saeldian ignored her. “Is this part of your sense of humor, then?”

Kell interrupted. “It doesn’t matter, Charmhand. No deal, Saer Briona. I prefer my spine without a knife in it.”










TWO
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A Better Liar Than Anyone

In Which Kell Is Offered What He Wants Most—for a Price

KELL REDSONG SOMETIMES wondered what he’d do if fate brought him face-to-face with Saeldian Charmhand again. He’d imagined what he would say (something devastating) or do (something impactful) or how Saeldian would react (something dishonest), but he hadn’t really expected them to flinch. He hadn’t expected to see sadness twist their mouth like it hurt, but they tucked it away so fast that no one but him could have seen it before the familiar knowing amusement returned to their features.

There had once been a time when Kell could read paragraphs in Saeldian’s smallest expression. They wore their infuriatingly blasé mask now, but that stricken expression had been real. Kell shrugged it off. The knowledge that Saeldian was actually capable of regret wasn’t enough of a surprise to matter.

He gave his ex-partner one final baleful stare. “Let’s go, Lorzok.”

“I don’t want to say this,” Saer Briona interrupted, voice dangerously soft, “but if you walk out that door, there won’t be anywhere you can run.”

The Zhentarim had waited so long to collect on the debt Kell owed for his life that he’d nearly forgotten about it. He shouldn’t have. Kell didn’t want to settle that old debt this way. But if he refused, the price would be the last thing he ever paid.

But here in Waterdeep, of all places? What did Saer Briona expect him to step into in exchange for that favor? It wasn’t like any of the others could have escaped without his help. But that didn’t matter. Kell owed them his life, and he’d forgotten that they owned it.

“Then let him stay,” Saeldian’s voice cut in. “We will let him get all the rewards.”

No. Not their pity. Never that. “Fuck you, Saeldian. Don’t do me any favors.”

“Kell,” Lorzok said, and his surprise colored his tone. “Do you know this elf? Sorry, elf-human, right?”

Saeldian gave Lorzok a curt nod and never took their eyes off Kell.

Fair. Kell wouldn’t take his eyes off someone with reason for revenge either. “A long time ago, I thought I did.”

“Oh,” Lorzok said, now understanding. “This is the Saeldian who betrayed you, back when you were a criminal.”

The tiefling’s—Jubilee’s—jaw dropped. Saeldian’s soft brown cheeks flushed with offense. Kell didn’t care. “That’s them.”

“And so they are the reason you owe the Zhentarim your life.”

“Correct again.”

Lorzok’s pleased smile at making the connection was eclipsed by the offended face Saeldian made. They pressed their lips tight on whatever they wanted to say. Something to defend their honor? Ha! Saeldian, with honor. What an imagination Kell had!

Saeldian’s offended expression found its way to their voice. “Reminisce later. Good day, Saer Briona. Best of luck, Kell.” Saeldian tossed their napkin on the table. “Release us.”

Jubilee studied a key cradled in her hand. Kell recognized it as a key for quickened barrel tumblers. The turning plate was shaped like a gold dragon . . . a bank vault key?

“We’ll find something else,” Saeldian said. “It’s just gold. We’ll figure it out.”

What kind of employer paid so much gold that they had to put it in a vault? The Zhentarim, apparently. What did they want so badly that they would bring him and Saeldian Charmhand together for a job? That was the question, and Kell didn’t care to hear the answer. But Jubilee looked at the vault key a moment longer before she closed her eyes and let it land on the table.

“If you’re sure.”

Once, Kell would have walked away from a vault full of gold out of loyalty to Saeldian Charmhand. Ten years ago, he would have trusted Saeldian over the word of a hundred experts, and he couldn’t stand to watch someone making that same mistake.

Kell wouldn’t let himself. He couldn’t help it. “Wait.”

Jubilee turned her attention to Kell. She was the color of a forget-me-not, with black hair that shone violet. She had a handsome face—angular in that way that meant a bit of makeup and a costume change would let her impersonate a man if she needed to. Perhaps that’s what she’d been doing, in the silk shirt and many-pocketed attire of a well-to-do artisan who needed to keep a variety of small things on their person to do their work uninterrupted. Everyone from cabinetmakers to cooks to tailors wore a vest like that.

Combined with Saeldian’s glamorous, alluring attire, Kell would bet ten dragons they’d been in the middle of a scam when they were invited to hear this offer. Jubilee had been Saeldian’s sentinel, watching for the moment she needed to protect them.

Jubilee probably took it as seriously as he had.

Kell leaned closer. “You don’t know me, Jubilee. But get Saeldian Charmhand out of your life. Don’t wait until they’re done with you.”

Jubilee sniffed. “You don’t know me, Kell.” The tiefling turned to Saeldian. “Is it true? What the orc said.”

Saeldian looked exactly the way they had ten years ago when they were forced into an admission, down to the charming, rueful smile. “Not totally. I did leave abruptly, but I didn’t drop Kell in the hands of the Zhentarim.” Saeldian glanced at him and said, “I didn’t have a clue about that last part, not that he’ll believe me. I wouldn’t believe me either.”

The muralist who had painted the rippling sea and dawn-to-midnight horizon on the dining room’s walls had hidden faces and animals in the clouds, and Kell counted running horses until the tiefling spoke again.

“Then what did you do?”

Saeldian’s dining chair creaked. They had shifted their weight the way they did when they
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