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Clean Guarantee

All books by Jeremy P. Madsen are written to be safe for all ages PG and up. This means being 100% free of profanity, graphic violence, spice, or offensive material.
After this story, you might enjoy . . .
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A fire mage forfeited his soul.

Now he wants it back.
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Read a sample at the end of this book.
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Chapter 1: Ilyan the Estimable
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Ilyan the Estimable had a secret. And everyone wanted to know what it was.

For sixty-three years, the venerable aquamancer had peddled his potions, dilutions, and elixirs from his little shop on Renner Street—all the while wreathed in rumors of a secret to his success. And he was successful. His shop entertained a constant flow of customers. They came from all over the capital, the countryside, and even far-flung provinces. Ilyan was the aquamancer of choice for most of the nobility, and whisper had it that even the imperial aquamancers would go to him for help.

Everyone agreed that his potions just worked better than his competitors’. Stronger impact. Longer-lasting results. Fewer side effects. Aquamancy was a particularly exacting magical science, with the slightest errors having potentially dire consequences. Take an endurance potion, for example. The correct formula could give someone the strength to run twice as far as they normally could. But if one ingredient were to be off by a single percentage point, that same potion would cause a splitting headache the next morning.

No customer had ever complained to Ilyan of a splitting headache.

Rumors abounded of what Ilyan’s secret could be. A set of proprietary recipes? A secret additive? Imported ingredients from purer sources overseas? The blessing of angels?

Everyone wanted to know.
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Chapter 2: Ilyan’s Sign (And Its Illicit Copyediting)
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For sixty-three years, Ilyan’s sign had hung proudly over his shop, weathering rain and snow with its unchanging message:
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Ilyan's Aquamancery

Potions, Tinctures, & Elixirs
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Until today.

Today, unless Taliana broke her neck in the attempt, it would read ever so slightly differently:
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Ilyan’s Aquamancery

Potions, Tinctures & Elixirs
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Taliana gritted her teeth in concentration as she hung, upside-down, suspended by her tail from the sign’s support bar. Taliana was a snippen—a small, spry, furry race of creatures, about the size of housecats but more resembling squirrels. She daubed at the old wood with her brush, using as light a touch as possible to cover up the affronting punctuation mark after “Tinctures.”

“I still can’t believe you’re risking both your neck and your apprenticeship over a comma,” said her cousin, who was sitting on the top of the support bar with Taliana’s bag of paint supplies.

“I miscalculated the hue,” Taliana said, ignoring the comment. “Hand me the lighter brown ink.”

Her cousin handed it over, and Taliana somehow managed to take it without spilling it, despite hanging upside down.

“Do you think you should’ve at least gotten permission from the old man first?” her cousin piped up again. “You haven’t even met him yet. Seriously. This is uncharacteristic of you, Taliana. On-brand for me, but very off-brand for you.”

“He probably won’t even notice,” Taliana said. She passed the ink jar back up. “See? Once it dries, you’ll barely be able to tell the comma was ever there.” She launched herself away from the sign, twisting in midair until she landed in a crouch on the ground. Standing up, she dusted her fur off, then donned her spotlessly white apprentice coat, checking that the various pockets still held their respective tools.

“Welp, I’m off,” said her cousin, dropping the bag of inks and brushes by Taliana’s feet and racing off. “Got my own apprenticeship starting today at a bakery. Can’t be late.” She glanced at the brightening sky. “Well, already late. Can’t be too late. Whatever.”

A bell rang somewhere in the city, marking the seventh hour of the day. It was time. Taliana straightened her coat, padded up to the door of the shop, and knocked.
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Chapter 3: First Impressions

[image: ]


Ilyan was . . . taller than Taliana imagined.

That should have been expected. He was a human, while she was only a snippen. Even short humans were still three times her height. And he was short for a human, probably only five foot three. Still, even as she stood as tall and straight as she could, Taliana still felt tiny as the aged man peered down at her through his spectacles.

“Eh?” he asked, looking down at her through a perfectly circular set of spectacles. Wispy white hair floated around the edges of his head, held down by a cap so old, it looked even older than his wrinkled, pockmarked face. “And who might you be?”

Taliana hurriedly wiped a dot of paint from her elbow. “Taliana, sir,” she said.

Like many aquamancers, Ilyan wore spectacles custom-built with two sets of lenses, layered on top of each other to provide different levels of magnification. He lifted the first set like a visor, peering at her.

“Taliana of Greensburrow?” Taliana prompted. “Your new apprentice. From the University. I was told to report today at seven.”

Ilyan shuffled out into the pre-dawn light. He, too, wore a white aquamancy coat, but with so many extra pockets of various colors added to it, he resembled a patchwork quilt. 

Taliana’s heart dropped to her tail as Ilyan looked up at his sign.

He squinted, flipping his extra set of lenses back over his eyes, then lifting them again.

Taliana held her breath, praying to the Sky Father that her employer would either not notice the change, or not be upset about it.

“You have desecrated my signage,” he said finally.

Taliana let out her breath. There was no use denying it, and she had pre-decided she wasn’t going to apologize if caught. “It had to be done,” she said, trying to keep her knees from knocking together.

“Well, now it must be undone.”

“I’m sorry, sir, but I cannot work in a shop that perpetuates a usage error,” Taliana said.

Ilyan peered back down at her. “The serial comma is a usage error?”

“Normally, no,” said Taliana. “But when an ampersand is used in place of “and,” the serial comma should be omitted. Every second-year scribal student knows that.”

“I don’t recall hiring a second-year scribal student,” Ilyan said. “I thought I hired a top-of-her-class aquamancy graduate. Will you be correcting grammar mistakes in my recipe tablets, I wonder? Quite hard when they’re incised into baked clay.”

Taliana shrugged.

“Undo it,” Ilyan quipped, then started to withdraw back into the shop. He paused at the door and pointed a wrinkled finger at her. “On your own time, after you’re discharged this afternoon. I’m not paying you to undo your sacrilege.”

He stepped inside, leaving Taliana simultaneously wondering how she still had a job and how her hammering heart had stayed in her chest.

Ilyan’s call shook her out of her reverie. “Hop to it, Taniala! We have work
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