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      Madison hummed as she turned the stone over in her hands, it's flat edges just precise enough to threaten to cut if she wasn't careful. The blue-green crystal felt heavy for its size. Barely larger than her pad of her thumb, the thing felt like it should be as big as her fist. It was warm, too, far warmer than it should be for a day with frost on the windowpanes, snow piled hip-deep outside her workshop and a wind whistling through her chimney. It felt as though it had been heated in her annealing furnace and left to almost cool. Her fingers wanted to flinch away from it.

      Much like she wanted to flee this commission entirely.

      Lady Leighton Crewe was quite determined that this thing be a necklace, though. One that she could proudly wear every single day. A high one, almost a collar, so that the odd little crystal would rest at the notch of her throat, moving slightly with every breath and beat of her heart. She'd been recommended to Madison by Hosni Tanzer, a powerful and highly respected mage at Court, and would not take the commission to anyone else.

      Hosni Tanzer. His name and 'highly respected' did not belong in the same sentence. Certainly, he liked to believe that everyone looked up to him but Madison had always found his spell-casting sloppy when they were at local meetings together. His disdain for women as mages was purely annoying. And, frankly, the man was a lech.

      Having him recommend her highly made Madison hum disapprovingly.

      The hum turned grim as Madison set the crystal down. Her carefully organized and cleaned workshop seemed colder the instant she set it aside. A strange breeze ripped away from her scarred oak workbench with its thousand burn marks and deep cuts. The heavy black twill curtains on the windows flapped as if they were gauze. Her shelves, floor to ceiling along all the walls without doors or windows, rattled despite the boxes, bags and baskets full of precious metal, jewels and carefully wrapped records of previous commissions.

      Madison paused as she reach towards the closest shelf for her gold wire and silver framework pieces. It was not a natural breeze. And far too cold for the effect to be a simple breeze that somehow got past her workshop's sturdy walls, insulation and warding. Not even a wind would do that. Though obviously one had.

      Because of the storm.

      A storm that had struck her little cold-pocket of a valley outside of town and nowhere else. A storm that threatened to dump so much snow that Madison would be lucky to dig her way back out before spring brought greenery back.

      If it came back. Madison wasn't so sure that it would happen, not with this thing here. The magic that thrummed through it was so powerful, so clearly dangerous. The storm had shown not one sign of easing since Lady Leighton left.

      And yet, and yet.

      And yet.

      One didn't refuse nobility. Not when one was a minor mage with not much power and no family or patron to back oneself up. The Anson family had been a small one before her parents died. The three of them had, apparently, a couple of relatives off in the Holy City but Madison had never met them and frankly didn't remember their names. It was quite likely they wouldn't know Madison from a beggar on the street if she sought them out.

      Lady Leighton Crewe, however, had the ear of the King's Consort. They'd been to war together, saved each other's lives multiple times, and Lord Consort Roderick McLain would certainly kill Madison if she even hinted that something was very not-right about this proposed necklace.

      And about Lady Leighton, for that matter. Why would a woman like that associate with someone like Hosni Tanzer? Or, more accurately, what was Hosni trying to get out of her? Madison couldn't imagine Lady Leighton actually spending time around the man.

      "It's coming down so hard out there!"

      A blast of cold carried snow in through the door as Jaffe, Madison's friend and closest neighbor of a mile away, shoved their way inside. They'd bundled up in at least six layers of shawls, all on top of Jaffe's heaviest coat, pants and boots. All Madison could see was Jaffe's bright hazel eyes over the top of their outermost shawl, made all the brighter against that tiny bit of deep brown skin.

      "I'm aware," Madison said. "What prompted the visit?"

      "Well, it's coming down out there," Jaffe said. They tugged down the shawl edge and the jerked it right back up again. "It's so cold in here! Why is it so cold, Madison? Are you working weather magic or something?"

      "No, I’m not."

      The emphasis on 'I'm' widened Jaffe's eyes. They slowly sidled up to Madison's workbench, staring down at the stone. Madison's eyebrows went up as Jaffe growled.

      "Where did you get that?" Jaffe demanded.

      Jaffe gripped Madison's arm to tightly that she could feel bruises beginning to bloom. The growl in their voice was darker than anything Madison had heard from cheerful Jaffe and those hazel eyes had gone hard as stone as they glared into Madison's face.

      "It's a commission for Lady Leighton Crewe," Madison explained rather more rapidly than she normally would have. Jaffe simply never was this fierce. "I was just trying to decide what I could do about it. It's… wrong. Very wrong. I don't have the power to refuse a Lady, Jaffe. And yet."

      Madison stared at the stone, licking their lips. The faint sheen of saliva froze on and cracked off. Getting worse, then.

      Huh.

      Worse while free and better when being held in Madison's bare hand. She reached out and picked the crystal up. Immediately, the snow slowed outside. The chill lifted in her workshop. Madison's breath no longer billowed and froze on her eyelashes.

      "Lady Leighton wants a collar-necklace that will have it rest against her throat," Madison whispered to Jaffe who had yet to release Madison's other arm. "She said that she intended to wear it constantly, even to bathe or go to bed."

      "Damn her, that's ridiculous!" Jaffe complained. They did, finally, release Madison but if anything, they looked even more upset than before. "I have to report this. I can't believe she'd be so stupid."

      "…I'm relatively certain you shouldn't have said that in front of me," Madison said. She stared at Jaffe who winced and then sighed, pulling down their shawl for real this time. Their full lips pouted at Madison even though their eyes were still snapping with anger. "I rather hope that you do report it. I'm quite disturbed about this whole commission. And the fact that I can't put the damned thing down until I finish the necklace and put it into her hands."

      "It shouldn't even be active!" Jaffe exclaimed.

      They looked like they wanted to grab it out of Madison's hand, fling it across the room and drag Madison away. But the snow had almost stopped outside, and her workshop was warming back to normal again. So, no. That wasn't going to happen. By the time Madison got back with someone, the workshop would be buried in snow at least ten feet deep.

      Madison shook her head. "It is. It's bad. I'm stuck with this thing until I create a necklace or, oh, I don't know, maybe give it to someone else with the power and authority to deal with it. Some who, maybe, you know. So. Why don't you go find someone else to take it away and I'll work out an apology to Lady Leighton that won't get my entire land, business and life taken away from me?"

      Jaffe winced. They bit their lip and then nodded once.

      "Be careful and go nowhere," Jaffe said. "It's… it's more dangerous than you can understand, Madison. It will take at least six hours before I can bring someone to take it away."

      "Fine," Madison said. She glared at the crystal and then waved at the door. "Go. And hurry. Just holding this thing is making me twitch. Who knows what it's doing to me?"

      The worry in Jaffe's eyes doubled but they only bowed, quickly, and then ran out the door. Leaving it to swing shut on its own which her workshop door flatly never did. Madison huffed and closed the door, heading back to her workbench with snowflakes dusting her shoes. They didn't melt fast enough, even with the crystal in her hand.

      Outside the window, Jaffe surged through the snow like an elk running from wolves. They were tall enough, strong enough, that they didn't have to struggle too much going up the steep hill to the path. Interestingly, as Jaffe reached the path, they began to move more easily through the snow. Less snow, considerably less snow.

      Lovely. The storm was centered exactly on Madison and this nasty little storm crystal. Beyond
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