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Warren chuckled. “Madam, I’ve had my stories booed before, but I don’t think I’ve ever had an audience wish me dead.”

Sir Meliota laughed with the grating artifice of a cuckoo clock. “No, no! No one is suggesting that, Mr. Wilby. But I am afraid that since there has been a formal protest regarding you and your wife’s petition to join our little gathering, we must again beg you to accept their decision—our decision—to refuse your application.”

Warren’s smile wilted but gradually, as he shared his slow revelation with both his hosts in turn. “Oh. Oh, I see. You want us to leave. I’m so embarrassed. Here you are dropping hints, and we’re supposed to be world-famous investigators, and yet I can’t even see the breadcrumbs, large as loaves, that you have been—”

But Sir Meliota was no longer listening. Instead, his head was swiveling, his gaze darting about. “Mr. Wilby, where is your wife?”

Warren’s lips gathered as if he were about to blow out a candle, and he looked perfectly innocent when he breathed the word, “Who?”
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Description
The city is situated on the west bank of the river Zimme. Three parallel bridges cross the river in the north east.
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A HOUSE CALL

While this wasn’t the first time Isolde Wilby had broken into a shop, it was perhaps her most spontaneous invasion. Typically, she had a plan, a goal, and an urgent reason to flout the law. But on this occasion, she was being propelled by feelings that were far more potent than discretion or self-preservation or common sense. She was acting out of guilt, a punctured conscience that was, tellingly enough, unpricked by the present felony.

Isolde tried to rationalize her recklessness. The unlocked door could be taken as tacit invitation. It was a place of business, after all—a public showroom. Although presently unlit, it seemed only reasonable to assume that guests were generally welcome. The doormat said as much. Legally, they were on sound footing. “A breeze could’ve just as easily blown it open,” she assured her husband, even as she struggled to suppress a smirk.

Isolde was as slender as an exclamation mark and made a similarly emphatic impression. Her short, dark hair, which she had squandered hours styling, was taking advantage of the rain to pursue its natural preference for quirking tangles. She held the shop door cracked in a manner that might suggest to the uninitiated that she was still making up her mind about whether or not to proceed. But her spouse was under no illusions in that regard. Warren knew his wife well enough to recognize when a decision had been made. She was not vacillating; she was merely giving him a chance to prepare.

And if Isolde were a punctuation, then Warren was a page of unbroken text: a sizable block of a man whose physique discouraged casual inspection while also secreting surprising depths. Warren’s ponderous auburn brows arched in amusement. “Already outlining our legal defense, I see. ‘We weren’t trespassing, Your Honor. We were invited in by a sociable wind.’ ”

The hour was late. Both floors of the narrow storefront were dark. Behind them, a milky-gray summer downpour berated the streets. A jaunt plowed down the flooded lane, lashing the parked sedans with ashy mud like slip flung from a potter’s wheel. The Wilbies huddled beneath a sign that read RAULT’S FINE ARTS. The gold leaf that had once trenched those letters had flaked away, leaving behind colorless ruts.

In an effort to keep the rain from running down his spine, Warren pinched together the lapels of his tuxedo jacket, holding them cinched under his chin, a pose that he suspected only made him appear more roguish, as did the conspicuous carpetbag that was tucked under his arm. A flash of lightning splashed their shadows across the entryway, completing the tableau of a burglary.

He sighed, the broad yoke of his shoulders first rising, then rounding with acceptance. “All right. We’ll have a look. But remember, we have a dinner reservation at nine. Let’s try not to dawdle.”

“Right you are, dear. Just a quick poke about, then we’ll be on our way.”

Warren chuckled. “You always say we’ll be quick.”

Iz rose onto tiptoe to kiss him on the chin. “And you always convince me to linger.”

Before the storm had drenched her in rain-suspended soot, Isolde had looked like a flapper on her way to a jazz club. Her short dress, comprising tiers of black tassels, embellished each twist and turn of her hips. While primping for the evening, she had flitted about their bedroom, hunting after stockings, trying on headbands, and walking through spritzes of scent. With each step, she animated the fringe of her dress like a matador flares his cape.

Still fiddling with his bow tie, Warren observed the hypnotic swishing of her hem with casual delight that soon grew into a more pressing desire. Warren’s charge was considerably more gentle than a bull’s, and Iz made no effort to elude him. For the Wilbies, a simple change of costume was often as effective as a wedding veil at refreshing their awe for familiar sights.

There was a moment when it seemed they might not make it out the door in time to attend the play. Neither had been particularly troubled by the prospect.

But having satisfied their ardor, they collected themselves, found a hirable car, and settled into their seats in the off–High Street playhouse with enough time to inspect the program before the evening’s entertainment commenced.

Warren swatted the illustration of the show’s star, a handsome man with an aquiline nose and a divot in his cheek. “Oh, I always wanted dimples as a lad! Why, there was a boy at school, Nathaniel Demeray, who had the most mesmerizing dimples. How the girls swooned! I used to bite the inside of my cheek trying to make a dent. It didn’t work, of course. Just made me look like I had something stuck in my teeth.”

Patting her husband’s leg, Isolde answered, “Your cheeks have beautiful dimples; they just aren’t on your face.”

“Ms. Wilby!” Warren chuckled. “You know, Felivox said that the critic from the Berbiton Times, Ms. Annalina Eustace, absolutely castigated the production.”

Isolde fanned herself with her program. “Oh, Eustace would give her own mother one star. And be right for once.”

“Well, Johnny, my veg man, loved it. Took his missus. Said he laughed so hard an usher came and shushed him. Which is fair, because Johnny laughs like a—” Before Warren could finish, the houselights dimmed and the orchestra launched into a lively overture.

Warren had been pleasantly surprised when Isolde had agreed to take in a show. As a rule, she disliked the theater, loathing in particular anything that brushed against the genre of mystery. She found the whodunits and hair-raisers beyond tedious. They always relied on cheap narrative devices and unlikely conveniences to deliver what the author could not: namely, a compelling twist. Warren had assured her the show he had in mind was without even a whiff of intrigue, though it was chock-full of mischief. The Crooked Croaker had been widely praised for its memorable melodies and giddy antics. The story centered upon a charming surgeon who was secretly afraid of blood and who fabricated increasingly elaborate excuses for having peers and nurses (and in one case, a custodian) perform his operations in his stead while he tap-danced around with a drip bag stand for a partner.

Though a merry farce, the play still did an admirable job of exploring the lengths that certain persons were willing to go to—undersigning suffering and even the loss of life—just to preserve a fragile but psychologically essential facade. Isolde had particularly liked the fraudulent doctor’s solo, performed on the roof of the hospital in front of an immense full moon. The lyrics of that composition had given a glimpse into his motives, which were predictably self-pitying but amusing nonetheless. Indeed, by the end of the play, Isolde found herself guffawing right along with everyone else when the charismatic surgeon was forced to operate on a wounded prince under the watchful eye of his royal entourage. The sham surgeon, after failing to pass the scalpel to the prince’s bodyguards, high-stepped out an open window and plunged to his death with a droll yodel.

The curtain call went on for a quarter of an hour, as the standing ovation inspired an encore, during which the lead reprised the song “Hand on Heart, Heart in Hand” while a chorus of his mutilated patients sang behind him, still dressed in their gory hospital gowns. Roses were thrown. Someone in the orchestra pit opened a bottle, launching a cork and a plume of sparkling wine into the air. The communal euphoria was palpable and seemed destined to carry on late into the night.

Then Isolde casually proposed a short detour before dinner.

There was an art gallery not far out of the way that she’d been wanting to visit. Isolde had only begun to explain her desire to freshen up some of the flatwork in their home, when Warren surprised her by voicing his ready agreement. He confessed that in recent months he had found one of the paintings in their powder room increasingly distasteful. The illustration in question, which featured a rather lurid vision of a black dragon being lanced by a silver-clad knight, had belonged to Isolde’s grandfather, James Vernon Wilby. The patriarch had called the dragon “Morto Bog Watcher,” claiming that the beast marked young children who failed to wash their hands for a nocturnal visit and summary consumption. Warren had been vaguely amused by the piece and its backstory until he made the acquaintance of a real, living dragon himself. Ever since Felivox had become his cooking companion, his eager taster, and his unlikely friend, the fact that Warren’s privy included a depiction of a dragon being run through had felt increasingly crass.

As the jolly stampede of the dispersing audience carried them to the sidewalk, Isolde asked her husband, “So, what would you like to see in old Morto’s spot?”

“Maybe something with ducks,” Warren suggested.

“Why ducks?”

“I like ducks,” Warren replied and, freed from the press of the crowd, offered her his arm.

But the universe appeared to disapprove of the impulse because the rain began to sheet the moment they left the marquee’s protection. Warren’s bow tie wilted and his receded copper pompadour turned flat as an old penny. The delicate fringes of Isolde’s dress clotted into something that might’ve been pulled from a bathtub drain. They’d only trudged a block before Warren suggested they abandon the quest, hail a cab, and make for the restaurant, posthaste.

But Iz would not be so easily dissuaded. She answered at a shout over the drumming rain: “It won’t take a minute. We’re almost there. Just another block or two. Three at most.”

Warren squeezed the carpetbag under his coat. The cumbersome heirloom was more or less indestructible, but also slow to dry when it got wet. “All right, Iz. This obviously isn’t a whim. Why are we drowning in our glad rags? What’s going on?”

Isolde dashed the sodden hair from her eyes, paused to consult a street sign, then hurried on. “A few weeks ago, I brushed someone off, and I regret it. It’s been gnawing at me.”

“I see.” Warren followed her leaping lead over a swamped culvert. “Would you care to let these regrets nibble at me for a while?”

Isolde talked as they tramped, beginning an explanation that she would finish on the stoop of the gallery. Margit Rault, the proprietor of the studio in question, had recently corresponded with Isolde asking for help. Specifically, she had wished to know if working in close proximity with hexes was dangerous. As the city’s foremost investigators of the paranormal, the Hexologists received hundreds of such letters, usually from persons who had inherited a quilt, headboard, or plaque that included a worrisome ward. These concerned citizens wished to know how they had been cursed and what they could do to salvage the tatters of their immortal soul. In an effort to improve the national opinion of hexegy, Isolde had always taken pains to soothe these fretful individuals, promising them that the charmed sigils that puckered their duvets or hung over their pantries most likely promoted pleasant dreams or the freshness of fruit and were not, in any case, demonic bull’s-eyes. And so Isolde had answered Ms. Rault’s letter with well-rehearsed reassurances. It was only as a postscript that she offered to vet the troublesome hex, should the artist wish to provide her with a rough sketch of it.

Isolde’s interest had been piqued when Rault replied that the design was part of a work commissioned by a private citizen who did not wish to see its content nor their own identity disclosed to the public. Feeling a touch annoyed, Isolde had answered the rebuff with a Ward of Disseverment, which she said would temporarily thwart minor hexes. In truth, the hex was about as effective as a no soliciting sign at discouraging unwanted intrusions, but Isolde had hoped its presence would at the least have a placebic effect. Isolde then filed Rault’s letters under a couch cushion, rendering the matter closed.

That should’ve been the end of it, and it might’ve been for a less obsessive mind. As it was, Iz found her thoughts returning, again and again, to the identity of Ms. Rault’s enigmatic patron. While it was true that most hexes were broadly innocuous, some of the more involved sigils were quite powerful and could be hazardous to uninitiated practitioners. The energic reciprocation of some hexes could suck the breath from a person’s lungs, snatch the sight from their eyes, or drain the blood from their hearts.

When Iz relayed these fears to her husband on the sopping gallery stoop, he said, “You described it as a brush-off, but it seems to me you answered this woman’s request promptly and respectfully. I think you might be taking on more than is your due, dear. I mean, do you really think it likely that she would be able to produce a dangerous hex?”

“No. It would be like a first-year piano student sight-reading a concerto and landing every note.” Isolde seemed to be attempting a symphony of her own on the shop’s doorbell. They could hear the buzzer jangling through the plate glass. “What’s more likely is that Ms. Rault’s secretive buyer is some tycoon who has commissioned a Hex of Vigor to hang over his headboard. That’s a pretty straightforward, mild hex, but it’s understandable why her client might not wish to be widely associated with a sigil that originally was used to expediate animal husbandry, and I doubt Ms. Rault is in any rush to be known as someone who subsidizes her art with decorative aphrodisiacs. This could just be a case of people being squeamish about sex.”

“Then why are we here?”

“Because the rats in my head don’t care about possibly maybes. They won’t be happy with questionable odds; they want answerable ends. We’re here so I can sleep at night.” She quit torturing the door buzzer long enough to try the handle. When the latch clicked and the door broke open, Isolde looked to her husband with an impish smirk that made him wish for a sleep aid that was not quite so felonious.

“Perhaps she went home for the evening and forgot to lock up,” Warren said as he followed his wife into the darkened gallery.

Isolde considered the possibility with a quirk of her lips. “Or there could be an intruder.”

“Perhaps there are two!” Warren replied.

The basal lights of the city sky cast the showroom’s hardwood floor in a murky orange light. The deeply framed pieces of art on the wall were widely set, their contents obscured by shadow and protective glass. The air reeked of unhappy plumbing. Folding chairs lay in a chaotic heap against the back wall. A pair of dead potted figs drew the Wilbies’ attention to the placard near the entrance that introduced the collection in blocks of exuberant text that seemed at odds with the warped photograph tacked above. Years of sunlight had bleached the portrait, turning it the color of old bones. The youthful Margit Rault, whose features had been reduced to stark, masklike vacancies, seemed to dematerialize even as they pondered her.

The nature of the art itself, what little they could see of it in the gloom, appeared to blur the distinction between landscape and abstraction. The pieces were generally composed of layers of painted glass, stacked and sometimes interspersed with objects: leaves, dried flowers, preserved insects.

At a whisper, Isolde said, “Rault wrote in her letter that she was ‘just trying to keep her head above the clouds.’ It struck me as a funny mangling of the idiom. Surely, you either keep your head above water, or you try to avoid getting your head stuck in the clouds. But look …” She hiked her chin at an oil painting that was comparatively unassuming among the pieces of layered glass that made up the majority of the gallery’s collection. The somewhat dreamy vision of Berbiton’s skyline had been accomplished with dry brushstrokes and a limited palette. Centered in the sky was a round, pale moon. The spires and penthouses of the capital’s towers peeked up from dense clouds that ran to the edges of the canvas, giving the piece an unfinished look.

“The fog sort of makes the city look like a bride, doesn’t it?” Warren whispered back. “Funny to think it’s just pollution. Then again, a dash of volcanic ash makes a sunset all the more fabulous and a bit of charcoal painted around the eyes makes them shine all the brighter. Perhaps filth is the spice of beauty.”

“A pleasant thought.”

“Don’t see any ducks, though,” Warren replied, and his wife snuffled a laugh.

Finding little to explore in the neglected gallery, Isolde turned her attention to the straight flight of stairs. She drew upon the air with the tip of her finger the circlet of a sigil. When she closed the finishing stroke on her Hex of Radiance, a floating disc of pale blue light appeared before her outstretched palm. She pushed the magic luminary before her as she tiptoed up the stairs, following an arrow-headed sign on the wall that read STUDIO. Warren trailed behind her, his shifting weight enlivening a musical squeak with each step.

The door at the top of the stairs swung into a darkness the streetlamps did not reach, an inconvenience that became a hazard when Isolde’s guiding light went out like a blown match. Isolde cursed at the unexpected failure of her hex as her husband bumped into her and they both staggered into the murk.

She groped the nearest wall in search of a switch while Warren shuffled farther into the dark. He could just make out the edge of a workbench, and beyond it a vertical sliver of light. “I’ll open the curtain,” he said, and rounding the table, slipped on something. With an aborted shout of surprise, he pitched forward, throwing out his arms to catch himself. The accompanying crash sounded like someone had tipped over a dish rack: a commotion full of clatter and violent shattering.

Isolde found the switch. Brass-capped pendant lights revealed an airy workspace, a maze of tables cluttered with tubes of paint, curled like shrimp, and jars or muddy solvents. A pile of colorful rugs hung over the top of a changing screen, one crook of which formed the backing for the posed subject of a still life: a vase full of drooping lilies. The Ward of Disseverment Iz had mailed the artist days before was taped to the wall beside the light switch. Iz had dispelled her own hex. It was an irony she hardly had time to appreciate before seeing what Warren had tripped over.

Or rather, who.
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A PRECOCIOUS DAWN

Margit Rault lay sprawled upon a floor that was lashed and speckled with decades of paint, a colorful aggregation to which she now added the tint of her own spilled life.

Her short ashy hair clotted about the mortal wound that deformed the side of her head. Her eyes were open, but unlit by sentience. Her black, sleeveless dress appeared new. A strand of pearls pooled in the notch of her neck.

There had been a struggle. Stools had been overturned. The legs of an easel stood in the air behind a well-worn sofa. In one of Rault’s clutched fists was a trophy: a shirt collar and a tuft of hair.

The puddled blood around her had been broken by Warren’s slipping passage, tracks that recorded the path of his spectacular fall, which had swept from the nearest table crocks full of brushes and a large glass palette. It seemed a miracle he’d not been cut by the debris, which rained from his coat as he pulled himself to his feet. He gasped at the dead woman and his accidental stirring of the tragic scene.

But Iz saw that his were not the only gory footprints. The apparent killer had tracked Rault’s blood about the studio. They were searching for something.

Warren stooped to confirm what he already knew. Touching the woman’s neck, he found her cold. “Dead. A few hours, I should think. We have to call the police.”

“Yes, I suppose so.” Isolde hopped nimbly over the trail of blood, following the red crescent moon of the killer’s heel to the tipped-over easel. The tripod included an affixed backing board, which faced the floor. Isolde lifted the easel just enough to see whether it concealed a mounted work in progress. Observing only a vacant surface, she continued to follow the bloody tracks toward the storage rack at the rear of the room.

“I don’t see the murder weapon,” Warren said, glancing under the nearby benches.

“Perhaps the killer took it with them.” Isolde counted six tall cubbies, each containing several panes of painted glass, leaning one upon the next. The squares of felt that separated the pieces had done an admirable job of collecting evidence. Blood clotted upon the edges of those sheets. The killer appeared to have searched each compartment. “She was dressed for an occasion—a night out. I wonder where she was going, and who with.”

Straightening, Warren discovered that he, in his tumble, had gotten blood on his shirtfront. The lurid stain stood out bright as a traffic light. “Please, tell me you’re looking for a voxbox. Do you still remember Detective Smud’s number?”

Rather than answer his question, Isolde continued to pursue her own line of thought. “She still has her pearls. This wasn’t a burglary. The killer was searching for something in particular … a piece of art—something new. Yes, that’s why they went to the easel first. But they didn’t find what they were looking for, or they did and there was something else, something more.” She again inspected the bloody tracks underfoot. “See here, the footprints go from the end of the shelf back to the start. Foiled again. Then they went to the desk—quickly, urgently. Look, you can see where they came to a halt, shuffled a bit. The killer bent over.” She reproduced the pose herself, throwing her arms out over the bare top. “They swept everything onto the floor.” She considered the strewn receipts, envelopes, and sketches that littered the mottled floorboards around the desk. “They were frustrated. Angry.”

“I suppose murderers aren’t usually known for their levelheadedness.” Warren was having more trouble than his wife overlooking the dead woman. Her expression was so placid, so full of acceptance, and yet the attitude of her body, the gory wound, the fistful of someone else’s hair all seemed to shout, to battle, to rage. The terrible contrast of violence and quiet filled him with a lurching sense of revulsion. He found holding his hand out as a visual shield helped a bit.

When he did, his eye naturally fell to the shrouded bell on a pedestal near the window. Gingerly, he removed the handsewn coverlet, revealing a pair of blue-breasted budgies nuzzled together on a perch. They began to vocalize at once, like children rushing to unburden themselves of an urgent story, one that Warren, sadly, could not understand. He crouched to make himself look as unassuming as possible as he answered them in gentle tones, “Oh, of course, of course. Yes, I know. You poor dears! You must’ve been scared out of your wits. And who’ll take care of you now? Oh, I’ll make sure you find a good—”

A heavy clump interrupted him. Recognizing the slam of a jaunt door, he crept to the long curtains that blocked the front windows and wedged one aside. With his face to the crack, he said, “Well, that saves us a call, I suppose. The police are here.”

On her hands and knees, Isolde looked up from her scouring of spilled pages. “You’re joking.”

“Afraid not. Maybe a neighbor overheard the commotion. But dispatch didn’t exactly send a brigade. There’s just one of them. Quite a fancy ride, though. Those new squad cars look like racing jaunts. He’s looking around, getting wet … Oops! He’s dropped his keys. Now he’s fishing around in a puddle. Oh, he’s found them. Now he’s kicked the puddle. That’ll teach it. My god, is that Broxburn? Rats!” Warren dropped the curtain, sucking a rueful breath through his teeth. “I think he saw me. Of course, it had to be Broxburn. You know I try not to speak ill of people, but that man is an ambling cancer.” Warren trudged back to the spot where he’d lately toppled. He stooped to retrieve the carpetbag.

Though humble in its appearance, that piece of luggage was a portal to a vast storehouse that contained an immense collection of charmed artifacts and magical relics, wonders that had been assembled decades prior by Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby. The satchel, dubbed the portalmanteau, was Isolde’s principal inheritance, left to her after her father had vanished, probably into an unmarked grave. The fantastic repository was guarded by a serpentine red dragon named Felivox, who Warren had bonded with over a shared love of gourmet food.

Opening the satchel, Mr. Wilby spoke into its deceptive recesses. “Felivox? Are you there?”

The dragon’s voice rumbled distantly like a passing underground train. “Time for dinner?”

“No, there’s been a murder.”

“I didn’t know you had it in you!” Closer now, Warren could feel the bass of the dragon’s voice run like a zipper up his spine.

“No, not like that. Though, I admit it doesn’t look good for us. Or our dinner reservation. You may have to console yourself tonight with a leg from the Infinite Goat.”

Below them, the shop door banged. As Warren set the portalmanteau down by his feet and raised his hands, adopting a posture of preparatory surrender, Isolde’s muttering quickened. “Our killer was in a hurry. Perhaps they didn’t have time to finish their search. They might’ve missed something. Where the devil do artists hide their latest work?”

Listening to boots clomp up the stairs, Isolde suffered a questionable epiphany. With no time to deliberate, she seized the wastebasket from under the workbench, carried it to the portalmanteau, and stuffed it roughly inside, saying, “Hold this, please. And best to keep mum. Broxburn has a knack for picking fights, and I wouldn’t want to see you baited into biting off any arms.”

“As if I’m so easily tempted!” Felivox rumbled softly, sounding hurt.

“If I had your teeth, I would be.” She raised her hands a scant moment before the soaked detective stamped into the room, panting like an overexerted dog.

Detective Robert Broxburn looked as if he had recently fallen off a barstool. His eyes were bloodshot, his khaki raincoat stained at the sleeves, and his shirt half-untucked and draping from the cleft of his swollen gut—which seemed an addition recent enough to not have been addressed by the gentleman’s tailor.

Though Isolde would never have called Detective Broxburn a gentleman. She watched him with simmering irritation as the detective blearily absorbed the scene. He squinted at the corpse before turning his attention to her. A nasty expression of delight bloomed on his ruddy face. His sunken chest puffed out like a cock preparing to crow. “Wilby! Why am I not surprised?”

Isolde answered, “I suppose because you have no imagination, and every day is like the last because you peer at it from the monocular of a gin bottle.”

Warren coughed in surprise at his wife’s sniping. He offered his hand to the detective, though the officer gave no sign that he intended to shake it. Converting the bid into a salutational wave, War said, “We’re glad you’re here, Detective. There’s been a murder. We were about to call.”

“I’m sure you were.” Broxburn began to kneel next to Rault’s body, then some kink in one knee seemed to change his mind. Gripping the table edge, he leaned awkwardly over the corpse. “Why’d you do it, Wilby?”

Isolde laughed. “You think I killed this woman, stuffed someone else’s hair and shirt collar into her hand, then tracked her blood everywhere wearing someone else’s shoes? I suppose I must’ve also borrowed their fingers when I left bloody fingerprints just there, also over yonder, and here as well.” She pointed as she spoke. “And then, having thoroughly pollinated the room with the evidence of someone else’s crime, I waited here for the body to cool and the police to arrive.”

“I expect you did.”

“Why?”

“Because you’re not as smart as you think you are. You killed this woman, heaven knows why, then staged it to look otherwise. But you needed help to move the body.” Broxburn straightened with a grunt, and hitched up his drooping trousers as he waddled closer to Isolde. “You left and came back with your husband because you needed muscle. You expected him to do the dirty work. That’s why he’s got blood on him.”

Isolde, having quickly abandoned a posture of surrender, now crossed her arms. “He fell.”

The detective’s bottom lip jutted wetly. “That’s what all the battered spouses say, Wilby. But all right, I’ll play along. Why don’t you tell me what you’d like me to believe happened here.”

“Oh no. That’s why I left the service. I got tired of doing your job for you.”

“Is that one of yours?” Broxburn pointed to the pinned sigil near the light switch.

Isolde sighed. “Yes. I sent it to Ms. Rault. We exchanged a few letters in recent weeks. I expect they’re around here somewhere.”

“Letters? What about?”

“She was afraid. Seems like she had every right to be. I was dismissive of her fears. I consider myself partly responsible for this terrible result.”

“If it’s guilt you’re feeling, we can certainly help with that, Wilby.” The detective produced a pair of handcuffs from one pocket of his trench coat. “You know how this goes. Hands behind your back.”

Isolde arched an eyebrow. “The question is why are you here? Dispatch doesn’t send a detective to follow up on a noise complaint, certainly not without backup. Was this a personal call?”

“The neighbors reported hearing a disturbance. You must’ve made quite a racket.” Broxburn’s complexion explored a new shade of crimson. “Now, turn around.”

“Detective,” Warren said, one finger raised and crooked toward the gap he’d left when he’d peeked out the drapes. That crack was now a beaming fissure. “Did you leave your spotlight on?”

Broxburn shuffled to the window and threw back the curtain.

Through the pane, they observed a gash of variegated fire expanding over the city. The spindle of violent energy swelled rapidly, sucking up the lightning, devouring the thunder, blowing out the clouds. The abruptly exposed moon, which seemed small in its apogee, split in two, the cracked halves ragged and uneven. Stars shone through the gap. Then the seething, shedding cocoon of fire blazed nearer, banishing the darkness as it advanced. The inferno turned the High Street spires into cigarette ash, evanescing rowhouses into spumes of smoke, reducing the people inside to fizzing atoms.

The conflagration moved through the city streets with the sweeping deliberation of a sunrise.

“A bomb,” Isolde murmured, then the fire reached the room.

The wave of erasure shivered through her, dissolving her like the kiss of a comet.
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THE BOTTOM OF A BOTTOMLESS WELL

Oh, I always wanted dimples as a lad!” Warren shimmied happily in his narrow theater seat and beamed at the backs of the settling crowd. The musicians in their pit tuned their instruments as the proscenium curtain riffled with the last-minute agitations of stagehands. “Why, there was a boy at school, Nathaniel Demeray, who had the most mesmerizing dimp— What’s wrong, dear? Why are you making that face?”

Isolde wore the astonished, puckered expression of someone who’d just discovered they’d swallowed a tooth. She murmured, “You said all that before.”

“I did? My god, it’s finally happened! After ten years of marriage, I’ve run out of stories.” His eyebrows rose like a drawbridge, revealing the hazel waters of his eyes. “Well, we had a good run, Ms. Wilby!” He slapped the play’s program on his knee and rolled his head in playful defeat.

A small smile broke Isolde’s troubled look. “No, no. I’m having one of those déjà vu moments.”

“Marmalade! Tourniquet! Paddleboat!” Warren blurted.

“What are you doing?”

“Just trying to break the spell.” The merry lines of his broad brow crimped with dawning concern.

She stroked his jaw appreciatively, petting the plateau of one auburn chop. “I’m sure it’ll pass,” she murmured even as the orchestra spoke over her. She turned her attention toward the stage and entrained her own hands to the thundering applause, smiling so that Warren would not feel obliged to miss the show to attend to her.

The houselights dimmed, though her disquiet did not.

If anything, the frenetic capering of the play only exacerbated the queasy sense that she had seen all of this before. And yet, when she forced herself to guess which stage door would fly open next or which actor would burst into song, she could not. There was a staleness to the events of the play, though this vague familiarity was not sufficient to instill in her a viable prescience. Rather, it felt as if the clock that churned inside the world was running one second late, or the timepiece whirring in her heart a tick or two ahead.

Try as he might, Warren could not fully enjoy the madcap conclusion of the play, nor the audience’s warm reception of the players as they reemerged to bow and curtsy, because of his mounting concern for his wife, whose slouching and scowling he had observed out of the corner of his eye for three long acts.

“You look like you have a headache,” he said, leaning near her ear as the orchestra concluded its reprise of the opening overture.

“Perhaps I’m just trying to give myself one. I’m all right.” She rallied a smile.

“Let’s get you home. I’ll chase us down a cab.”

She grabbed his coat sleeve when he stood and rose herself, seemingly to join in the ovation, though she took the opportunity to speak closer to his ear. “You promised me dinner. And Felivox, too. We must keep our promises, especially where a dragon is involved. But I need to make a stop on the way. Just a quick wellness check on a new acquaintance. Won’t take a minute.”

“Just like you to worry about someone else’s health when your own is in question.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m fine.”

Though, quite obviously, she wasn’t. What should have been a brisk walk, albeit one undertaken through a warm downpour, proved to be an absolute ordeal. The rain felt like a volley of arrows on her shoulders. The torrent seemed to come in violent waves that broke her impeccable posture and punished her rounded back. Isolde was compelled more than once to stop and grip something solid, something bolted to the ground, partly to replenish her suddenly deficient lungs and partly to fend off the feeling that she was about to be swept into the sewers and washed out to sea. She passed these woozy interludes off as incidental consultations with the street signs and landmarks she clung to.

Warren was not deceived by his wife’s panting excuses, but he saw in her demeanor a grim determination that would not be easily defused. She was on a mission, and though she’d not yet enlightened him regarding the necessity for it, he knew her well enough to understand she did not take on errands lightly, nor make casual asides. All was done with purpose, and all purposes were justified in time. If trust was the foundation of their marriage, then patience was its roof.

Still, by the time they reached the stoop of the artist’s gallery—a destination she had not begun to explain—Isolde could scarcely stand. Her ears rang and her gaze roved, refusing to focus on anything farther away than her fingertips, which had begun to tingle. To her great annoyance, she felt as if she would faint, a thing she absolutely did not do. She did not faint when an efreet blazed to life in the palm of her hand; she did not faint when she was shot in the chest by a possessed garden hermit; she did not faint when she was told by a gray-faced banker that her father was dead. She did not faint.

But then, her knees began to tremble and, before she could lock them, gave way.

She would’ve fallen into a heap if Warren hadn’t caught her by the elbows and braced her against the door where a stingy awning reduced the lancing rain to needles that prickled her cheeks. Or was that just the blood leaving her face?

Warren marshaled her bleary gaze to his own by turning the rudder of her chin. Even as her eyes nearly crossed, she saw he was doing an admirable job of masking his own fright. “Can you sit up? There you go.” With her momentarily propped, he rapped vigorously on the door with one hand as he rang the bell with the other. “Come on. Come on. Hello! We need some help out here! Excuse me! Hello!” He tried the door handle, rattling it until the interior latch jangled. “Locked. All right, stay there. I’ll be right back.” Isolde watched him bound toward the street, arm raised and flagging with the command of a signalman.

Even as she wondered if she had been poisoned by an assassin or an undercooked bivalve, Isolde managed to extract from her clutch a calling card. By the guidance of one winked eye, she scrawled with her kohl pencil a few words upon its back.

She twisted about on the stoop and slipped the card under the door. Then the world began to wheel about her and she had to throw out both hands to brace herself before she collapsed and rolled down the steps. But would that have been so bad? At the end of that short tumble, there would’ve been at least the opportunity to lie down on a nice, soft sidewalk.

Then all at once, she was weightless. Slipping loose of gravity’s tenuous grip, she seemed to be hurtling upward into the fray, up to where the storm was being forged between hammer-headed winds and anvil-hearted clouds, where lightning was sparked and bolts were quenched, and all was a furious violence through which she flitted like a sparrow.

Warren held her to his chest as he fled toward the waiting jaunt, the cabin’s yellow light, a leather bench, and the hospital for which it was bound.

There was little in the world Isolde found more galling than the experience of having her own expertise scoffed at until another expert—generally masculine—certified her opinion with his own.

This had happened frequently over the course of her career, but never so often, nor with such zest, as while she had served as the head of the short-lived Office of Ensorcelled Investigations, an entity of public safety that had been hollowed out by the very powers that founded it. Even before the chief of police began his covert campaign to defang her department, Captain Wilby’s peers had treated her with flippant contempt. They flagged every word she uttered, every case she touched, every particle of evidence she logged as dubious at best, and fallacious at worst.

A prime example of her thwarted authority was the case of the Headless Lord. When Captain Wilby offered her theory as to how the Earl of Purfling had managed to decapitate himself in his bathtub, no one took her seriously, least of all the lead detective, Robert Broxburn. He already had his man: a young valet named Gimoaldo. Broxburn believed the footman, though thin enough to vanish behind a lamppost, had somehow managed to saw off the earl’s head with a length of piano wire, which had yet to be recovered. The valet’s motive for this gruesome act was attributed to a public reproach the earl had paid him some days prior after the lad had failed to remove the black scuffs from the white-walled tires on the noble’s touring jaunt. This meager motive was further corroborated by the skinny valet’s foreign birth. Gimoaldo had emigrated from the Belloc Islands by way of his mother’s arms—a detail that struck Broxburn as intrinsically suspicious.

When Isolde proposed an alternate theory, she was met with a chorus of scoffs and the sort of theatrical eye-rolling that passes for wit among bullies. Undaunted, she presented evidence that the Earl of Purfling had recently bid on a lot of antiquities that included a thin gold necklace, which Detective Broxburn had found in the red waters of the earl’s ill-fated bath, and entered into evidence as “a trifling chain.” After some research, Isolde identified the modest choker as the Garrote Amor, a relic once used in ritualistic blood sacrifices by an ancient, libidinous cult, the very mention of which inspired the elbowing of many organizational ribs.

But then, no amount of sneering could change the reality of the necklace’s unusual power: the Garrote Amor shrank nightly in accordance with the lunar cycles, a feature that could, on the right evening, infuse a person’s private activities with a pleasurable constriction, and on the wrong night, see their head sawn off. Isolde demonstrated this fact in dramatic fashion one evening with the assistance of a cantaloupe and a new cycle of the broken moon.

And even still, her theory was not believed. Some chalked it up to a parlor trick, others to the application of her own witchery.

It was not until the coroner announced that the lacerations on the earl’s neck matched the peculiar pattern of the necklace that Isolde’s postulations were finally given credence. Officially, the gold chain was tagged as the cause of death, which was characterized in the final report as “accidental.” The exonerated Gimoaldo was hurriedly deported for reasons that the chief claimed stemmed from “irregularities in his documentation,” though Isolde speculated the true cause to be an excess of institutional embarrassment.

That occasion had been only one of many when she discerned that the expertise of another was required to ratify her own. It was an outrage that, rather than acclimate herself to, Isolde Wilby had cultivated a particular distaste for.

So when the physician informed her that she was in perfect health, Isolde was tempted to throttle him, having spent the past two hours assuring him, her husband, and everyone who was brought in to poke or prod her that she was, in fact, fine. Whatever paroxysm had seized her on the stoop of the artist’s gallery had begun to abate the moment their hired jaunt had pulled away from the curb. By the time the taxi had reached the emergency intake of the nearest hospital, some scant minutes later, she was already pink-cheeked and protesting. It was only her love for Warren (and her awareness of how badly her swooning had frightened him) that made her consent to a checkup, believing, as she had, that it would only take a moment to confirm what she already knew: She was fine.

But the physician that was assigned to her was not so easily convinced of her recovery. As he called for tests and a battery of syringes—some empty and waiting to be filled, some full of vitamins to address what he suspected was undiagnosed anemia—Isolde began to imagine he was the inspiration behind The Crooked Croaker. She could only hope he would come to a similar end, and dance himself out an open window.

By the time they were discharged and piloted home, it was well after midnight. They were both in such a state of exhaustion, they shed their still-damp evening wear on the stairs and collapsed into dreams even as their bodies fell into bed.

Iz and War slept in, only tearing themselves from the gauzy envelope of cotton sheets and the mesmerizing drone of an electric fan at the insistence of their tightening stomachs. They enjoyed a midday breakfast over which they reviewed the previous evening’s events … with the notable exception of Isolde’s sudden illness. That was a mystery that neither yet had the strength to probe, and it was perhaps to fill this conspicuous omission that their conversation followed less consequential themes.

The kitchen was one of very few rooms in Castle Wilby that bore the mark of Warren’s influence and personal aesthetic. When he had moved into Isolde’s ancestral home, he had more or less allowed his decorative preferences to be subsumed by the home’s established style, which was dark, baroque, and out-of-date. In all fairness, he generally liked the house’s antiquated character. Their home was one immense curio cabinet, a time capsule, a shrine to the varied and venerable Wilby clan. But the kitchen had been simply too glum to bear. The dark wood paneling that spanned the walls and clung to the low ceiling was repeated in the bulky cabinetry and echoed in the color of the table and chairs. It made him feel as if he were frying eggs and steeping tea inside a prematurely sealed coffin.

At first, he tried to brighten the room with new hand towels, which proved to be a cheerful but insufficient bunting. He bought a rug to lighten the redbrick floor and a countertop hyaline set to compete with the clatter of alley traffic. But these improvements did nothing to attenuate the bleak impression of the room.

Then, one morning, Isolde surprised him with a five-gallon bucket of paint, a pair of brushes, and a proposal to whitewash the walls of his kitchen-casket. He had felt a confusion that verged upon shame. He had never complained, never alluded to his discomfort. Yet, she had known. He insisted that he did not wish to alter what had been sufficient for generations of Wilbies. He was content to live inside someone else’s vision of coziness.

In answer, Isolde had pried opened the drum of paint, dipped a brush into the silky white, and slapped it upon the sacred dark wood of a wall. Warren gasped. She said, “I want this to feel like your kitchen. I want you to have a refuge from the historic clutter and the majestic gloom. I know it can be overbearing. You deserve your own spot. And you claiming it will only make me feel better. Safer. People who refuse to leave a trace have a tendency of slipping away in the night.”

“I would never,” he said with head lowered and eyes full, though he quickly rallied and straightened so she could see the conviction in his repeated answer. “Never.”

She held the other brush out to him. “Then come on, War. Come make your mark.”

Predictably, the effort to paint the kitchen was briefly delayed by an impromptu renewal of their vows—not those recitations they had droned before a judge at the courthouse, but the secret oaths they had whispered to one another over the altar of a pillow on their wedding night.

And yet, once begun, the redecoration continued in earnest. In the weeks that followed, Warren would swap the heavy drapes for airy curtains, install a quartz backsplash that glittered in the morning light, and replace the dark iron fixtures with sunny brass. He claimed the kitchen as his own, and rather than feel self-indulgent or disrespectful, he felt as if it were all an expression of his love for the woman who sat opposite him, yawning extravagantly and scratching at her armpit.

Forking the crisp end of a kipper into his mouth, Warren said, “It’s funny how the end of an evening can completely erase the start. There were so many great laugh lines in that play, and now I can’t recall a single one of them.”

Isolde held up the sleeve of her silk robe as she reached across the table to claim the bottle of brown sauce. As she drowned the bacon that capped her toast, she replied, “Then we’ll have to see it again. I feel like I owe you a second date.”

“Oh, at the very least. Maybe a third! This could really turn into something if we’re not careful.”

“Out of curiosity, what was the next step of your plan if you had succeeded in breaking into the gallery last night?”

“It was an emergency! I thought she might have a voxbox. I only gave the door a little rattle. And didn’t you just say the two of you exchanged letters? She was hardly a stranger! I’m sure she would’ve forgiven the interruption.”

“‘Interruption’ sounds so much better than ‘breaking and entering.’ ”

“Nothing was broken last night, unless you count the dinner I promised—” Warren sprang from his chair with a gasp. “Felivox! I completely forgot to feed him! He must be ravenous.” He ran from the kitchen with as much speed as his backless slippers would permit.

Isolde called after him, “I wouldn’t stick my arm in, if I were you. Maybe lead with a drumstick. Better yet, a ham.”

Isolde reflected on how, just a few months prior, she had been introduced to Felivox in a desperate moment when she had sought refuge inside the portalmanteau’s voluminous vault. She had been astonished to discover a dragon, some twenty feet from tail to snout, had hatched inside her father’s storehouse. She’d also been fairly certain it would eat her. She had learned about dragons at university, and so knew that they ranged in size from teacup skink to mountainous leviathans. The scope of their intelligence was similarly wide-ranging. Some were as dumb as a rod; others, as learned as a don. Fortunately for Iz, Felivox was well-read and reasonable: qualities that afforded her the opportunity to propose a bargain. In exchange for her life, she had promised the dragon the bounty of Warren’s stovetop.

Not only had Felivox proved to be an eager gourmand with an admirable palate, but he’d also distinguished himself as a capable archivist, a thing for which the Wilbies had a great need. The storehouse, whose physical location was entirely unknown, contained thousands upon thousands of charmed relics, ensorcelled devices, and magical ephemera, all of which had been amassed by Isolde’s father, Professor Silas Wilby, over the course of many years. Professor Wilby had been an accomplished and fearless adventurer, a man who would walk into a den of swine goblins just to retrieve a mystic matchbox or preternatural bobbin.

Unfortunately, Silas Wilby’s insatiable drive to assemble did not engender in him the desire to collate. He was a disorganized man. The contents of the portalmanteau were poorly cataloged, ungenerously labeled, and devoid of any discernible order. The only guide he left for this hoard was a handwritten register full of abbreviations, puns, and frequent allusions to a primary index—an essential tome that had apparently been lost. Felivox had made some headway in recent months connecting the often inscrutable scribbles from Professor Wilby’s ledger with the objects that crowded the storehouse’s shelves, but it was slow and hazardous work. Though the portalmanteau’s holdings often appeared innocuous enough, some secreted great and terrible power.

As a rule, the Wilbies did not make a habit of dragging the portalmanteau with them on every outing and errand. Its contents, being both powerful and invaluable, naturally attracted the attention of collectors and criminals alike. It simply wasn’t prudent to carry a treasure chest to the grocer, racetrack, or opera, and yet, the prior evening they had elected to bring the portalmanteau along to afford Felivox the opportunity to join them for dinner. For days, Warren had whetted Felivox’s appetite by extolling the menu of the Rattling Pot, particularly its salmon terrine, for which it was famous.

Warren returned to the kitchen in a shuffling daze. Isolde observed him over her drooping toast and its savory freight. “Looks like he didn’t take the news well. Really, though, if you’ve had one fishy aspic, you’ve had them all. He’s really not missing much. What’s wrong?”

Her husband held the patched carpetbag clutched to his chest, his voice emerging in a constricted whisper: “It’s gone.”

“What do you mean? What’s gone?”

He opened the satchel, tipping the mouth of the carpetbag toward her even as she dropped her breakfast and pushed back from the table.

She had never before seen the tattered silk that lined the bag’s interior. Its faded pattern of green birds in an emerald hedge struck her as eerie and alien. For as long as she could remember, the piebald bag had opened upon a vast depth, a recess that extended beyond the reach of sight and imagination, a voluminous trove of untold, unattended enigmas, among which, she suspected, lurked the fragments of the mystery she had yet to confront: the full measure of her father’s legacy and the cause of his uncertain fate.

Isolde put her hand into the mouth of the portalmanteau and touched the bag’s unremarkable and utterly daunting bottom.
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AN INTERRUPTED SWIVET

While fear was a utilitarian emotion that could be harnessed in a number of productive ways, panic was a useless, pernicious reaction. Panic bled wounds instead of closed them; it spread fires rather than put them out. Panic was a crop to the flank of a runaway horse. And yet …

Her father had entrusted Isolde with his life’s work, and she had taken this sacred charge and dragged it around town like a lunch pail. The contents of the portalmanteau could, in the wrong hands, savage a kingdom, shatter a continent, or break the yolk of the earth. And she had let it all slip through her fingers. Somehow panic did not seem sufficient.

This was a crisis, and the only way to approach a crisis was with placid deliberation and decisive action—though at the moment Isolde was petrified by shock and caught in the kind of solemn rigor better suited to courthouse statuary. Her grandfather’s satchel dangled from her hand like an empty scale.

Warren, meanwhile, had abandoned his breakfast in favor of gingersnaps, which he was presently slotting into his mouth with the sort of rapid inattention with which one feeds coins into a parking meter. Having years ago divested himself of the vices of smoke and drink, his nervous compulsiveness had few remaining avenues of expression outside of dusting, cooking, and the consumption of baked goods, a weakness that he now yielded to with unblinking dedication.

Hugging the blue-and-white porcelain urn that was the biscuits’ home, he spoke around a cheekful: “It could be a fake. Last night at the theater, I had the portalmanteau between my feet for a time. Someone in the row behind us might’ve reached under my seat and swapped it out for a replica.” He loaded another gingersnap. “Obviously, a good one. All the patches and piping seem the same. It even has the rémoulade stain from our anniversary dinner. Maybe the counterfeiter was working from a photograph.”

Isolde answered in the distracted whisper of a sleep-talker. “There’s a set of initials stitched on the lining: J. V. W.—James Vernon Wilby, my grandfather. That’s not a detail a camera could’ve caught. I hate to say it, but this is the portalmanteau. Just sans portal.”

Warren’s agitation was no longer sated by the cookie jar, and he began to rove the kitchen, peeking out the curtains on the back door and reconsidering the window over the sink that looked out upon the alley. “A raid, then? Perhaps someone discovered the location of your father’s warehouse, broke in, and destroyed the aperture. We might’ve been looted while we slept.”

Isolde’s wrist dropped and the satchel bumped dispassionately against her leg. “It’s a possibility.” Though her exploration of that cavernous space was incomplete, her father’s trove appeared to be without windows or doors. As far as Isolde could tell, the portalmanteau only siloed walls, shelves, several museums’ worth of artifacts, and a single serpentine dragon. “If someone did manage to break in, they would’ve had to get past Felivox.”

“Poor Feli! I hope he’s all right. At least we know he won’t starve.” Before Felivox had been spoiled by Warren’s cooking, he had sustained himself by eating an animal penned inside the unfathomed recesses of the portalmanteau called the Infinite Goat, a beast that regenerated every night as long as its horns were left undevoured.

Isolde’s thoughts were absorbed by a different worry. “It’s the timing of it all that bothers me. I fall ill the same evening the portal is dispelled. I was hoping it was just food poisoning, but perhaps I was the victim of an attack, some sort of sorcery. Maybe I know exactly what happened but was made to forget, and that’s why I had the feeling of déjà vu.”

“What do we do?”

Isolde raked a hand through her dark curls, lifting one side of that bramble into a more prominent shock. She seemed to be absentmindedly styling her hair to reflect her agitation. “Well, the first order of business is to repair the gate. Until then, we won’t know whether this is a conspiracy or a mishap. Unfortunately, I don’t know much about portals.”

“You know a wizard.” Warren licked the granulated sugar from his fingers.

“I do, but halos aren’t really their field. Besides, Obelos seems to have moved house, and he wasn’t kind enough to leave a forwarding address.”

“Could you summon the starlings?”

“Perhaps. But would it really be wise to advertise our defenselessness to a sorcerer?”

“I suppose not. Perhaps your mother would have some idea of what to do.” Warren shelved the now sealed ginger jar on the highest shelf of a cupboard, a spot chosen to make its retrieval inconvenient, though the way his nerves were firing at the moment, he probably should’ve put it on the roof. “Or are the two of you still quarreling?”

Isolde gritted her teeth, and through that pearly dam replied, “No, we’re fine. It was just the usual back-and-forth.”

Warren snuffled a laugh that sounded more uneasy than merry. “As I recall, you accused your mother of being ‘an unfeeling fraud with an overdue heart.’ ”

“She was cheating at cards; I had to say something.” Tucking the carpetbag under her arm, Isolde strode toward an inconspicuous cabinet in the corner of the kitchen. The door seemed to promise entry to a pantry, though in fact it led to a set of narrow servant stairs. “I need to think. I’ll be in the attic.” She thundered up half a flight of stairs, then pounded back down again. Her head popped out from behind the door. “Will you be all right? You won’t run yourself ragged?”

Warren composed an expression of perfect insouciance. “Oh no! Just going to take a quick inventory.”

“Of what?”

“This and that. Don
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