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“The Lavender Blade by E.L. Deards is a dark, romantic, and thrilling adventure set in a steampunk world filled with danger, deception, and the supernatural.”

—Readers’ Favorite, 5-star review

“Love, obsession and possession in a dangerous world where nothing is as it seems.

—C.S. Pacat, New York Times best-selling author of Dark Rise

“E.L. Deards's novel The Lavender Blade is engaging and captivating, with riveting twists and turns. Love, passion, and humor blend seamlessly with elements of fear and horror. Highly recommended.”
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“The Lavender Blade is an original and thoroughly entertaining romp through a unique world. Complete with breathtaking twists, heartbreaking decisions and a captivating love story. I enjoyed every minute of it.”
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“A spellbinding and chilling journey that keeps us reading . . . A fairy tale with chariots and balls, horsemen and carriages and men who wear capes and carry knives. I could not put it down.”

—Barbara Sapienza, author of The Girl in the White Cape





[image: ]




Copyright © 2025 E.L. Deards

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, please address She Writes Press.

Published 2025

Printed in the United States of America

Print ISBN: 978-1-68463-320-3

E-ISBN: 978-1-68463-321-0

Library of Congress Control Number: 2025903040

For information, address:

She Writes Press

1569 Solano Ave #546

Berkeley, CA 94707

Interior design by Stacey Aaronson

She Writes Press is a division of SparkPoint Studio, LLC.

Company and/or product names that are trade names, logos, trademarks, and/or registered trademarks of third parties are the property of their respective owners and are used in this book for purposes of identification and information only under the Fair Use Doctrine.

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents either are the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

NO AI TRAINING: Without in any way limiting the author’s [and publisher’s] exclusive rights under copyright, any use of this publication to “train” generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies to generate text is expressly prohibited. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.




For Dangercat, who neither read this book nor cared, but sat politely by my side while I wrote it anyway.






one [image: image]


Theirs was a city of whispers.

From every corner of every street, from the sooty Iron rooftops to the flecks of blood that speckled the pavement, secrets filled up the empty spaces where the light didn’t reach. They were hidden in the gates that separated the three districts. They flew along the smog-choked air until they were belched out into the glittering golden sea.

Colton sat astride one of the sun-bleached walls of the Iron District—the only place in the whole damn quarter where he could see the ocean. The sun was setting, and a brilliant red glow was reflecting off the towering spires in the Ivory District like bloody, eager claws. He draped one leg lazily over the edge as he pulled out his hip flask, clicking his tongue when he found it empty.

It had just been one of those suboptimal days. The type that began at three in the afternoon and culminated at sunset with nothing accomplished. That was the problem with Iron folk, he supposed, up to their eyeballs in “hauntings” and not a copper between them.

“Exorcist.”

The pigmonger’s voice. Colton narrowed his eyes and pulled down his hood, peering at the man with wary curiosity.

“I got a job for you.”

“And what seems to be the trouble, Mr. Paice?” Colton asked, rearranging his features to appear empathetic. The man had one of the more profitable pork processing units in the nation, and if he was being haunted, that spelled a pleasant end to an otherwise unrewarding evening.

The butcher explained that, for the last several nights, his neighbors had been awakened by screams. “Horrible stuff! Like a child being tortured! And I come in in the morning, and the place is a mess, carcasses everywhere, teeth marks in the meat—I can barely sell them like this!”

Pity.

“So will you help me or not?”

They agreed on a price, and Colton followed Paice to his malevolent presence. It was probably nothing, since it was always nothing, but a coin was a coin. The smell of iron death lingered in the air as they approached, and Colton clicked his tongue at the way the mud on his boots was getting redder and redder the closer they got. Pain in the ass to clean, but whatever. The slaughterhouse loomed, all sheet metal and barbed wire, blaring signs of warning to keep trespassers out. The unwelcoming entry had its intended effect, and gave Colton pause for one moment at the gates.

“Go on, then! Get the demon!”

Colton’s specialty. Nondescript demons up the damned wazoo. The exorcist found himself being roughly shoved through the doors, and sighed as he heard the deadbolt click behind him. Well. At least he wouldn’t be disturbed.

Colton had been doing this for as long as he could remember, initially as his mother’s apprentice, and then as a solo demon denouncer after she had passed away. The jobs in the Iron District weren’t especially profitable or interesting, but these people had very strong fears and beliefs, which kept him nice and busy. The Holy Order didn’t really keep tabs on Iron exorcists, and his “authentic exorcist heritage” would have protected him if it did. It was easy money, and he was way cheaper than hiring out the priests or the sect leaders who technically specialized in this sort of matter. Colton was more than happy to take on the normal, everyday sorts of requests one might make of an exorcist—unsettled spirit, demon in the bathroom, succubus after a husband, whatever. In fact, Colton had become something of an expert in the field of ridding Silvermoorian minds of worry. Sprinkle a little salt, mutter an incantation, maybe doodle some chalk on the floor if he was feeling flamboyant, and, voilà! Spirit vanquished, happy customer, the sun rises again in the morning.

Okay. A job in a slaughterhouse. Don’t see those every day.

Colton pulled his cloak up over his nose and started to explore. The place was clean by Iron District standards, meaning that it was possible not to step in feces, and that the vast majority of the entrails and eyes were in the respective entrails and eyes bins. There were droplets of blood on the floor, which he followed until he found a toothy hole in the wall. He kicked it and was screamed at in reply.

Now, if Mr. Paice had been watching, he would have put on more of a show—he would have pulled his hook up to cast a shadow over his eyes, he would have lowered his voice, wiggled his fingers, and shouted, “Spirit! Show yourself!” If he was feeling fancy, he might have wafted some special incense or rung some bells. But he was alone, so he crouched down and poked his head in.

“Well? Come out, then.”

The intruder merely grunted in reply, and Colton pinched the bridge of his nose. “Dammit.” He reached into his satchel and pulled out a dry nutrient block. “This was supposed to be my lunch, you know.”

He crumpled it up and laid some at the entrance of the hole, perched on his ankles as he waited. It didn’t take long for the culprit to emerge, a little spotted pig who had presumably escaped a rather gruesome fate. It snuffled into the food, its round nose wiggling as it discerned the quality before inhaling it in one swift breath. Colton sighed and reached a hand out to pat its head.

“Oh, no. What a horrifying demon. C’mon, then, let’s get you back to Mr. Paice.”

The pig snorted in disapproval, and the exorcist ran a hand over his face.

Ugh. Didn’t need this today.

Colton emerged sometime later alone, his hands and face streaked with blood.

“Did you do it?” Paice whispered. “Did you get rid of the spirit?”

Colton smiled, a lock of ebony hair falling in front of his eyes. “You have nothing to worry about, sir. You may resume your business without fear of a demon causing you strife. Now, about my fee . . .”

The gold jingled pleasantly in his pocket, but Colton was still a bit sour about the loss of his ration biscuit. He waited for Paice to leave before doubling back behind the factory, extracting the oinker from the crate he’d hidden it behind.

“You’re going to have to figure out how to pay me back for that, pig,” he said, tying a loose bit of string around its neck. “Fuck. What am I supposed to do with you?”

He made his way down to The Raven and secured the thing outside, hoping that maybe someone would steal the stupid creature. The bar was packed as ever, the air warm and sweet as young people danced and drank and fought. A typical Iron establishment: a rustic, musty charm, with brown stains on every chair and table. Colton took his usual seat in the corner and ordered one beer, then another, until his pockets were empty and the world seemed like a much more beautiful place than it had an hour ago.

Everyone knew him here, and they trusted him for the most part. It was one of his best tricks, actually, to sit back in his seat, act casual, and wait for one of the drunker patrons to try and make use of his services. After all, buying bogus peace of mind was an easier sell to the inebriated.

The foam of his beer fizzed against his upper lip as his first regular customer approached him, clasping at his shirtsleeve.

“Colt! You gotta—you gotta help me—” Abby held her mouth like she was about to empty her stomach, and Colton casually tried to inch away from her.

“C’mon, Abby, it’s been a long day.” He wrenched his shirt free from her grip.

“Coltonnnn!” She grabbed for him once again. “You’re the only one I trust for this!”

He shut his eyes and let out a long breath through his nose before giving her his undivided attention. The price of success, such as it was. “So what’s the problem?”

“I’m pretty sure I’m possessed, Colton! My husband, he—won’t touch me no more! He says I got the devil in me!”

Of course.

Her histrionics were attracting the attention of other patrons, which in theory was good for business but did increase the pressure just a smidgen. Colton forced a smile. “My, my, a demonic possession is quite a serious thing,” he cautioned. “We’d best get this sorted soon. We have no time to waste.”

Dressed all in black, with the slaughterhouse blood still caked on his face, Colton was sure he looked like one of the legendary old priests who had allegedly cleansed the earth of monsters and wicked beasties before the gates had been built. He raised a hand in front of her face, shutting his eyes as the metal bangles on his wrists clacked together in melodic urgency.

“I sense it.” Well, he could sense there were at least another two drinks’ worth of coins in her pocket. “This is serious, Abby, the demon is—it’s furious. It could kill you if we’re not careful.”

A crowd formed around them, but Colton kept his attention solely on his sweet, possessed little princess, like she was the dearest thing in the world to him. “Everyone stand aside—I must bless the ground and prepare myself.”

He went to his satchel and poked around in it, with as much reverence and dignity as any man could have while fumbling through a disorganized pouch of ramshackle exorcism equipment. With a crowd like this he was going to need a little extra help . . . Ah.

He lit some Blue Grass incense, which purportedly cleansed the air and prepared the mind, but also serendipitously caused hallucinations and lowered inhibitions. Next, he took a vial of Snow and poured a generous pile into his hand. He lifted his palm up toward Abby’s face and blew it at her, causing her to sneeze and sputter. A bit of a waste, maybe, but he wanted Abby to be more excitable, otherwise the whole thing wouldn’t work.

It wasn’t often he got to perform such a public exorcism—these were normally “behind closed doors” sorts of jobs. Might as well make the best of the attention.

Lastly, he sprinkled some salt and garlic and various other condiments in a circle on the ground and positioned Abby in the center.

“Okay. Shut your eyes, Abigail. Let me in.” He touched their foreheads together, squeezed her hands as tight as he could. “I feel it,” he confirmed, trying to keep her calm. “The demon inside you, it is a vicious thing—don’t worry, it can’t hurt you while I am in battle with it.” Or something. “Repeat after me: Begone, wicked demon! Begone from my mind, my heart, and my body! Begone, and let me and my family be in peace!”

Abby did as she was told, frightened tears pouring down her cheeks. “Colton—Colton, I feel it! I FEEL IT. IT’S A SNAKE, A SNAKE INSIDE ME, I—HELP ME!”

Hoo boy. Then again, it was always a slightly easier sell when his clients had an idea of the precise nature of the monster.

“Shh . . . shhh, Abigail, I’ve got you, I promise.” He kicked his heel on the ground with a satisfying, resounding clunk. “Begone, foul beast! My powers compel you, BEGONE!” He cracked his forehead against Abby’s, and he caught her as she went to her knees. There was a small red mark on her skin, and Colton quirked a smile.

She’ll be fine.

She blinked and looked at him, tears pooling in her red-rimmed eyes. “Is it over?”

“Can’t you feel it, Abigail? You’re free. It’s the lightest thing in the world, right?”

She considered for a moment, then clutched him, sobbing against his shoulder. “Colton—thank you, thank you!”

He patted her back and hid his horror as her tears and snot started soaking through the thick fabric of his cloak. “Of course. Now, about my fee . . .”

The onlookers tossed coins at him, falling about his feet like glimmering leaves in a storm. Beautiful. Colton couldn’t look too happy about the money—after all, the principle tenet of exorcism was empathy, or the semblance of it. Oh, screw it, he’d freed a young woman from a snake demon, right? He grinned as the gold sank into his pockets. This’d be enough to keep him going for a week!

Colton ordered another beer or three and ambled his way out of the pub once his head had begun to spin. He blinked under the lamplight, cursing as he spotted that bloody pig still waiting for him, plopped down in a puddle in the road. “Seriously?” He knelt down to untie the leash. What kind of world was this, where no one wanted a free pig in the middle of the night?

He felt a hand on his shoulder, and Colton’s face shot up, alarmed at the sudden intrusion. Before him was the most beautiful man he’d ever seen in his entire life. Dressed impeccably in a tailored white suit, with glimmering golden hair and dazzling blue eyes, he had the face of an angel and carried himself with confidence and grace and nobility.

“Good evening. I saw the . . . exorcism you did in there,” the man said pleasantly, keeping his hand on Colton’s shoulder. “Quite clever, isn’t it? The Grass, the Snow . . . did I detect a hint of Night Mare as well? A perfect concoction for suggestibility and fear, mmm?”

Colton’s eyes widened. Was this guy a cop?

The man smiled a pretty, somehow predatory smile. “Ah, how rude of me, I didn’t introduce myself. My name is Lucian Beaumont, of the Silvermoorian Beaumonts.”

He—Lord Beaumont didn’t need to explain further. The Beaumonts were one of the richest families in all of Silvermoor. Damn, he’d been exposed as a fraud by a fucking Beaumont. He was going to prison, five years minimum, there was no two ways about it. Maybe he could kick him in the balls and run for it? But the Lord had seen his face, knew his name, probably—fuck, this was bad.

Lord Beaumont gripped him tighter. “Now, now, I don’t want any trouble. I have something of a business proposition for you, actually. I was wondering if you might accompany me to The Partridge so we might discuss it further? My treat, of course. You can bring your friend along if you wish.” The Lord winked at the pig and helped Colton to his feet.

Like he had a damn choice. Go with Beaumont or get turned in to the guard. Colton followed the young Lord up toward the Ivory District, his heels clacking neatly against the cobblestones as he walked. He wondered if he should run, yet there was just something about the Lord’s smile, his manner, the invitation itself . . .

Colton was intrigued. It wasn’t every day that some cloak-and-dagger Iron exorcist was invited up to the Ivory District with one of the richest men in the world. A chance, maybe, to get out of this miserable pit.

Fuck it. What’s the worst that could happen?
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Colton had been to the Ivory District exactly two times before this moment. The first was when he was around twelve, when he and his friends had come up with the idea to sneak in during the winter. “We’ll be fine,” Mai had assured them, grinning.

“We’ll scout out the place first, see if anything catches our interest. Maybe a nice old couple thinks one of us is cute and wants to adopt us!”

Orr smirked too. “That’s perfect! Then, under cover of night, he’ll let the rest of us in, and we can rob them blind!” A pause. “That’s kind of a long-term plan, though. For now, I bet we can grab some wallets.”

Or, more likely, go rifling through a baker’s trash and eat better than any of them ever had in their whole lives.

It wasn’t too long after Colton’s mother had passed away, and he’d more or less stopped worrying about the consequences of his actions. She’d always warned Colton to stay away from people like Orr, but she wasn’t here anymore. If she was that worried about who Colton hung out with, then maybe she shouldn’t have died.

Obviously Colton didn’t think he was going to get adopted, he wasn’t that stupid—but late at night he would imagine it sometimes. A big, warm room all to himself, with loving parents just down the hallway if he got scared in the night. He could almost smell the warm meal that his family would be cooking for him each and every night. No, no, surely they’d have a chef, right? But maybe the mother would try to bake cookies, and they’d send him to school, and he’d rise up in society and—

Stupid. No one was ever gonna take in a tattooed little stray like him.

They’d chosen a moonless night to make their attempt. All three clad in their nicest clothes, faces scrubbed and cleaned to the point that their skin had turned pink. Colton’s hair was always unruly, but he brushed it back and smiled like a little gentleman, praying that he looked like he belonged. The warm glow of the electric Ivory lamps bathed the steps like a soft, welcome embrace, and Colton scarcely noticed the cold winter wind on his cheeks as they stepped out of Indigo and into their futures. The air smelled fresh in the Ivory District—the fragrant spices and perfumes from the shops, the inviting joy of fresh bread, of melted chocolate, of people who had a well-functioning aqueduct system. And the machines! The golden clocks, the lights that buzzed, news tickers, carriages without horses—a strange new world existed beyond the autonomous gates.

Colton had closed his eyes and allowed the sensations to envelop him, which made it a lot easier for one of the Ivory Guard to catch him by his ears and push him to his knees. Orr had made a run for it, while Mai had looked back at Colton and bitten her lip before taking off as well. Colton watched her tiny body disappear behind a corner.

Please make it. One of us has to.

Being a minor, Colton wasn’t charged with district fraud or trespass, but he was dragged back down to the Iron gates, and he did have his ass kicked so badly that he could barely go out to find food for himself the next few days.

He’d been a kid. Reeling from the loss of his mother, desperate for a place in the world, willing to try just about anything to escape his circumstance. That wasn’t possible, and it hadn’t been a lesson learned easily.

The second time Colton had been to the Ivory District was when he’d gotten arrested.

So it was a somewhat surreal experience this time as Colton approached the Ivory gate with Lucian frigging Beaumont. The guards stood aside and let them pass, actually bowing at the waist as the young Lord moved beyond them. The streets were filled with nobles: men and women dressed up in gold and silk, one of them sporting a mechanical bird on her hat. He was sticking out like a damned nail. Oh, balls, he had a frigging pig on a leash in the Ivory District.

Why weren’t they looking at him? His blood-covered face, the soot on his clothes, the exorcist tattoos on his wrists—he didn’t have a pass, he didn’t belong. Where were the burly guards tackling him to the ground and dragging him to prison?

Nowhere.

All eyes were on Lord Beaumont as they passed, who was just smiling pleasantly to himself with his beautiful hands in his silk-lined pockets. Of course they were, this was a man who’d been a serious contender for Prime Minister last year. Obviously that hadn’t happened, but the political sway he still carried was palpable. Even some men in the Iron District had been passionate Beaumonters, as Colton recalled. Not that Colton paid attention to politics—one rich bastard was as bad as any other.

“Have you been up here before, sir?” Beaumont chimed. “The woman called you Colton, correct? May I do the same? What’s your family name?”

Colton blinked, shutting his mouth as he realized it was hanging open. “I—not really. It’s hard to get a pass unless you know the right people.” It sounded so strange to hear his name on the tongue of an Ivory man. “Ah—yeah. Colton’s fine.”

“Lovely. Well, Colton, I hope you enjoy our time together.”

Beaumont had stopped in front of a gold-and-white building with massive windows. A gleaming mechanical sign atop the doorway informed him they had reached The Partridge, and Lord Beaumont held the door open to let Colton in first. It was just as well his buzz was wearing off by now, or the sickly sweet smell of berry wine and the glittering lights of three too many electric chandeliers might have made him nauseous.

“They do a lovely brunch here, although I suspect we’ve missed it by a few hours.” He smiled. “I bet if I ask them very nicely, they might make us something from the brunch menu anyway. Now, the café is dog friendly, but I’m not sure how they feel about our porcine friends. Is your pig well-behaved?”

Colton looked down at it. “I . . . have no idea.”

Lord Beaumont grinned. “I suppose we’ll just have to find out, shall we?”

The staff made a big fuss over Beaumont as soon as he entered, with the host and waiters tripping over each other to serve him first. If any of them took issue with his Iron guest, none of them said a damn word. He was an honored guest, apparently.

Colton was used to people, of course, to crowds, to being in tight spaces. But this was something else entirely. There was literal gold going into people’s mouths and presumably coming out the other end later on in the day. He didn’t like their eyes in his direction. Even now that they were seated, more people were gawking at Lord Beaumont and his companion than they were at the literal pig that was sitting on the floor of the nicest restaurant that Colton had ever been to. He was almost irritatingly attractive, this Lord Beaumont. And carried himself like the sort of man who very much enjoyed that fact.

“Now, then, please order anything you like. I must recommend the brioche toast with the various macerations and reductions and nibbly goodies on it, although I’m sure everything on the menu is good.” Lord Beaumont unfastened his cape, because of course he was wearing a cape, and peered over the menu in the warm light of the restaurant.

Colton examined it as well, finding the gold, elaborate cursive to be difficult and annoying to read. “Do they have any sort of endangered animal surprise here? You know, Ivory District stuff.” There were rumors that the upper class ate all sorts of crazy things, after all. Besides, Lord Beaumont was paying.

He laughed. “I suppose it wouldn’t hurt to ask. What did you have in mind? Orphan meatloaf? The very-last-of-its-kind soup? Honestly, Colton, they aren’t worth the cholesterol. It’s all about hype rather than flavor when you’re eating the unfortunate. But please, get whatever you wish.”

Colton just ended up ordering whatever Beaumont was having, more because he didn’t want to admit he could barely understand the menu than anything else. A beat of silence fell between them, and he peered across the table at the young Lord as if to say, Well?

“So, I imagine you’re wondering what this is all about,” Lord Beaumont said finally, tenting his fingers under his chin. “As I said, I have a business proposition for you. As you may have heard, recently my family and I have had some . . . rousing dialogue, shall we say, which has led me to reconsider my future job prospects to some degree.”

Of course Colton had heard. Even in the Iron District, people were still talking about the young Lord stepping away from his family. Why the political campaign had abruptly ended without explanation. Rumors abounded. People said he’d fucked up the business; disgraced himself with drugs; fallen in love with a commoner. The official story was that Lucian Beaumont had found religion and had stepped away from the family estate to help his fellow man.

“I’ve spent a great deal of energy researching spirits, demons, hauntings, that sort of thing. I must say, I find the whole business of exorcism to be absolutely fascinating, and I think there’s actually tremendous potential to make it into a very successful business within the Ivory District. There’s a certain type of noble who wants their sins cleansed by . . . freelance exorcists, say, rather than members of the Holy Order.” He smiled. “That’s where you come in. I’d like to offer you a partnership, to work with me in ridding my neighbors of some of their demons. It’s terribly trendy at the moment. You’d probably make fifty times what you made tonight on just one job, and of course we’d be able to help a great many people. What do you think?”

Colton gawked at him. This man was insane. They’d just met! Colton was a fraud! They’d get arrested in a heartbeat! And he still had a bunch of jobs to do in the Iron District and—

“Lord Beaumont—”

“Please, call me Lucian.”

Fat chance.

“Look, what the hell makes you think we’d be good partners? You’ve only seen me perform one exorcism.”

And commit fraud while I was at it.

“Well, I’ve done a bit of research about you, Colton. You’re well regarded in the Iron District, and seem to have genuine roots in the world of exorcism. What that means is you have credibility and authenticity, which means the Order can’t try and interfere with your practice. What you’d need from me is access and connections. And I imagine the particulars of Ivory schmoozing are a bit foreign to you.” He chuckled.

“Why are you even asking? It’s not like I can say no.”

The young Lord cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean?”

“I refuse to work with you, and you go right to the cops, right? You tell ’em all about the Grass and the Snow, and my life is over.” Colton leaned over and whispered pointedly, “Why else would you wanna work with a fraud?”

Lucian bit his lip, his fingers idling along the gilded rims of his cuff links. “Oh, Colton, on the contrary. I have no interest in coercing you, nor blackmailing you. If you don’t want to work with me, then we can finish our meal together, I will walk you back to the gates, and you need never see me again. I don’t really think a good partnership can be founded on the basis of force.” He smiled. “As for why I’d want to work with someone like you . . . I like you. And I’m looking for a fraud. I want to work with someone who knows all the tricks of the trade, so to speak. Someone who isn’t afraid of a little theatricality, when the situation calls for it.”

What was his game? Why would a Beaumont debase himself by working with someone like Colton? He glanced down at his tattoos. It was possible even someone with Beaumont’s connections couldn’t do exorcism work in the Ivory District without the express permission of the Order, which was not so easily obtained. The Cultural Protection Initiative kept “authentic” exorcists like Colton in business, and would provide the Lord with the shield he needed to get started.

“That being said, this isn’t a binding contract or anything like that. If at any point you grow tired of my antics, or you make enough money to retire, then we go our separate ways. I’ve actually got a job in the works, if you’re interested. Simple matter—haunted house, spirit scaring the family, blah blah blah. Fifty-fifty split for a job well done, and I’ll get you some clothes befitting an exorcist of your caliber.”

Lucian offered his partnership with a handshake. “What do you say?”

Colton stared at it—that beautiful, perfectly manicured hand that had probably never seen a proper day’s work in its life. “Eighty-twenty,” he managed, his audacity a tasty thrill. What would Beaumont say to such an offer? He’d walk out. He’d throw a napkin in Colton’s face. Right?

But he didn’t. Instead, Lucian . . . laughed. His whole face crinkled with mirth at the counter-proposition. His laugh was melodic, lacking any bite or cruelty. “A hard bargain, sir! Seventy-thirty.”

Colton was taken aback. It was bizarre that the man hadn’t stormed off in a pouty huff.

Seventy-thirty, then. A deal in Colton’s favor, but the fact that Lucian seemed so utterly pleased with himself made him wonder if it was he who was giving up something potent, something valuable.

The light glinted off Lucian’s golden hair as he smiled, and they shook hands.

“I think this is the start of a beautiful friendship, Colton. Eat up. I want to see you bright and early in the morning.”
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The food was the best that Colton had ever eaten. Griddle cakes so light and fluffy they practically melted on his tongue, drinks topped with arcs of caramelized sugar, everything rich, creamy, fresh. He was happy to take Lucian up on his offer to pay for everything, ordered “the flight of fancy tasting menu of autumntime laments,” and, by the end of the evening, could barely walk for fear of bursting.

If Lucian minded, he didn’t say anything about it, simply smiled pleasantly as he watched Colton stuff his face.

And, to his credit, Colton only ordered two drinks. He had to make a good business impression after all. Colton assumed he would find it challenging to converse with the young Lord. He’d never been the sort of person to speak through awkward silences, nor to make small talk when it didn’t suit him. Of course he had questions, but intrusions into his private life at this early stage of their relationship hardly seemed appropriate. Fortunately, Lucian seemed quite happy to fill the conversational void on his own, explaining what all of the dishes were, where the drinks came from, and, of course, providing some background information on the haunting they were going to face together in the coming days.

“It’s for Mrs. Radcliffe. She’s a wealthy woman who is quite good friends with my father. I went to university with her daughter, so the family knows me rather well. Mrs. Radcliffe believes there is a spirit haunting the house, and has been for some time. She didn’t wish to discuss the case particulars, but the main things I’d like you to be aware of are: she is not very intelligent, she will likely want value for money, and finally, she has been sexually attracted to me since I reached puberty.”

Colton choked on his drink. Cocky bastard, isn’t he?

“Right, so she’s gonna want a show, then?”

“I assume so. And if you need any extra ingredients, props, that sort of thing, just let me know. I can arrange to have everything delivered in time for the exorcism. Oh! We can call it a business expense!” He laughed. “This is exciting. I’ve not really had to think about taxes and that sort of thing in the past. How lovely.”

Colton cocked an eyebrow and shook his head. “Why does it matter that she’s sexually attracted to you?” Wouldn’t most people be?

“Well, in this instance it means that she’ll be receptive to my suggestions and will subconsciously want to please me. Which means that it would probably be to our advantage to let me lead in dealing with her, and then I’m happy for you to take charge when the actual exorcism comes.”

“Sure. And what sort of demon are we allegedly dealing with here?”

Lucian let his fingers skip down the stem of his glass and met Colton’s eyes. “Before I answer that, I’d like to clarify something with you. Please correct me if I’m wrong, and allow me to preface this by saying that I mean no offense. Both of us are aware that exorcism and demonic possessions are a bunch of superstitious nonsense—is that right?”

Colton swallowed. That was certainly a controversial opinion to be spouting out in Silvermoor, where even the upper class stuck by their traditional beliefs. The main tenet of the Order was devoted to the cleansing of demons, the purification of society, with many citizens adjusting their whole way of living in order to avoid incurring their wrath. It wasn’t exactly illegal to question such things, of course, but it wasn’t wise either.

“Sort of an odd question for a man who is starting an exorcism business to be asking.”

Lucian smiled. “Sort of an odd answer for what is, in effect, a yes or no question.”

Colton downed the rest of his drink and licked his lips. He’d believed in spirits when he was younger. Working alongside his mother, he had held her hand and watched in wonder as she dispelled evil from homes and businesses, tiptoeing through violet smoke and muttering incantations in a language he could just about understand. But in all that time, he never saw a demon or a ghost, nor felt the presence of something wicked. When he was younger, he wondered if there was something he was doing wrong—a lack of faith, maybe, an impurity of heart. And so he worked, and he prayed, and he spent hours at a time perfecting his craft so he could be an asset to his mother, rather than a chain on her heels.

He’d carried on the practice for her when she grew ill. Copying her incantations, her runes, her chants, and her dances. He made enough money to keep the home warm, to buy medicine, but none of it helped her. Her body was ravaged from the consumptive sickness, so thin and weak that his twelve-year-old body could carry her. “I love you, Colton. I need to tell you—about your—”

He hadn’t wanted to hear about his father or his heritage. He was tired of curses; he was tired of looking at strangers and wondering if they might have fucked his mother and given him life. So he’d kissed her cheeks and held her hands. “I love you too, Mama. I love you, I love you.”

She’d opened her mouth to speak, and her body had seized up, and the only sound that emerged was a rattle. He’d stayed up late that night burying her, his fingernails bleeding as he tore the earth.

When she had died, Colton tried to conjure her soul using one of the circles she had taught him. He painted his face in holy pigment, he cleansed their tiny house with incense and fire, and he moved his feet with grace and determination. The words she had said a thousand times passed over his teeth, and he shut his eyes and prayed, begged, willed the incantation to work, just this once.

He opened his big brown eyes, an expectant and hopeful smile breaking across his face.

The room was dark and silent as ever, and Colton realized how alone he truly was. Whatever faith in the other world he might’ve once had vanished in that instant, and his exorcisms became cynical, clinical, and pragmatic.

The next morning he’d collected his mother’s exorcism things—her books, her costumes, her talismans, everything—and he’d burned them in the street.

Colton swallowed. “Yeah. It’s all bullshit.” His voice was hollow and dry as he said the truth out loud for the first time in his life. He realized he was staring down at his plate, his heart heavy with shame. Colton forced himself to look up at Lucian, who smiled at him and touched his shoulder from across the table.

“Good. I’m glad we’re on the same page. I imagine it’d be challenging to work with someone who took this all seriously. I wouldn’t want to offend with my blaspheming. I’m in your capable hands then, Colton.”

They spent the rest of the meal hammering out the details for their first job together. The meal concluded, Lucian paid, and Colton resolved to give Lucian a decent show to start with, at least. That meant staying sober, or at least soberish.

The porker wasn’t helping with this whole “making a good impression” thing. It turns out it wasn’t the most straightforward thing in the world, removing a pig from a warm, comfortable restaurant and shoving it out into the chilly night. It pulled back on the leash, made an ungodly screech of dismay, but eventually relented when Lucian procured some sort of sugar-dusted fried pastry as bait.

“See? We’ll make a wonderful team.”

Lucian was as good as his word and walked Colton back to the gates so he could avoid trouble with the guard, pressing a card into his hand as they were about to part ways. An Ivory pass, with unlimited uses, freedom to move through the districts as he pleased. Colton was also given the tailor’s address, and informed that Lucian would meet him the following morning right as they opened.

A pass to the Ivory District. Literal upward mobility, access to the life his mother had never even dared to dream of for them. Colton put it in his pocket like a precious, living thing.

“This will be brilliant,” Lucian promised.

Colton barely registered the way the air seemed colder and darker as soon as he stepped into Indigo, nor the sounds of the four little trotters clacking along beside him as he moved.

Lucian fucking Beaumont. The most famous person he knew nothing about. What had he gotten himself into?

Colton glanced up at the Beaumont Clock Tower and frowned. He had to be up early for his Lordship. Any sensible man would head right home, figure out how to eat the damn pig, and go to bed. Too bad you were never much of a sensible man.

The winding Iron streets led him to Mai’s imposing splintered door, and he cursed himself for thinking of her first. He hadn’t dared get in touch for weeks, and now he was gonna wake her up in the middle of the night to gossip about the nobility? She’d castrate him.

He knocked twice, hoping to the four corners of hell she wouldn’t know it was him. Silence followed, and Colton knocked again, with more urgency this time.

He heard grumbling inside, then plodding footsteps, and he was barely able to move out of the way before the door swung open. Despite her tangled bed head and grumpy face, there was always something elegant about how Mai carried herself. Her sharp eyes narrowed to slits with something like hot fury, her arms crossed over her chest. “Oh, hells, no,” she said, glaring at Colton. “This’d better be good.”

“Hey! You’re looking great!” Good start. “Ah . . . Mai, can I come in for a bit? It’s really important.”

She glanced at her wristwatch and cocked an eyebrow at him. “It can’t wait?”

“I’m already here, aren’t I?” He grinned at her, hoping it was charming. “Please? I can make it worth your while.”

Mai’s eyes went to his new companion. “I don’t like animals.”

“No, no, I’ve got a new lead, a good job. I should be able to pay you back and then some. I just need—”

“Oh, for fuck’s sake, get in. But don’t try anything funny.”

She sat him down on some of the crates in her living room and made herself some tea without offering him any. The greatest insult Mai could come up with, surely, but honestly it was fair enough. He wasn’t expecting the gold star treatment really. Not with how he’d left things last time.

Mai kept her home in a state of organized clutter, and as always, it smelled of incense and her handmade soap. Some of his stuff was still here, bless her. For all her purported grudge bearing, she hadn’t sold it off yet. She removed a small vial from her necklace and tipped a bit of Snow onto her finger, snorting it deftly as she waited for Colton to speak.

“So . . . I was wondering if you knew anything about Lucian Beaumont.”

“Beaumont? Why?”

Colton hesitated. “It’s for a job.” Easy enough. “I need as much information as possible. About the ehm . . . the ousting and disinheritance?”

Surely she knew something. She cleaned up after half the biggest families in the Ivory District. Mai licked her fingertip and thought about it. “No one knows exactly what happened, but most think there was some nasty falling out between them. Couldn’t say why, exactly. Usually it’s some sex thing, or drug thing, or a sexy drug thing.”

Colton nodded. Lucian hadn’t seemed like a deviant, really, nor a drug addict, and he came off as pretty smart and business savvy as well. “Anything else?”

“Well, the father is apparently a mega asshole. Horrific working conditions in every business he owns, a lot of money going into the Order, and that political play last year must have cost him a pretty penny. I’ve personally seen him strike a servant so hard that she got a black eye.”

“And Lucian?”

Mai shrugged. “By all accounts, a pleasant young man. A bit strange, from what I’ve heard. Harmless. Honestly, I don’t understand why he ran for Prime Minister at all. Fen was working at the estate last year and he didn’t think the kid had the stones for it. He doesn’t quite have the venom for politics, apparently. I dunno anyone he’s hit or coerced into sex or anything, but he’s pretty young. There’s still time.”

“So what happens to the Beaumonts now that they don’t have an heir?”

“I assume everything’ll go to the daughter, but that would be highly unusual. Whatever he did must’ve been pretty terrible, Colt, for the family to hobble itself like that. Be careful around that guy.”

Colton nodded. “I’m always careful.” Mostly. Sometimes. Maybe.

“Oh, come on.” She cocked her head to the side and smiled, crossing her arms. “Colton . . . I’m glad you came. I don’t like things being awkward between us.”

He squeezed her shoulder then, meeting her honey brown eyes. “I’m trying to be better.”

“You look better.”

Sober, more like. He’d made a conscious effort to remain on the right side of inebriated in front of Beaumont. Fuck, now he felt like an ass for ever making her worry.

Mai shooed him out of the house after that, and Colton left without any protest. He supposed he’d just have to learn about Lucian as they worked together.
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The pig woke Colton up bright and early the following morning, and he got dressed in his finest attire. He glanced at himself. Was this going to be good enough for Lord Beaumont? His cloak had served him well for years, and his belt was top-quality Iron leather—no one could complain about that. The clothes kept the rain off his back and stopped him from exposing himself in public. Surely that would be sufficient for his Lordship.

Colton arrived at the gates and was stopped by the guard, who examined his pass with suspicion and callous dismissiveness. “Who’d you nick this off of?” The guards were always rather large men, it seemed. Probably Indigo blokes who muscled their way into a cushy gig, dressed in the typical impractical uniform of white, white, and some sort of off-white.

Colton attempted to look intimidating. “I’ll have you know that I am the invited guest of Lord Lucian Beaumont, and he will be very cross to learn you have impeded me!” That was how Lucian spoke, right? “You shall let me pass, sir!”

The guard frowned and made as if to tear up the pass, at which point an elegant and manicured hand shot out and snatched the man’s wrist.

“Gentlemen, how unfortunate. You are being terribly rude to my guest.” Lucian’s smile was cold as he snatched the pass back and handed it to Colton. “I may have to write a letter to the head guard.”

“Lord Beaumont, please, we thought he had stolen this pass, sir. Please, it was only to protect your good name and—”

Lucian clasped Colton’s shoulder and tsk-tsked. “Perhaps the next time there is confusion, you should contact me directly. Colton, my apologies for the inconvenience. You didn’t bring your pig!”

It was always a whirlwind with this man, wasn’t it? Everything was theatrics, nothing was simple. “My . . . ?” Oh, right. “Maybe I ate her.” Colton pinched the bridge of his nose. “I thought I was to meet you at the tailors?”

“Well, I thought about it last night and realized you might end up having a bit of trouble getting in because of ”—he looked Colton up and down—“all this. I imagine that after this morning, you won’t ever have a problem with the guard again.” He grinned. “If you’ll follow me, please.”

It was lovely, actually, having someone advocate for him, be considerate of his needs. Beaumont wasn’t like most Ivory men as far as Colton could tell. Colton found himself trying hard not to smile. He could get used to this.

He wasn’t sure what he expected of the tailor’s shop, but he had more or less decided to surrender himself and just see where the winds of madness took him. And so he was put on a stool, poked and prodded in his various nooks and crannies while a strange woman took his measurements.

“What did you have in mind, Lord Beaumont?” she asked, ignoring the eep that was elicited as she went up Colton’s inseam.

“Something dark and mysterious, but fashionable,” Lucian explained patiently. “Definitely a few cloaks, precious stones for the clasps, of course. Something that highlights his figure, gives him an air of authority.”

Colton snickered, and the tailor pinched his thigh.

“No moving.”

He stood perfectly still and tried to imagine how a garment could do all that for anyone. Colton was pretty good-looking already, if he did say so himself! He’d always been tall for his age, had a reasonably pleasant-looking face, healthy complexion, big brown eyes—maybe a bit more scruffy than they’d appreciate in the Ivory District, but then not everyone could be a perfect porcelain doll like Lucian was.

Lucian cocked his head to the side and gestured at Colton’s wrists. “Your markings, Colton. They’re lovely. May I inquire how far they go?”

Colton snorted. “You may not.”

“The only reason I ask is, well, those are exorcist tattoos, no? Can you imagine what a sight you’d make if they were on more prominent display? Kiara, what do you think? Could we make like . . . a vest? Perhaps something he doesn’t need to wear anything under.”

Colton shook his head sharply. The tattoos were a deeply personal and private thing, and he didn’t like them to be seen by others. Even with intimate partners, it was a part of his body he preferred to ignore and downplay if he could. Hells, he barely even remembered getting them. He’d been so young when his mother had marked him. “Lucian,” he said sharply, “no.”

The lord considered him for a moment before nodding his understanding. “Of course, Colton. Forgive my impertinence.”

At least he backed off quickly.

The tailor swatted Colton off her stool and got to work.

They were given some coffee, which blessedly smelled like it had alcohol in it, and Lucian resumed speaking.

“So, I’ve done a bit of poking around Mrs. Radcliffe and this whole haunting mess. One of the servants has gone missing recently. Apparently he had taken . . . shall we say, an acute interest in Patricia, Mrs. Radcliffe’s daughter.”

“Right, so what does that mean?”

Lucian shrugged. “We’ll have to wait and see, but I suspect there may be some complex emotional demons at play here. Love, guilt, that sort of thing. My gut says a guilty conscience has pushed her into hiring us. She wants peace of mind, and likely a show. I want you to be prepared for anything, Colton. Do you understand?”

Not really. “Yes.”

“Boy!” Kiara called him over. “Try this.” She pushed Colton into a changing room and handed him a pile of garments.

A three-piece suit, similar to what Lucian seemed to like to wear. The fabric was mostly black, with accents of gold and ruby around the throat and wrists. The cloth was softer than any he had ever worn in his life, and despite the short amount of time that had transpired, every article fit as though it had been made for him. The trousers accentuated his muscular legs, the charcoal button-down shirt hugged his shoulders and tapered neatly at his waist, the jacket had gems instead of buttons, and of course there was the cloak. It fastened over his breast with a polished amber stone and featured a hood that all but hid his eyes, leaving just his nose and jaw visible.

He looked . . .

“Incredible,” Lucian breathed, standing behind Colton as he examined himself in the mirror. “Absolutely stunning.” He clasped Colton’s shoulders and grinned. “Look at yourself, partner. Look at how lovely you are. This is who those nobles are going to see. Colton, the demon slayer. Colton, the eccentric, the mastermind, the man that every other noble in the country will want in his home. Let no one tell you otherwise. You are brilliant.”

Lucian’s voice in his ear was intoxicating, the way he spoke with a soft, husky whisper—the genuine excitement burning behind those intelligent eyes.

Colton couldn’t quite speak. Was this really him? A gentleman—not a miscreant, not an urchin, a man that would turn heads wherever he went. He could be anyone, do anything. He looked to Lucian and wondered what would happen if he kissed him, right here, in the tiny dressing room. Bad idea. Don’t shit where you eat, dude.

He had to remind himself that Lucian was no different than he was, really. They were both con artists, very skilled ones at that—Lucian perhaps even more skilled than Colton. The way he spoke, the way he walked, the way his eyes glimmered when he smiled—how much of it was affectation?

Even so. Even bloody so.

I believe you.

It didn’t escape Colton’s notice that people looked at him differently now that he was dressed up like a proper Ivory man. They nodded at him, some even bowed. He moved like a nobleman, ignoring the pleased little smirk on Lucian’s face. How they must have looked together—night and day, ebony and gold, mystery and majesty. Was this confidence?

It’s an act, Colton. It’s always been an act.

It all bled away as they approached the Radcliffe estate—a massive gleaming castle of a building right in the middle of the Ivory District. The stones were polished white marble, and there were bits of gold ground into the stairway banisters.

Colton stopped in his tracks, his jaw tight and legs tense. He was a fraud, and this wasn’t some dumbass with a pig up his butt—this was a sophisticated, wealthy woman who would smell poverty and desperation a mile away. Lucian belonged with these people, and would never go to prison over something like this. Rich criminals never got arrested. Fuck! He had to get out of here—he had to get back to the Iron District—they knew him there, they’d trust him—he had to—

Lucian’s hand grasped his own and squeezed. “Colton,” he whispered. “You can do this. I promise you, I will not allow any harm to befall you.” They locked eyes, and Colton swallowed. “You will be great.”

Colton wondered if his palm was sweaty as it fell away from Lucian’s. He nodded, licked his lips. He was a demon hunting expert, after all. Lucian Beaumont swore by him, vouched for him. Needed him. He could do this. They could do this.

A clockwork mechanism opened the door, and a dour-looking butler ushered them in. The whole house was a testament to wasteful opulence—priceless paintings being damaged by the sun, servants standing perfectly still with nothing to do.

Blossom, Colton noted, his nostrils flaring. A lot of narcotics in this house.

Lucian watched him, smiling.

“Lucian!” Mrs. Radcliffe appeared at the top of an ivory spiral staircase, artificial red hair clashing with her flaming red dress. She had likely been enchanting once and clung to whatever vestiges of youth remained. Trotting up to Lucian, she pressed soft kisses to his cheeks. “You look so well, darling. I couldn’t believe it when your father said you didn’t want to continue the family business!”

Lucian chuckled, and Colton wondered how he managed to refrain from wiping off the thick bows of lipstick that Mrs. Radcliffe had left on his lovely skin. Lucian’s face lacked all the warmth Colton had come to expect.

“My only regret is that it means I get to spend less time with you, my dear.” Lucian kissed her hand with a wink. “And yet, it is nothing in the face of helping my fellow man. Please, tell me of this demon which torments you so.”

Mrs. Radcliffe fawned over Lucian, who responded in kind as they performed a dance of pleasantries that skirted toward the realm of self-indulgent flirtation. Colton listened to the back and forth of their tittering exchange, both impressed and grateful for Lucian’s innate talent for vapid conversation because he took up all the attention in the room. It provided the perfect diversion for Colton to map out his new surroundings and study the people who inhabited them.

But Mrs. Radcliffe peered at Colton anyway, a mix of intrigue and dubiousness etched over her face. “And this is . . . the man you spoke of?” She reached over and put a hand on Colton’s chest.

Colton’s eyes widened as Lucian stepped between them, taking her wrist and drawing her focus. His lips drew into a pleasant snarl, as if he had been patiently anticipating her brazenness.

“This is Colton,” Lucian said reverently, bowing deeply. “Born and raised on the fringes of society, his mother was a true and renowned mystic!” He paused for effect. “He alone has the gift to lift your curse, my lovely. He has a deep and innate connection with the other world.”

Colton mimicked Lucian’s Ivory bow, all respect, grace, and professionalism. Hopefully nothing fell out of my pockets. He could feel the weight of Mrs. Radcliffe’s scrutiny, and never did she meet his gaze, not even when he rose. It was all the better, because it allowed Colton to watch, to learn.

She focused on her hand in Lucian’s grip, and her cheeks flushed pink. “He’s good?”

Colton could see what Lucian had meant, about the benefit of having him navigate these Ivory people for him. Lady Radcliffe regarded him like an animal at the circus, an oddity to be gawked at, as though Lucian were the medium through which Colton could just about pass for human.

“The best, Mrs. Radcliffe. I wouldn’t let just anyone darken your doorstep. Simply tell him your troubles, and we’ll have them solved within the week. And I think we’ve arrived just in the nick of time, really. I can sense an evil presence here.”

The woman crossed her arms and avoided their eyes. “In the last few months, there have been . . . disturbances. I hear moaning in the night, feel rushes of air in the hallways. I awake sometimes from these . . . awful, awful dreams.”

“Go on,” Lucian encouraged, his eyes wide with excitement.

“In the dreams I’m being ravaged by men I don’t know, men who are not my husband!” she cried. “I get up in the night, to go see if Patty is all right, and . . . she’s always sweating, out of breath, terrified!” She shuddered. “Her breasts have started to swell. I fear that this monster is trying to sow his”—she looked at Lucian, her face red, as she whispered—“his seed in her! Can you imagine?”

Well, yes.

“How awful, Mrs. Radcliffe. Now, is there any reason to think that there is a spirit in this house?”

She shut her eyes. “A man died here in the last few months. His own fault, foolishness. One of the servants.” She shook her head, sliding a cigarette from a slim platinum case. “And haunting us? The nerve of that boy! I’ll kill him again if he touches my Patty.”

Again? Such a casual murder confession, if that’s what it was. Ivory people were like another species sometimes.

“Of course, of course. We’ll take care of everything.” Lucian smiled. “Now, the exorcism itself can be a terribly messy business, I’m afraid. Very dangerous, deadly vapors and all sorts of nasty things. It’s standard protocol that we ask you to depart for your own safety. Of course if you wish to stay . . . ?”

“Heavens, no! I trust you, Lucian. Get on with it, then. I’ll be back, I suppose in the morning. He attacks in the night, you know. Patricia!”

A sallow young woman followed Mrs. Radcliffe out the door, her posture hunched, her eyes avoiding the two men in her home.

Young Lord Beaumont watched them leave, crossing his arms and leaning against
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