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DIXON


“Yuri? Do they have beaches in Russia? I mean, obviously, they must. If not on an ocean, some other body of water. A sea, maybe? At the very least, there must be a lake or two. Russia’s a pretty big place, after all. Cold, though…so, there’s always the possibility the water’s frozen over. But frozen or not, there’d be a beach under all that snow. Right?”


Yuri flipped down the visor where the sun cut into his eyes, then glanced at me as if he wasn’t sure whether or not my question was rhetorical. Traffic was sparse on this side of Pinyin Bay, out toward the waterfront by the off-season campground he called home, so he could spare a glance from the road. I offered him my most encouraging smile.


“There are beaches.”


“See? I knew it. There’s just nothing like a day at the shore! I’m sure Pinyin Bay—the actual bay, not the city—might not be the most inviting body of water around, what with the bacteria count and the eels. But, the memories….” 


Oh, the memories.


When I was twelve and my cousin Sabina was almost ten, I was so giddy with excitement over the annual Penn family picnic, I don’t think I got a wink of sleep for at least three days. I always loved it when the whole clan was together—this was back when Papa Tobar was still with us—especially if the shindig happened at the beach, even if this meant some truly irritating grains of sand crept all up into my business. 


I was particularly eager to embark on a new water game I’d invented, a test of prowess and will that I stood some chance of winning, since it didn’t involve any actual swimming. It hadn’t occurred to me that I wasn’t so hot at standing still, either. But luckily for me, neither was my cousin.


While my dad and Uncle Fonzo wrestled with the flimsy sun shelter that kept trying to blow away and my mother chased everyone around with a can of aerosol sunscreen, Sabina and I braved the water. 


It was still early in the season, and though Pinyin Bay isn’t very deep, it can be well into the spring before it’s finally warm enough to disguise the fact that someone just peed. (Though if you’re convincing, you can pass it off as a wayward current.)


The water was cool, but not too cold for a couple of intrepid young souls like us. I was probably lit from inside by the sheer eagerness of my anticipation. And Sabina was always compelled to prove that despite being three years younger, she could do anything I could do, and more.


This probably explains the sheer length of time we spent in the water.


What kid isn’t up for a good game of chicken? And in the version I’d dreamt up, the rules were simple. First one out of the water loses. It wasn’t the cold we were competing against, though. It was the fish.


The aquatic ecosystem of Pinyin Bay isn’t exactly noteworthy. There’s carp and minnows, catfish and bass, and even the occasional eel. And perch, of course, but only in the deeper parts you can only reach by boat. Seagulls own the shore, though Spellcrafters who haven’t been quilled yet steer clear of them, since their feathers would make for some incredibly small writing implements.


I’m not sure what it was that nibbled on you if you stood still for any length of time. But whatever it was, there sure were a lot of them.


Sabina and I faced off several yards from shore, me up to my chest in murky green water, her up to her shoulders. Her mom had raked her dark hair into a ponytail on the top of her head, and not a very careful one at that. It canted sideways like a jaunty, avant garde hat, while Sabina narrowed her eyes and watched me closely, daring me to move.


We stood there for what seemed like ages. In reality, it was more like half an hour, each of us watching as the other tried not to flinch while the fish accosted us with their curious nibbles. Who knows how long it might’ve gone on, had Mom not called for us to come get our hot dogs before the seagulls did.


Our game of bay-chicken ended in a draw, which we both acknowledged with a solemn nod as we turned to slog toward the shore.


That’s when we discovered the Pinyin Bay leeches were more that just urban legend.


But, hey. How many people can actually claim their first-ever hickey wasn’t from a fellow human being?


I snuggled up to Yuri once he turned down Campground Lane. The posted speed limit is only 15 miles per hour on the rutted dirt road, and given that all the connective tissue beneath his truck is suffering from corrosion, he usually takes it even slower than that.


So many memories on Pinyin Beach. And not all of them as G-rated as Leech Day.


“Yuri?” I said. “Your cabin…is it anything like Russia?”


For a few seconds, he was so quiet I almost thought he didn’t hear me. But of course, he’d heard me. I’d spoken loud and clear and the radio was busted. Even so, I was just on the verge of repeating myself when he said, “Pinyin Bay is nothing like Russia.”


Was that a good thing? A bad thing? A thing that was just so different it was difficult to assign a value judgement? Before I had to come right out and ask, he said, “St. Petersburg is a historic city. Palaces, cathedrals, museums. That’s the part the tourists all see…but that’s nothing like the parts we lived in. Square. Plain. Gray. All the buildings were Soviet-built to be solid and unpretentious. But there was no place for creativity. No artistry. No joy.” 


I watched Yuri’s intimidating profile as he scowled through the glass with his eyes fixed on the road ahead. While he was certainly capable of doing joy, you really had to know him to spot it. 


We emerged from the tree-lined road, its canopy budding with fresh green leaves, and turned down the track to Yuri’s tiny vacation cabin. The place was a steal—apparently the campground owner was extremely grateful when Yuri saved him from a particularly tenacious elk that was trying to romance the guy’s bicycle. Since it was off-season and the property wasn’t generating any income anyway, he let Yuri move in. And yet, when Yuri looked all wistful and soft like he did just now, gazing through the windshield with that faraway look in his eyes, I suspected frugality wasn’t the only reason he lived where he did.


The attic was pretty crowded now that Uncle Fonzo was home, so I slept at the cabin more often than not. Come Memorial Day, Yuri would need to find himself a new place. But until then, it was just him, and me, the smell of cedar and the hypnotic sound of the surf….


And the sheet of paper posted on the cabin door.


Yuri cut the engine and approached the cabin with long, purposeful strides. I scampered along behind him. “What is it?” I asked. “Did the Avon lady drop by? Usually she just leaves a catalog hanging off our doorknob, but sometimes there’s a sample of shampoo or lip balm inside. Or glitter hand lotion that smells like candy canes…although it doesn’t taste nearly much like peppermint as you might imagine—”


Yuri snatched down the paper and scowled at it hard. “It is not hand lotion. It’s an eviction notice.”
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YURI


My possessions, what few there were, had been heaped into a cardboard box with a diaper logo printed on the side. A cartoon baby bared its two lower teeth at me as if to mock my situation. I turned the box with the toe of my boot so I didn’t have to look at its leering face while I tried to figure out my next move, but all sides of the box bore the same unsettling image.


Intellectually, I knew it was nothing to be distressed about. The cabin had always been a temporary solution. And getting displaced in Pinyin Bay would be nowhere near as daunting as finding myself on the streets in Russia. But I’d been so sure I had at least another month.


At least.


Dixon thrust out a hand, palm up, and looked up at the sky. “It’s starting to rain. We should get your stuff inside.” He hoisted the box and staggered to one side, wobbled, and righted himself. It wasn’t heavy. Just awkward. He strode confidently back to the truck and nearly wound up sprawled in the gravel when he banked off the passenger door. “Open that for me, wouldja?”


“It won’t fit.”


“You don’t know that. Cardboard is flexible, after all.”


It would be easier to let him prove himself wrong than to argue, so I opened the door. He shoved the box against the opening. Angled it. Tried again. Set the corner onto the seat, put his back to the box, and shoved with both legs. And only after he’d pushed and strained long enough to work up a sweat—or maybe it was the rain, coming down harder now—did he observe, “Who’da thought the door would be so small? Guess we’d better put it in back.”


The box was already soggy by the time we had a tarp duct taped around it securely enough to stop the plastic sheet from flying away. A brief flash of lightning lit up the bay as I pulled away from my cabin, and the grayish sky darkened. 


Dixon sighed happily. “April showers bring May flowers!” 


Wordlessly, I headed toward his apartment. 


Dixon lives in an attic. It would certainly make a serviceable apartment, had anyone ever managed to do more than the bare minimum of renovations. From what I pieced together, the “upstairs move” had been a hasty affair. With the help of a grateful plumber whose love life was bolstered by Spellcraft, the family had added a minimal bathroom and kitchen. 


But the Penn family was not exactly handy. The attempt to wall off Sabina’s bedroom consisted of a few 2x4s hammered crookedly together with a single sheet of gaping drywall screwed to one side. Once they’d realized carpentry wasn’t something that could be made up as you went along, they opted to construct the rest of their “walls” with the creative arrangement of furniture. 


An entire houseful of furniture.


Now with an assortment of small animals in their cages placed precariously on top.


I wasn’t sure we’d be able to fit my box inside. Though maybe, thanks to the rain, it would now be flexible enough to cram it in somehow.


Dixon insisted on carrying my box, even though he couldn’t see over the top of it. I allowed him to do it, since he seemed to want to so badly. But he also insisted on trooping up the stairs in front of me, which then left him standing on the narrow landing at the top with no way to open the door. 


As much as I find Dixon’s relatives surprisingly likable, I had hoped that his uncle and cousin would be at work, even if that meant mashing Dixon into the wall while I squeezed an arm past my wet cardboard box to open the door myself. I was still grappling with the unexpected news that I’d need to find a new place, and I would rather not have to endure anyone’s helpful suggestions while I figured out my next move.


“Sabina? You home?” Dixon called out. “Can you grab the door?”


“Just a sec!”


The doorknob rattled. A man’s voice: “Is it locked?”


Fonzo said, “It doesn’t have a lock.”


So. Unfortunately, not only were they both home…but they had company.


The doorknob rattled harder.


“The other way,” Sabina called out.


The door rattled in its frame.


“Push,” Fonzo said in exasperation.


And then the door swung open with such force, it nearly sent Dixon somersaulting down the stairs. Fortunately, the stairwell was narrow enough that I was able to brace against both walls, although it meant Dixon took a solid smack to the face from a wet cardboard box.


The strapping young man on the other side of the door was blond-haired, blue-eyed, and smiling. He had straight, white American teeth that were clearly the result of good nutrition, braces, and solid cosmetic dentistry. “Hi! You must be Dixon! I’m Biff, the luckiest guy in Pinyin Bay—your cousin’s quite a catch.” He stuck out his hand for a handshake…which Dixon obviously couldn’t see, due to the huge box between them. 


“Pleased to meet you, Biff.” Dixon stepped forward and butted the box into Biff’s chest. “Say, d’you mind? My arms are getting tired.”


“Oh, right.” Biff stepped aside. Dixon squeezed past him. Then I did the same. The boy smiled even more brightly and said, “You must be Dixon’s significant other—I’m Biff!”


“Yes. I heard.” 


He thrust out his hand again. I ignored it.


Bad enough Dixon’s family was there. But this cheerful stranger? I wanted nothing more than to put down my things and go somewhere I had room to think. I pushed a magazine rack out of the way with my foot and attempted to take the box from Dixon, but the Biff person was in my way, all eagerness and garish white smile. “Here! I got that.”


“Leave it,” I said, but Biff was determined to help me, whether I wanted him to or not. We both made a grab for it. I tried to hold on, but the plastic tarp was slick from the rain. It slipped from my grasp. Biff rotated the box at an angle to swing it around Meringue’s cage. The cockatoo bobbed expectantly as she watched the unfolding action with eager eyes like two polished onyx beads. 


Once he was clear of the cage, instead of righting the box, Biff turned it on its side. A shirt slid out from a gap in the tarp. Then a towel. Then a sock.


Sabina called to her new boyfriend, “Biff, gravity!”


“What? Oh, right.” He rotated the box, which was useless. It just left the open top facing away from him instead of to the side. Clothing continued to slip out, leaving a trail of socks now as he strode along.


Fonzo met my gaze. We had an understanding, Fonzo and I. He saw me for who I was…and even so, he showed me more kindness than my own family ever had. But that didn’t make him a pushover. In fact, he respected me more because of my edge. He gave me a subtle eye-roll, then told the boy, “Other way, kiddo.”


“Ah! Gotcha!”


Biff turned it upside down. The tarp fell off and all my earthly belongings dropped to the floor. Everything I owned was drab, from my suits to my sweaters to my stiff woolen blanket. Everything but the plastic bottle of edible body glitter. Which was sparkly and pink. And which landed directly on top…for everyone to see.


Dixon dove in, scooped up the incriminating thing and swaddled it in a bath towel, but the others had already seen. His family has plenty of practice brushing things under the rug, though, and his cousin and uncle both pretended their attention had been elsewhere.


Meanwhile, Biff was still trying to figure out why the box suddenly weighed so much less.


To say Dixon had a bedroom in the attic was using the term very loosely. A bookshelf, a tall dresser and a few overstuffed racks of clothing walled off a futon on the floor covered with a polyester Wonder Woman blanket. When Fonzo saw Dixon was heading toward the “room,” he moved to intercept.


“Just so you know, Dixon, since you’ve been staying over by Yuri’s, I’ve availed myself of your empty bed.”


Dixon paused in the “doorway”—the gap between dresser and bookshelf. “Oh.”


I angled myself to peer over Dixon’s shoulder. A box of Fonzo’s things had been unpacked, and his clothing was draped over every available surface, while the Wonder Woman blanket was folded neatly in the corner.


“Temporarily, of course. While I get back on my feet.” He brandished his mutilated right hand, which had been recovering slowly from its run-in with the dead man’s quill. “Though, of course, I’d be happy to move to the davenport….”


He said it in such a way that it was clear he fully expected his nephew to demur. Instead, Dixon brightened and said, “That’d be great, Uncle Fonzo! I’d be happy to take the couch myself, but it would be a tight squeeze with Yuri, since he got kicked out of his place. Thus, the box.”


The last thing I wanted was for my problems to be aired for everyone to see. But before I could fend off the family’s concern, Fonzo was tutting with great vehemence while Sabina climbed over a recliner stacked with boxes to give me a hug, which I accepted stiffly. 


While his daughter hugged me, Fonzo said, “Did they catch you bookmaking in your room?”


“What? No. I am not involved in any—”


“You can tell me if they did.”


“I am not a gambler.”


“’Cause I’m great at keeping a secret. Especially one where I’d stand to make a few bucks.”


Dixon scooped up another armload of clothes, scattering socks. “No, Uncle Fonzo, Yuri didn’t have any illegal gambling action going on—nothing he cut me in on, at least. We always knew the cabin was temporary. It was a vacation rental, remember?”


Sabina was affronted. “But it’s not even Memorial Day.”


“I know! Weird, right? And it happened without any notice at all. Just this morning we were…um….” He blushed vividly, no doubt recalling the creative uses we’d discovered for a feather. Not his Spellcrafting quill, obviously—just a goose feather we found by the water. But the roleplay was scandalous, nonetheless. “Ahem. We were talking earlier about the fact that we haven’t seen a single tourist yet, even though the weather’s been decent.” He glanced at the sodden cardboard box, which Biff was still turning around in his hands. “More or less.”


“I can stay at Biff’s place,” Sabina told her father. “Then you could take my bed.”


“That’s a great idea!” Biff said.


Fonzo gave a forced laugh. “What? No! I wouldn’t dream of displacing you from your own bed. Not when the davenport is so comfy.”


Hardly the word I would choose. There was a stray spring that seemed to find me no matter which part of the couch I sat on. “I will sleep in my truck,” I announced.


But, of course, the Penns would not hear of it.


“Nonsense,” Fonzo said. “My old buddy Ladin Silver is in the market for a place since his lady-friend kicked him out. We could go in on a bachelor pad together—”


Dixon was puzzled. “Isn’t that the guy Aunt Rose left you for?”


“Water under the bridge,” Fonzo said grandly. “That was years ago. And I’ve got to admit, I’ve always admired his moxie.”


“I’ll just pack an overnight bag,” Sabina said, but Fonzo casually sidestepped and blocked her way. As cavalier as he may seem, he’s always been protective of his daughter.


Dixon said, “I still have an office, technically. We could stay there.”


“I tried that once,” Fonzo said. “The pizza joint next door is up all night making dough. All that banging and clanging and mixing and kneading—I hardly slept a wink.”


“What about your parents’ place?” Sabina suggested to Dixon.


“Now that they’ve got all those animals, I’m not quite sure where we’d fit. If Dad let me sleep in his recliner, Yuri could take the sofa….”


Biff piped in, “Or you could form a hunting party.”


We all ignored him, since he was having an entirely different conversation and was blissfully unaware.


Fonzo said, “There’s always the Pinyin Inn. Overpriced for such a fleabag—er, budget conscious motel. But if you trade a little Craft—” Abruptly, he cut his eyes to Biff. Scriveners were loath to discuss their business in front of the Handless. Even Handless as oblivious as Biff. “Craft beer. All the rage. A couple of six-packs should do it.”


Sabina said, “Sometimes you can get a deal if you book online.” She poked around on her phone for a moment, then frowned. “Says here Pinyin Inn shut down last week.”


“For repairs?” Fonzo asked.


“Weirdly enough, no—looks like they sold to some investors from out of state.”


All three Penns assumed identical expressions of puzzlement, as if no one had invested in Pinyin Bay in the history of the city. 


Biff didn’t notice. “I’d form a hunting party.”


“I’ll call Ladin.” Fonzo brushed his palms together—winced as he jostled his injured finger—then gazed out at the sea of boxes and furniture, and asked, “Has anyone seen my address book?”


I would sleep in my truck. I had done so before and could do it again. The tarp should keep out the rain where the window didn’t quite seal shut. Where had the tarp gone? Stuck to Fonzo’s foot and dragged halfway across the attic. This was why I was better off alone. Friends and family might mean well, but in the end, I was not cut out to be around so many people. 


While I made my way toward the tarp, Biff took Sabina’s phone, tapped something in, and handed it back to her. She scrolled for a moment, then brightened. “Hey, guys, look at this! Hunting Party Apartment Hunters. Not only do they guarantee the best prices in Pinyin Bay, but you can move in the same day. And no credit check!”


It seemed too good to be true. But when Dixon turned his bright, eager smile toward me, how could I refuse?
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DIXON


Although Yuri really had his heart set on camping, it was actually kind of nippy outside—not to mention raining like all get-out—so I convinced him to stay with me until we could get his official living situation squared away. I know it was silly of me to feel guilty for sleeping in my own bed, but poor Uncle Fonzo was so uncomfortable on the davenport, we heard him snorting himself awake all night long. And while I would have happily traded places with him, I don’t think Yuri would have appreciated sharing a bed with my uncle.


First thing in the morning, Yuri and I got in touch with Hunting Party Apartment Hunters and arranged to meet them in the Spellcrafter part of town, informally known as Scrivener Village. I wasn’t raised there, myself. The Penn family has always maintained that it’s best to live among the Handless, since they’re the ones keeping Practical Penn in business…plus my mom refers to it as a “Spellcraft ghetto.” But I’ve always been fond of that wonky old neighborhood. Nobody gives you any flak about being in the Craft. The buildings have plenty of character. 


And it’s incredibly affordable.


More importantly, maybe our fellow Spellcrafters really were our target customers now. If we lived among the Scriveners of Pinyin Bay, between my Uncrafting and Yuri’s amazing Seens, we could drum up enough business to actually pay the rent.


“Okay, Yuri, take a right just up ahead, then a quick left…wait, you missed it. That’s fine, we’ll circle around. Up that alley. Watch the pothole…easy. There! I know, it looks like a driveway, but it’s more of an alleyway…well, that’s how we all use it, anyhow.”


“Is there not a single street that goes through?”


“You’d think so, but no. We have a saying in Pinyin Bay: crooked streets for crooked Spellcrafters. Actually, it’s more the Handless that say that…but we Scriveners have basically made it our own. The neighborhood grew up organically as the Scriveners settled here and let their friends and families know the coast was clear. And you know how Scriveners like to work with their hands. It’s a lot cheaper to add on then to buy new. New York, San Francisco, Chicago—they’ve got awesome Scrivener Villages that even rival their Chinatowns…unless you were hoping for dim sum, in which case, Chinatown definitely wins out.”


We pulled up in front of a spindly four-story walkup decked out in no less than four types of siding. Faux wood. Faux brick. Faux stucco. And peeking out at the corner that had a run-in with a vehicle, some very real asbestos.


Yuri squinted at the building. “Where is the address?”


“Sometimes in Scrivener Village you’ve got to extrapolate based on the addresses all around.” A car pulled up and a Handless woman in her mid-thirties climbed out and wandered onto the sidewalk, repeatedly checking her phone. I rolled down my window and called over, “Are you from Hunting Party?”


She brightened. “I’m meeting them at….” she checked her phone again. “Well, I can’t tell if I’m in the right place.” 


This woman would stick out in Scrivener Village like a blonde-haired, blue-eyed sore thumb. But, hey. If she wasn’t worried about finding her car antenna stolen, more power to her.


She drifted toward the far end of the building while a car pulled up behind her little hatchback—a BMW ragtop. Very sporty—or very douchey, depending on who you talk to. A Handless man in a suit climbed out and moved to join her….


Why did he look so familiar?


“Come,” Yuri said. “I don’t want her getting first crack at the apartment just because she’s a woman.” He strode purposefully toward the newcomer. “I am Yuri Volnikov. Ten o’clock.”


“Brad,” the suit guy supplied. “And this is Molly.”


Brad. Brad. Braaad. Had I gone to school with him? Maybe he lived near my parents. Though I think I’d remember such a fancy car in their neighborhood. It was really bugging me something fierce. Where the heck did I know him from?


Brad checked his watch. Rolex? No, Cartier. Way more cash than I’d ever wear on my wrist—and I’m really fond of my hands. “We’ll just give the rest of the party a few more minutes before we set off.”


Yuri scowled. “My appointment is at ten. It is ten.”


“And you, clearly, are new to the Hunting Party concept. Hunting Party is an up-and-coming crowdsourced experience that really moves the needle on the traditional rental acquisition model.”


Normally I’d say, Hey, Yuri, I can hear your teeth grinding. But this Brad guy. So stinking familiar.


“By sourcing multiple end-users across a series of properties and lowering average acquisition time, we reduce costs by minimizing the vacancy time of any given unit.”


He flashed a grin at all of us to demonstrate how smart he thought he sounded—and that was when it hit me.


The thing about Brad, when he acts like a cad, it comes back to burn him…but twice as bad.


This was the creep who marked me late for my WheelMeal delivery by making me stand there outside his door! Of all people. “Funny,” I said, “how chill you’re acting about your last client’s tardiness.”


Brad gave me a blank look. Maybe it was for the best that I wasn’t particularly recognizable without WheelMeal’s trademark lime green visor.


A familiar voice behind me drawled, “Who’s tardy? I’m right on time.”


I swung around and found myself looking at none other than Vano Shirque—my childhood nemesis. Well, he would’ve been, had that word been in my vocabulary when we were seven. Vano was the great-grandson of Morticia Shirque, the oldest Spellcrafter in our circuit. Financially, the Shirques were no better off than any other Scriveners. But in terms of status, the entire Spellcraft community considered them a cut above the rest of us.


I’m a people person. I like people. But being bookended by both Brad and Vano was enough to make me break out in hives. Before I could suggest to Yuri that we go find an apartment on the other side of Scrivener Village, however, Brad said, “That’s everyone. Gather ’round and prepare yourselves for a cutting edge take on the rental experience that utilizes all the latest research to streamline your transition and help you pivot into your new home.”


Brad the Cad motioned for us all to follow. Yuri muttered, “I have no idea what he is talking about.”


I slipped my hand through the crook of his arm. “Just your typical jerky blah-blah-blah.”


“That…I understand.” Yuri hung back—which I realized when I snapped back against him as if we’d been bungeed together. Once we were a few paces away from everyone else, he dropped his voice and said, “What about the Scrivener? You took one look at him and went pale.”


“I’m sure it’s just the lighting.” As I claimed as much, of course, I noted it was shaping up to be a gorgeous spring day, bright and sunny.


Yuri adjusted his leather gloves with a tug. “Do you need me to work him over?”


“What? No! That’s crazy! He’s not selfishly malicious like Brad—at least, I don’t think he really means to be a jerk. I’ve known Vano forever, and as far as I can tell, it’s just his nature. And besides, whatever’s happened between us is all water under the bridge.”


“But he is your enemy?”


“Not exactly. More like…a frienemy.”


Yuri narrowed his eyes, but didn’t ask me to translate.


That was a relief. I wasn’t sure I even could.


My relationship with Vano was complicated. I’d always thought he was the epitome of cool. Everyone did. Even the Handless could sense a certain something about him. An unflappable disregard of anyone else’s approval. A confident ennui.


Did I mention we were seven?


In public school, I participated in spelling bees. But impeccable spelling is crucial in my family’s line of work—just ask the Scrivener who killed himself trying to magically change the color of his hair. So, in my after-school Scrivener lessons, we did spell-offs, which took spelling to an entirely different level. Not only were we required to face off one-on-one and spell out random and obscure words, but to pen them in flawless calligraphy. In the event that both potential Scriveners spelled the word correctly, points went to the kid with the best lettering.


That year, I was to be matched up with Vano Shirque. I couldn’t imagine anything cementing my reputation as a promising young Scrivener-to-be more than besting him in a trial of intelligence, artistry and skill.


Oh, who are we kidding? I wasn’t hoping to best him. I wanted to mop the floor with him.


With Sabina keeping me company, I’d been up late into the night practicing a new flourish I’d recently mastered, a bold, rounded swoop off a lowercase double-f. Dad warned me not to be too fancy, but Uncle Fonzo had encouraged me with a secret smile. After my late night at the inkwell and an interminable day at public school, there I sat, waiting in that dank basement room beneath the public library that grudgingly allowed us to convene there. And sat…and sat.


Until it was clear that Vano couldn’t even be bothered to show up.


I won by forfeit.


“A win is a win,” my mother declared, while tacitly trying to cheer me up with a plate of store-brand Ritz Cracker knockoffs topped with genuine Velveeta. 


Even so…who knew winning could be so hollow?


Now, today, as Vano slunk into the building—all easy grace and listless disdain—I was tempted to demand a re-match. Though given that he’d have no idea what I was talking about…I should probably hold my tongue.


We gathered inside the vestibule of the building, where Brad the Cad was waiting with an expectant smile and a handful of pre-printed name tags, the sort of card stock things in a clear plastic holder with a pin on the back. He handed them out, but since Yuri was the one who’d booked the appointment, there wasn’t one printed out for me. Brad dug out a blank tag and a felt-tip marker and handed them over. Writing with such inferior implements was no mean feat. But I slid out the card stock, propped it against the wall and—despite the pen’s worn tip—inked my name with a stunning flourish that swooped up and over the terminating letter n and loop-de-looped through the capital D. The line might be slightly ragged, but the cartouche was spot-on.


Take that.


Vano didn’t appear to notice. Not even after Molly cried out, “Wow, look at your gorgeous writing! I took a calligraphy elective at community college, but my letters were never that good.”


While Vano ignored everyone, Molly fiddled with her own name tag, which she was struggling to open. Eventually, Brad the Cad took pity on her—or maybe he just wanted to get on with his awful spiel. He plucked the tag from her grasp, opened the pin, stuck it on her coat, and declared, “Decisiveness is key. The first party member to sign the Hunting Party rental agreement takes the lease.”


“And everyone else?” Yuri asked. 


“They move on to the next property, where we’ll be joined with another hopeful tenant.” Brad gestured toward the stairs. “Let’s begin.”
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The stairs were loud. All three flights of them. Oh, they were carpeted—with the sort of indoor-outdoor carpeting that’s basically the same color as dirt, and just as plush. But the staircase squeaked alarmingly with every step we took. Each person’s footfalls were a bit different. Brad’s felt impatient, Molly’s tentative. Vano’s, unhurried (naturally). Yuri’s? Surprisingly soft. Mine? Embarrassingly syncopated, as I snagged my foot on nothing and managed to fall up the stairs.


We gathered in the vacant apartment’s kitchen, with its harvest gold fridge, avocado range, and burnt orange dishwasher. I had no idea dishwashers even came in orange. Yuri narrowed his eyes. He was pickier about color than a non-Seer might be. Maybe his eyeballs have more rods and cones. At any rate, I could tell from the get-go the apartment would be a no-go. 


It was so ugly that even Vano took notice. He telegraphed his displeasure with a single raised eyebrow, but Brad the Cad was unperturbed. He had a script to follow. 


“You’ve all been pre-approved.” Brad drew a sheet of paper from his breast pocket, opened it with a snap, and smoothed it out on the ugly gold countertop. He set the cruddy felt tip marker beside it. “Remember, the first one to sign is the winner.”


I’m not sure “winner” was the word I’d use to describe anyone willing to linger in that apartment. Not only did the living room have red shag carpeting—but it ran halfway up the walls! Although I’d always been one to admire a bold design choice, even I had my limits.


I didn’t notice Molly had come up behind us until she spoke. “Isn’t it interesting how all this carpet really muffles the sound? The floor still creaks, even in here.” She shifted her weight experimentally. “You can feel it if you really pay attention. But all those squeaks and creaks we heard coming up the stairs are nowhere to be found. People don’t realize how important a good soundscape can be to their happiness.” She sighed wistfully. “My boyfriend is especially sensitive to sounds. I asked him to move in with me, but he said he’d never be able to stand this little gurgle my radiators make. So I’m thinking I can change his mind if I find somewhere less…gurgly.”


Poor Molly. Once she was out of earshot, I told Yuri, “She obviously doesn’t realize that was just her boyfriend’s way of telling her he had no intention of moving in together. I know the way guys think, even straight ones. And moving in is a giant step…even for the Handless—who think their relationships needed sanctioning by City Hall to be legit, never mind how easy it was to get a divorce. The official act of co-signing a lease? Just one step shy of the altar.”


Yuri grunted and went back to make sure all the kitchen cabinets opened and closed. I paused just inside the bedroom to check out a rather weird combo of paneling—no less than three shades of wood. Either the decorator scooped up a bunch of rejects from the paneling sample showroom, or they were colorblind. Although even the texture was markedly different. As I tried to tally up the various textures, lost count, and started over again, Molly called out, “Wow. There’s even wallpaper in the bathroom. On the ceiling!”


I heard a small laugh—scarcely a breath—and spun around to find Vano Shirque had drifted up behind me. It’s rare that I’m ever at a loss for words, but being alone with him had me second-guessing myself. Would I sound like I was trying too hard if I casually mentioned I was involved with a Seer? Maybe. But failing to mention it would hardly be the boyfriendly thing to do. 


Then again, Vano probably forgot I was a Scrivener to begin with. 


If he even remembered me at all.


Vano slipped past me. He opened the closet door to the clatter of a dozen wire hangers, closed it again, then said, “Congrats on your new quill.” Without waiting for an answer, he wandered back into the hall.


So…was that sincere? Or was there some kind of reverse psychology in play—and by congratulating me, what he actually meant was to call attention to the way my Quilling Ceremony had crashed and burned?


I followed him out into the hall—which had a kind of funhouse effect happening, what with the different styles of vertically striped wallpaper there. But before I could probe to see whether or not he was dissing me, Brad the Cad popped out like a well-tailored Jack-in-the-box and said, “You’ll note it’s a very spacious unit for the price. Plenty of closet space and high ceilings.”


I angled into an office that had been a porch in its original life. The far wall was hung with an old patchwork quilt. Vano was prodding at the edge. “Whoever painted last didn’t take this thing down. Now the edges are sealed into the paint.” True…but it really did seem to dampen the ambient noise. Which really was surprisingly pleasant. He picked more industriously at the paint job until he could slide in a finger and peer behind. “Is this whole wall made of old doors?”


“Why are you here?” I blurted out. “I mean, obviously you’re looking for an apartment, and where else would a Shirque live if not Scrivener Village? But your great-grandmother has that massive Victorian out on the edge of Pinyin Beach. I thought you had a room there. In a turret.”


Vano gave a disinterested shrug, as if turrets are something one encounters every day. “Nana’s moving into a senior condo. They offered to waive the 60-and-up age requirement for me…but, I told them not to bother. Figured it must be a sign that it was time to leave the nest.”


Was that a dig about me living in my uncle’s attic? Because I was totally an adult—I’d left home years ago. I just happened to need a place to stay when I got back.


Did he even know I lived in my uncle’s attic?


Discombobulated, I headed into the living room. I found Yuri there, pondering the faux marble surrounding an empty rectangle on the wall that must’ve had a decorative mantle on it…several remodels ago. I planted myself beside him and cocked my head to try and see whatever it is he was seeing. Planning on getting himself a TV? Or maybe planning something a little artsier? But before I could start suggesting all the interesting things he could paint inside the strange plasterboard gap, he said, “What is it?”


“Just wondering where the mantle went. Did one of the former tenants pry it off the wall and take it with them? Or did someone try to start a fire inside and end up burning it down? Though you’d think—if that happened, there’d be some residual effects from all the char.”


Yuri went to rattle some windows in the hallway, while Molly joined me and cocked her head at the same angle as mine. “Look, there’s an outlet. It’s the perfect spot for one of those new electric fireplaces. You know the kind—with the fake fire inside? The plastic embers look so realistic.”


An electric fireplace really would make the room look a lot homier.


Brad the Cad strode in and said, “This apartment building was on the short-list for Pinyin Bay’s historic preservation site for nearly twenty-five years.”


Vano looked up from a nearby cabinet he’d been poking around in, pushing the door shut. It popped back open. “So what you’re actually saying is that it was never approved?”


Brad ignored him. “The woodwork is all original. Solid pine.”


Pine was the cheapest wood you could buy. I wasn’t quite sure it mattered anyhow, seeing as how most of it was hidden under at least a dozen layers of kelly green paint. All except the wedgewood blue in the master bedroom, I now saw, which had been painted to match the country-fried wallpaper border of hearts, flowers and kittens. 


Molly poked her head into the room and smiled broadly. “I love cats!” Cheerful girl. “When my boyfriend moves in with me, maybe we can get a cat of our own. It’d be like having a child. But without the stinky diapers.”


“Plus they’re a lot quieter than dogs,” I observed. And even though I didn’t own a cat, I could concede that the kitten wallpaper was awfully cute.


“You’re so right! I’ll keep that in mind if Teddy has any misgivings.”


“I take it that’s your boyfriend? Teddy?”


Her cheeks pinked rather cutely. “That’s just what I call him. ’Cause he’s a big ol’ smush-bear.”


“O…kay.” Hopefully the smush-bear was on the same page about moving in together. Because if he wasn’t, well…my heart might kind of break for Molly. And I’d known her for less than half an hour. Aiming for a purely philosophical tone, I said, “Some people like to live with a partner. Or a family. Or a cat. But some people are really into their alone-time. And folks like that need a lot of personal space.”


As I said this to Molly, Yuri paused in the doorway and furrowed his brow. At least, I think he did. Gravity often seemed to have an undue effect on the man’s eyebrows. Yuri joined me and said, “You know this city better than I. What do you think? Is this the sort of place you would consider?”


The place had grown on me. Had I really thought it was garish when I first walked through the door? I took another look around. It was entirely possible there was some kind of color harmony at play that I was totally unaware of, but I didn’t really trust my judgement where color was concerned. I might’ve been taught a dozen different ways to cross a letter-T, but the ink I used was invariably black. Yuri was the Seer, not me. “What matters is what you think.”


The furrow between Yuri’s dark brows deepened.


Molly crossed to the front window and gave the miniblinds a tug. They cascaded down from the bracket with a clatter. At least the little slats matched each other. Though when I tried the blinds on the next window over, I saw that not only were the blinds two different shades of off-white, but they were slightly different sizes. Despite the fact that she was now dealing with a pile of fallen blinds, her optimism was undeterred. “This apartment has so much potential. Not only is there a formal dining room, but a dedicated office.”


Huh. When Molly put it that way, the apartment did seem to have a lot of potential. And “dedicated office” was definitely more appealing than “room made of scrap doors.”


Vano had been meandering past as Molly pointed it out. He looked back toward the porch and blinked, then wandered off again. Molly picked the blinds up off the floor and set them sheepishly on the windowsill.


I went out into the hall and took yet another look around. Maybe it would be a good place for Yuri and me to settle down, I decided. Not only was my heart now set on one of those cute electric fireplaces, and not only was the kitten wallpaper border disarmingly adorable, but now that I thought about it, maybe an office would be just the thing. Wouldn’t it be nicer to paint in a dedicated office than the way Yuri was doing it now? Namely, shoving aside piles of whatnot on the most convenient horizontal surface and bracing them with his right arm so they didn’t fall over and wreck his Seen?


Before I could find Yuri and remark how surprisingly exciting it would be to have an office of our own, Brad the Cad announced to the apartment at large, “And the Hunting Party has its first official catch.”


I felt a little twinge of pity over the thought of Molly signing a lease on an apartment her boyfriend might not even want. But then I realized she was still fiddling with a third set of blinds—one that didn’t quite match either of the other two. So if it wasn’t Molly…had Yuri pulled the trigger?


I dashed off to the kitchen, and there it was, lying on the countertop for all to see. The Hunting Party contract, with all its vaguely shady-sounding legalese. Inked across the bottom?


Vano Shirque.


And his signature was downright exquisite.
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YURI


“Now, take a right at the next intersection, but make sure it’s a hard right, not a soft right; the diagonal streets can get a little tricky. Once you see the gas station, cut through their parking lot—don’t worry, everybody does it—and we should be just about there.”


Cobblestone peeked through the asphalt, and as it passed beneath the wheels, the suspension shuddered. Good thing traffic in Scrivener Village obeyed the speed limit. Anything faster and we’d end up leaving half the exhaust system on the road. 


If I’d signed for that apartment, we wouldn’t be leaving a trail of dislodged rust behind us on the crooked street. But I hadn’t. I’d held back even as I saw Dixon’s “frienemy” headed for the contract. It was a good apartment. Quiet and spacious. But maybe…too spacious for just one man.


In St. Petersburg, finding an apartment was more competitive than any contrived “Hunting Party” event. Most places had entire families crammed into just a few plain rooms. True, the flat we’d just seen had been put together without even a passing nod to harmony. But the carpeting really had muted the sounds of the neighborhood. And I was capable of handling more than just the small paintbrush in my pocket.


And yet, I’d hesitated. Once Dixon asserted that what mattered was what I thought, I realized I had been presuming the two of us would be moving in together—in his words, one step shy of the altar—while Dixon had been thinking nothing of the sort.


Good thing I hadn’t made a fool of myself by saying so out loud.


“There it is, Yuri, across the street. Ooh, and it’s right above a Spellcraft shop—the one that claims to be a payday loan place? Yep, that’s the one. Just don’t ever refer to the financial side of that business as a ‘front.’ Uncle Fonzo learned the hard way how touchy someone can get if you accuse them of something so obvious.”


Pinyin Bay was not St. Petersburg.


“And there’s Brad the Cad in his Beamer. Clearly, it should’ve been a Caddy. Quick, let’s make sure we’re the first ones in.” Dixon gave me a thumbs-up and hopped out of the cab. I lingered for just a moment—Brad would wait for the whole group regardless, to get as much as possible out of the contrived competitiveness.


As for me, I found myself reluctant to even view the next apartment. In Russia, I took great pride in having a place all to myself. 


But not anymore. Now, the idea was just…lonely.


A tiny hatchback pulled up behind Brad’s convertible and two women got out. Scriveners do tend to have a similar look about them, but these two more so than most. Twin sisters: Violet and Pansy Strange. We hadn’t seen them since the incident at their family crypt. Thanks to social media, though, we’d been able to watch them spend the money their mother had extorted.


“He-ey!” Dixon called out gleefully as he pranced up to the twins...then stopped short of hugging when he couldn’t figure out which was Violet and which was Pansy, thanks to two pairs of dark sunglasses. He gave an abrupt, cutesy wave instead. “Don’t tell me the two of you are apartment hunting, too! What are the odds?”


Given that their mother was a sadistic sociopath and their old home was a former mental asylum, probably pretty good.


One of the twins tossed her hair and said, “Now that we’ve seen the wider world, Strangeberg is feeling a little too small for our taste. Not that Pinyin Bay is exactly a sprawling metropolis.”


The other added, “But at least I won’t have to listen to Dahlia accusing us of financially ruining the family.” Violet found the word “mother” distasteful—I knew the feeling—so that was who this twin must be.


Dixon asked, “So you’re looking for a place in Scrivener Village where you can establish yourselves professionally?”


Both women cringed, and Violet said, “Not at all. This is just the only neighborhood we can afford. I haven’t touched my quill since we got on that plane.”


Pansy said, “Me neither. Scribing holds no appeal to me whatsoever. There’s so much more to life than Spellcraft. Ever since we were kids, that’s what everyone presumed we would do.”


Violet said, “But did anyone ever consider what we might want?”


Dixon looked from one to the other. “What do you want?”


Violet tipped up her chin and said, “I’m exploring the field of baton twirling.”


Dixon’s smile went a bit forced. “Uh...professionally?”


“Well, you do need to start on the amateur circuit and work your way up.”


“Wow. I hadn’t realized there was money in that.”


“Haven’t you heard the expression, Do what you love and the money will follow? Things become sayings for a reason.”


“A...bsolutely. How about you, Vi?”


The other Strange twin tipped down her sunglasses and gave us a look over the frames, one brown eye, one disturbingly violet. “I’m going to be a model.”


“Oh...uh, right,” Dixon stammered out. “I’m sure you’ll find all kinds of modeling work. Especially since most models are so freakishly tall, no doubt there’s a real niche opportunity for someone barely five-foot two soaking wet. Hey, look, here comes the final member of the Hunting Party.”


Molly joined the group, looked from the twins to Dixon, and said, “Are these your sisters?”


The three Scriveners exchanged a look, and Dixon said, “Just old friends.”


“Wow, I’ll bet you get that a lot.”


Only from the Handless. Dixon was too polite to mention it. But before he was forced to come up with yet another stilted nicety, Brad approached the group and said, “Ladies. Gentlemen. Are you ready to view one of the hottest rental properties this up-and-coming area has to offer?”


An old woman dragged a shopping trolley through the center of the group, muttering to herself. And though her wispy hair had gone white and her eyes were pale with cataracts, there was no doubt in my mind that her bent fingers fit easily around a quill. As she pushed through the group, she hawked and spat, barely missing Molly’s foot.


Brad bared his teeth more fiercely and said, “Let’s go upstairs.”


The building was only two stories...at least, that was what it appeared from the outside. But inside? On the landing halfway up was a narrow door of the sort I’d expect to conceal an ironing board, but this door was set with a peephole and a lock. Brad produced a key and unlocked the door.


“That’s unusual,” Molly ventured.


Brad opened the door with a flourish and said, “This property is absolutely brimming with custom craftsmanship and old-world charm.”


Not only did I need to duck to fit through the ludicrous door, but I had to turn sideways as well. And even then, it was a good thing I wasn’t claustrophobic. 


The inside of the “apartment” was no better. Whether the floors upstairs had been raised or the ceilings downstairs had been lowered, I could not say. Perhaps both. But judging by the accumulated patina and wear, the alterations had been made many decades ago.


I reached up and touched the ceiling...and I didn’t need to stretch. It was barely more than two meters high.


Dixon had paused beside the front door, looking puzzled. “How does furniture fit through?”


Brad was prepared for the question. “That’s the beauty of this property. It comes fully furnished with beautiful antiques.”


More like someone walled off the rooms without realizing there was no way to get the furniture back out without a sledgehammer. The furniture was certainly old. A strange combination of Victorian and Art Deco, all of it elaborately carved, inlaid and veneered. I am not picky about furniture, so I was sure it would suffice. Until I looked closer, and saw that the carving was not merely decorative, but figurative. Every table had claws for feet. Every finial bore a face. And every last stick of furniture was staring at me.


Molly came up beside me at the dinette and said, “Look how cute! This table’s got a monkey carved into every leg. And they have tiny little people-hands!”


I shuddered and went to see where Dixon had gone off to. I followed the sound of the twins’ voices and found the three of them in the bathroom. A claw-foot tub was at the far end. The floor sloped toward it, straining to bear the weight of the cast iron. I dreaded to think what would happen once the tub was filled. In fact, I wasn’t so sure, structurally speaking, the four of us should all be standing in that room together.


The Scriveners didn’t seem to notice.


Pansy said, “Once we got back from Europe, do you know what Mother had the gall to tell us? That we’d need to take on boarders to make ends meet—and it was all our fault.”


Violet crossed her arms. “I still say she should sell the place.”


Dixon chimed in, “It’s a total seller’s market—that’s what I heard Brad mention. And, sure, he’s not entirely trustworthy...but given the slim pickings in the real estate section, I’d say he might not be exaggerating much.”


Pansy said, “Mother should have our family members transferred from the mausoleum and just sell the place off while she can, but she never will. It’s a matter of pride.”


Violet rolled her eyes—one brown, one violet. “If real estate’s as skewed as they say it is, maybe the whole boarder idea isn’t so far-fetched after all. But what kind of weirdo would want to live in Strange Manor if they had literally any other choice? Look at this.” She shoved a printed flyer into my hand that read, Your Manor…Your Home. I squinted at the photo. Dahlia had attempted to dress up the front door with a welcome mat and a pink floral wreath…and it still looked like a haunted mental institution.


“The sooner we get out of there, the better.” Pansy crossed over to the sink and opened the medicine cabinet—more thoroughly than she’d intended to, as the cracked mirror came off in her hands. Gingerly, she propped it against the wall. “But I don’t see why we’re looking at apartments in Scrivener Village. Every one of them will be as dubious as the next.”


“Sad but true,” Violet murmured. “I’ve had it with Spellcraft, and frankly, I’d rather live anywhere but this part of town. But there were no listings in our price range other than the ones through Hunting Party. Not a one.”


I ducked through the doorway and headed out to find somewhere less crowded to suffer through the remainder of the viewing. The rent might have been affordable in this place, but with all the furniture staring at me, I’d cave in my skull on a doorjamb before the week was out.


Yet, something about the place appealed to me. No doubt some deeply buried Freudian predilection. And the monkeys carved into the dinette, in a certain light, were actually somewhat…cute.


I found my way to the living room, where the ceiling was even lower. My scalp prickled as invisible cobwebs caressed my stubble. Molly was there, gazing at a mantle carved with elaborate vine work. I looked closer. Small faces of miniature carved birds looked back. Molly moved over to make room for me and said, “You don’t see elaborate work like this. Not anymore. My boyfriend Teddy says handcraft is a dying art. Ever since the first car to roll off an assembly line, all people care about is how fast, cheap and uniform something can be produced.”


“What is his job?”


“Teddy? He’s a mortician.” Molly was focused on the woodwork as I was wracked by an uncontrollable shudder, so she went on as if this were something I wished to know. “It’s a dying art—and that’s no pun. Caring for the remains of our loved ones is part science, part ingenuity, part artistry. But people around here aren’t willing to pay what they used to for a nice funeral.”


I have imagined my own funeral many times. Never has it been “nice.”


“Teddy always thought he’d be able to buy out his boss at Final Slumber once the old man retired—you know the place, people always mistaking it for a mattress shop?—but then Mr. Final went and sold it to some developers from out of state. Razed that beautiful old building right to the ground.” She sighed wistfully. “There was a gorgeous apartment there too, overlooking the wooded side of Pinyin Bay—just above the crematorium. Original hardwood floors. Gorgeous crown molding. Stunning flocked wallpaper. And so warm and cozy, even in the dead of winter.”


Molly ran her hand along the carved mantel as she reminisced. Did she expect me to draw her out with polite questions? If so, she would be disappointed. The less I knew about the funeral home, the better.


“I always imagined that sweet little apartment would be our place, Teddy’s and mine. And now there’s nothing left of it but memories.”


She sniffled, and I took a step back. Better to fall through the bathroom floor than be subjected to a stranger’s tears. But before she could topple into her sentimental distress, something distracted her. She teased a tiny slip of paper from the twisted carvings, unrolled it, and read.


“Flames for candles and hearth-fires for bread, but beyond these red bricks, the fire will not spread.”


The Spellcraft was older than everyone there put together. But still, it flickered faintly with volshebstvo. 


“Would you look at that funny, old-timey cursive. People just don’t write like that anymore. Except your boyfriend. He’s got very pretty handwriting.”


“I’m sure he is pleased you’ve noticed.”


Molly rolled up the Spellcraft and tucked it back into the crevice where she’d found it, probably unaware that she was motivated to do so by anything other than a stray impulse. “If the two of you want this place, I understand. I’m not sure Teddy would be keen to live here, even with all the wonderful old-world artistry. This whole neighborhood is kind of iffy.” She lowered her voice and said, “He’s not too fond of Spellcrafters.”


I was intrigued, though I made sure not to appear too interested. “Oh?”


“Well, you know how it is.” Molly laughed nervously. “Have one bad experience with a certain type of person and it colors your perception of the whole bunch.”


“If his problem is a bad Crafting…I may know someone who can fix it.”


“No, no, nothing like that. It’s just some raucous neighbors of his. Apparently Spellcrafters are an…exuberant…bunch.”


Scriveners had their ways and traditions, and true, they shared some common characteristics—but exuberance was not one of them. If anything, they tended toward caution. Though compared to cooling corpses this man was accustomed to, no doubt most people would annoy him.


“This is such a beautiful apartment,” Molly said. “But if you and your man have your hearts set on it, I won’t hold it against you for signing on that dotted line before I have a chance to send Teddy some pictures.”


Of course I didn’t want the place. Not only did “my man” have no intention of joining me here, but I could barely stand up straight—and, besides, now that I shifted my focus, I felt the telltale tickle of Spellcraft emanating from all around me. I followed the sensation to a fire escape, though the landing didn’t quite align with the window, and the sash was sealed shut with a century’s worth of varnish and paint. Poking out from a gap in the molding was a bit of paper. I pulled it from its hiding place. Cotton rag—hardly yellowed with time. The Seen was a neat brick building, quite obviously the one in which I now stood. The cars out front were absent. And the Scrivening?


The building inspector and fire marshal too


see everything here is tickety boo


I did not know exactly the meaning of this “tickety boo,” but as Dixon often said, I had the gist. And this long-gone fire marshal would have to be blind not to recognize the place for the baffling death trap it was. I left Molly snapping photographs of the creepy mantle and went to rejoin Dixon. 


Conversation drifted out from the bathroom. I couldn’t tell which twin was talking without seeing her. “Vinnie and Vito are getting their travel visas together, but they should be here in a few weeks. I’d hardly compare Pinyin Bay to the canals of Venice, but the guys are pretty eager to see America.”


Dixon said, “Your new boyfriends are Italian? Ooh—I’ll bet those are some sexy accents.”


“Yeah, it’s pretty much like living out a spaghetti sauce commercial. Good thing I don’t mind chest hair.”


“That’s always important. But even more important…how tall are they?”


“I dunno. Normal-tall.”


“You should take that into consideration.”


“No doubt. And even if these weren’t the lowest ceilings in Pinyin Bay…the last place my sister or I want to settle down is Scrivener Village.”


Dixon strode from the bathroom with a small slip of paper in his hand. He was so focused on the paper, he nearly collided with me. He gave a little start and backed up a step. “Oh, hey, Yuri! Guess what I found! Actually, given the neighborhood—and given that it’s all sparkly—you can pretty much assume. But listen to this: Whether swell or undertow, ample waters always flow.”


“This place is stupid with Spellcraft,” Violet said. “I’ll bet it’s the only thing holding the walls up. And I’m so sick of it all—the fussy calligraphy, the careful wording, the scorn of all the Handless. I just want to be me…and be a highly paid fashion model. Is that too much to ask?”


Dixon chortled to himself. “Flow and undertow. Some rhyme! It’s so awesome when Scrivenings rhyme.”


Molly joined us in the hallway. “Did you notice that the building next door blocks the east wall of the bedroom? No annoying early-morning sun waking you up. Heck, I’ll bet you could get away with regular shades instead of room-darkener shades. I haven’t heard back from Teddy, but I don’t know…this place might be too good to pass up.”


Violet might claim that she wanted to just be “herself” (and also a model) but the look she exchanged with Dixon was pure Scrivener through and through. It declared, the Handless see only what they want to see.


Scriveners are a proud people.


Molly looked to me, but I had no advice to offer. But before I could even say as much, Brad strode out into the hallway and announced, “Another hunter takes the trophy! Better luck next time.”


The four of us looked at one another, then trooped into the dining room to see with our own eyes. Pansy stood beside the dinette looking dazed. The contract on the table bore her signature, with the “y” so heavily flourished it looped across the entire width of the paper. The streaky felt-tipped marker hung absently in her hand.


Violet pushed past me, stomped up to her sister, tore the pen from her hand and threw it on the floor. “Pansy—how could you? No way can you twirl a baton in here without punching holes in the ceiling.”


Pansy blinked as if waking from a dream. She pointed at the table and said, “But the carved monkeys have tiny little people-hands.”


I should consider myself lucky that Dixon had no particular fondness for monkeys. And yet...part of me wondered if I would regret failing to pen my signature on that lease.
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DIXON


I had no idea just how exhausting looking for an apartment would turn out to be. By the time Brad got Pansy squared away (and by the time Pansy got Violet onboard with Pinyin Bay’s lowest ceiling) it was dark outside and well past suppertime. Brad the Cad collected everyone’s name badges, said he’d text us the address of the next Hunting Party quarry in the morning, hopped in his dumb Beamer, and drove away.


Once Molly headed off to join her smush-bear of a mortician, I asked Yuri, “You don’t think Brad literally means a quarry, do you? Like with rocks and stone and boulders and ore? Because as far as I know, the only quarry in Pinyin Bay was closed long before I was born. Too much natural gas escaping from mysterious underground channels. Total fire hazard.”


“I would put nothing past him,” Yuri said. And I couldn’t be positively sure, but I think he sounded just a tiny bit hangry.


I joined him in the truck and said, “Why don’t we head back to the attic?” Because there’d be all kinds of take-and-bake pizza there. Best of all, it would be free. And free makes anything taste just a little bit better. “Now, I know we’ve revisited the discussion on pineapple topping umpteen times, but it’s worth mentioning that I had an initial aversion to it, too. But if you get drunk enough, pretty much anything can seem palatable....”


Try as I might, I was unable to get Yuri to weigh in on the merits of any particular pizza topping. And by the time we pulled up by Uncle Fonzo’s house, I was pretty darn peckish, myself. 


We climbed out and headed for the door, with me doing my best to squeeze in a few more toppings before I had to clam up. Our tenant, Edward Greaves, took particular umbrage if he could hear us walking up the stairs. Double-strike if we were actually speaking as we did so. And since his car was out front taking up its usual spot-and-a-half, our sojourn up the stairs would need to occur in silence.


There’s a squeaky board just inside the doorway that I habitually step around. It just so happens to align with my natural gait, so I always need to remind myself as I open the door to veer to one side. If I plant my foot just right, I can avoid the board without knocking any of the pictures off the walls. But when I swung the door open and found someone sitting on the steps, I was so startled, my foot came down right on the loudest part of the board. It let out a reverberating squawk—followed immediately by vigorous pounding on the other side of the wall.


Uncle Fonzo looked up at us and gave his head a sad shake as picture frames rattled against the wallboard. “Six months left on this guy’s lease?” Mr. Greaves wouldn’t hear him above all that pounding. Probably. “I dunno if I can take it.”


Yuri slid into the tiny hall behind me and eased the door shut. The floor didn’t creak for him—he walks with uncanny silence. He pitched his voice low and said, “I can offer him something else to punch…something which will gladly punch back.”


Uncle Fonzo sighed fondly. “And I’d just as gladly take a ringside seat. But we can’t afford to lose him—not just yet, at least. Not until my finger heals and I can start earning for the family again.” He skootched over and patted the stair beside him. I sat, while Yuri crossed his arms and settled back against the closed door. Uncle Fonzo gestured vaguely at the rattling pictures. “Forget about the tenant. At least he’s got an expiration date. I’m more worried about this Biff guy.”


I’m sure Biff was plenty of things…but concerning was not at the top of the list. “He seems pretty harmless to me.”


Uncle Fonzo gave his head another rueful shake, then settled against the wainscoting and gazed up at the portrait just above my head. I craned my neck to see. It was a Christmas card photo from the year Sabina was seven or eight, judging by the way her new front tooth had come in gigantic and screwy—whew, thank our lucky stars for braces. 


“Every Scrivener hopes and dreams their daughter—er, child—will settle down with a Seer.” Uncle Fonzo shot a glimpse at Yuri, as if he was still pinching himself over my good luck. “But I never really held out much hope. Finding an eligible Seer is like getting struck by lightning…while you’re winning the lottery. And I didn’t necessarily expect Sabina to find herself a Scrivener either, what with all the interfamily politics.”


My eyes returned to the portrait. Aunt Rose was Handless when she and Uncle Fonzo met, that fateful night when her station wagon broke down outside the gentleman’s club—the one he claimed made the best Brandy Old Fashioneds. (Happy Jack’s no longer has topless waitresses—at least, I hope not. Nowadays, it’s a pancake house.) My aunt and uncle had a whirlwind romance, though they didn’t marry. Most Scriveners never do. But when Sabina came along, as far as the Spellcraft community was concerned, Aunt Rose became one of us.


Even if she left Uncle Fonzo ten years later for Ladin Silver—though as far as I knew, the two of them never produced any step-siblings for Sabina.


“I always told my daughter to make sure she didn’t pick anyone who could beat her in an argument. But I tell her lots of things. Who knew, of all my advice, that would be the piece she’d take to heart?”


Laughter carried down the stairs from the attic apartment. Sabina’s…and Biff’s. Followed by a volley of ceiling-pounding.


“It’s not that he’s Handless,” Fonzo said. “It’s that he’s as dense as your mother’s angel food cake, and the thought of him laying his hands on my little girl….”


Sabina’s a grown woman, and I’d hardly wish her a life of abstinence. But certain mental images I could definitely do without. “Maybe it’s best to not think about it. Especially when you could be telling me what kind of leftover take-and-bake pizza she brought home from work tonight—”


“Maybe I can’t hold my quill again. Not yet. But, Dixon? We need to nip this thing in the bud. And we need to do it now.” His gaze flicked to Yuri. “With all the tools at our disposal.”


The legality of Crafting to break up a relationship wasn’t in question—super illegal—but I wasn’t exactly shocked my uncle suggested it. When all you’ve got is a hammer, everything looks like a thumb.


But Yuri disagreed. “The volshebstvo will not take kindly to you meddling in the affairs of another Spellcrafter. And when your daughter finds out what we did—not if, but when—she will only cling to this man more tightly.”


Uncle Fonzo deflated. “Then, that’s it. I’d better keep my eye out for a bumper sticker that says, My Grandchild is Dumber than Yours.”


“No one’s having any babies,” I said, though now that he’d mentioned it, I could totally picture a bunch of little Biffs scampering through the attic, all blond and smiling and earnestly blank. “There’s got to be another way to, ah, encourage him to leave.”


Yuri muttered, “Lead him to a revolving door—he may never find his way out.”


Uncle Fonzo cocked his head to consider whether or not this might actually be a feasible plan.


I thought back to the day Yuri and I spent with the Handless in Scrivener Village—crooked streets for crooked Spellcrafters—which gave me an idea. “Has anyone filled this guy in on the family business?”


“Not yet,” Uncle Fonzo said. “That’s always a delicate…conversation.” The wheels were already turning. He began to brighten. “One that can go so disappointingly sour.”


By the time he stood up and brushed off his knees, he was smiling. 


“Dixon, my boy, you’re more clever than people give you credit for. Let’s go see how our buddy up there takes the news.”


We found the big blond quarry upstairs—hey, wait, now I got it…that kind of quarry. Not rocks and drills and mysterious underground gases escaping. Anyway—Biff was sitting on the davenport with an arm slung around my cousin while the two of them watched videos on her phone.


“How’d the apartment hunting go?” she asked us.


Yuri gave a disgruntled grunt, waded over to his box, and started digging through it. We all paused to see if any further explanation was forthcoming. When it wasn’t, I figured it couldn’t hurt to seize the opportunity to set up the conversation so Uncle Fonzo could bring up his topic.


“Oh, you know how the neighborhood is up around Cursive Court. Twists and turns and dubious carpentry, all of it barely held together by….” I cut my eyes to my uncle. “Uh, sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”


Smooth as you please, he gave a convincingly regretful sigh—probably because he truly did regret our current situation—and said, “It’s okay, Dixon. The truth was bound to come out sooner or later.”


Sabina and Biff looked up from the phone. Biff with vacant curiosity, Sabina with mild alarm.


Uncle Fonzo moved aside a crate of old National Geographic magazines, planted himself gingerly on the coffee table, and said, “I think it’s time we have the talk.”


“Now?” Sabina squeaked.


“Now.” Fonzo settled in despite the creaking protests of the table. “Biff, there’s something you need to know about my family.”


Biff looked up from the phone and blinked. “Are you in witness protection—and that’s why you’re hiding in this attic?”


“We’re not hiding, we’re economizing. And, no, nothing quite as exciting as that. It’s the family business. What has my daughter told you about her job?”


“That she works in an office?”


It was the standard line we gave anyone who didn’t need to be privy to the details—and people always seemed eager to change the conversation to a less mind-numbing topic. 


Uncle Fonzo shifted into storyteller mode and fixed him with a dramatic look. “An office. That’s exactly right. But it’s what we do there that’s so special. You see, for generations, the Penn family has been part of the fabric of the Pinyin Bay community. People turn to us in their hour of need—and we respond. Using the talent we were born with and the time-honored skills we’ve honed, we’re there for people when they need help. Biff, this might be hard to hear. But Sabina, me, Dixon, even Yuri…we…are Spellcrafters.”


“Sure, I’ve heard of you! The one-hour opticians out by the Interstate.”


“No,” I said, “that’s Lenscrafters.”


Uncle Fonzo hunkered down and tried again. “Those who practice Spellcraft work with pen and ink to harness the unknown forces of the universe and condense them down to a single potent creation that’s both deceptively simple and stunningly complex.”


“Oh! Right! I got a Spellcraft set for Christmas one year, but then I lost most of the little plastic wheels, and it wasn’t much fun after that.”


We all stared at him for a long moment—even Yuri, who’d unearthed an electric kettle from his belongings and was now attempting to plug it in somewhere. 


Silence hung there between us all for a long moment…and then I realized what Biff was talking about.


“That’s not Spellcraft…it’s a Spirograph.”


Uncle Fonzo decided to give it one more shot. “We don’t draw designs, Biff—at least, the Scriveners don’t. We write. Complex phraseology that weaves together what is, and what we hope will be, in a powerful web of words. Our mystical art is shrouded in secrecy, and no one would blame you if you were unsettled by Spellcraft.”


Biff had been listening really, really hard. And then he brightened. “Don’t worry, Mr. Fonzo. I’ve read those stories before and they hardly ever give me nightmares.”


Over by the kitchenette, Yuri gave a long-suffering sigh. “Lovecraft. The author is Lovecraft.”


Finally, Sabina couldn’t take it anymore. “Biff, we don’t make glasses or graph spiros or publish creepy novels. We write spells. Magic spells. Practical Penn. That’s our shop. That’s where we do Spellcraft.”


As Mr. Greaves pounded on the ceiling—Sabina’s voice really cut through the floorboards when she got excited—Biff processed the revelation. If it were possible to see a cartoon cutaway of Biff’s brain, I imagined it would be powered by a fat little hamster running on a wheel. One that was half asleep, had its cheeks stuffed full of Cheerios, and was constantly falling off.


“Wait a minute,” Biff said, and the rest of us all braced ourselves for another doozy. “You’re saying you guys are Scriveners?”


Sabina threw her hands in the air. “Yes! That’s what we’re saying.”


“Oh! Cool!”


Aaand…apparently, that was the totality of his opinion on the matter.


Uncle Fonzo wasn’t quite buying it. “You’re sure it doesn’t bother you? Spellcrafters keep our cards close to our chest, and most Handless…er, handsome young guys like you are bound to have certain misgivings.”


“Can’t imagine why. My next-door neighbor dated a Scrivener and everyone loved her. She even helped my sister address all her wedding invitations. Best handwriting we’d ever seen. Even after they demolished three packs of wine coolers.”


Sabina stood up from the couch so suddenly, she knocked over a box of handweights. They were more for toning than sculpting—we’re talking three-to-six-pound range. Even so, it made a pretty big impact. Followed by even more impact, as Mr. Greaves pummeled the bedroom ceiling with his complaints. “Dad? Can I talk to you in the hall?” She snagged me by the arm. “You too, Dixon.”


The three of us crowded out onto the landing and closed the door behind us. Dozens of smiling family photos surrounded us on either side, reminding us that we truly were a close-knit bunch. But Sabina wasn’t smiling now.


In an agitated whisper, she said, “Why are the two of you trying to scare Biff? He’s never been anything but nice to either of you.”


My Uncle puffed up like does when he gets all affronted…which generally means he’s been caught massaging the truth. “Scare? I meant nothing of the sort. He’s obviously led a very sheltered life. I just wanted to prepare him.”


“You don’t approve of him because he’s Handless.”


“Come on, kiddo. We both know I’ve got nothing against them.”


“Them? You’re prejudiced. That’s what you are.”


“If I were prejudiced, would I have ended up with your mother?”


Sabina poked him in the shoulder. “You’re still mad about mom leaving you for Ladin Silver, aren’t you? And now that we reminded you of your humiliation—”


“I wasn’t humiliated! The relationship had run its course!”


“—you’re taking it all out on poor Biff. Let me tell you both something. Biff is a nice guy. He’s agreeable. He’s optimistic. And he has never mansplained a single thing to me. Not even once.”


Probably because he didn’t understand anything well enough to even attempt it—but I knew better than to fan the flames when Sabina was on a tear.


“Look, kiddo, you can’t blame your old man for wanting to make sure Biff was worthy of you.”


“Sometimes the Handless can be kind of mean about our livelihood,” I said in all sincerity. 


Uncle Fonzo said, “If breaking the news about Spellcraft was a test, then he passed with flying colors. How can you possibly be upset about that?”


Sabina might have been mollified, but when she turned to head back into the attic, my uncle caught my eye and gave me a look that conveyed he’d be asking us for that Scrivening again just as soon as the coast was clear.


Once my cousin was out of range, I whispered, “You’ll need to be more subtle, Uncle Fonzo. Yuri was right—the more Sabina needs to defend Biff, the harder she’ll dig in her heels.” Which would then, no doubt, be followed up with a vigorous volley of thumps on the ceiling of the room below. “You’ve gotta be chill.”


“Chill? When my daughter’s shacking up with that…guy?”


“No one’s shacking up. There will be no bouncing Biff babies. Sabina’s pretty smart—give her some credit. There’s only so long she’ll put up with a boyfriend who can’t figure out how to open a door.”


Uncle Fonzo gave a grudging harrumph. “What about you and Yuri? Sign any leases?”


“I’m thinking we should limit ourselves to one. But, no. Nothing yet.”


“The boys down at the coffee shop say properties in Pinyin Bay are getting snapped up left and right.”


I considered this as I headed back inside to make sure Sabina wasn’t still fuming. “Maybe so. But sometimes it’s best to keep your options open.


I found Sabina wedged onto the davenport between Yuri and Biff. The old couch was listing toward Yuri’s end, though they probably couldn’t redistribute their weight without someone sitting directly on top of the wayward spring. Yuri and Sabina each held a bowl, and a couple of spent packets of instant oatmeal were tossed on top of the boxes on top of the coffee table.


Sabina was stirring angrily. Yuri’s stirring actually looked a lot like Sabina’s. But since Yuri always looks at least mildly perturbed, I didn’t read anything into it.


Biff didn’t seem to notice, even as Sabina practically drove the first spoonful directly down his throat. He spluttered a bit, then chewed happily. “For the longest time,” he said around the mush, “I used to think it was called goatmeal. Which is pretty silly, since everyone knows goats only eat tin cans.”


Sabina shot us a withering look, then shut him up with another heaping spoon of goatmeal.
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I’ve never considered myself the type of guy to hold a grudge, but I’ll be honest…I wasn’t too keen on finding an apartment via Brad, since I didn’t trust that guy any farther than I can throw him. Which is a weird expression, when you think about it. But since I doubted I’d be able to chuck him more than a couple of feet, maybe the saying was pretty apt. Anyway, since the whole Hunting Party thing seemed just a little too slick, I even resorted to looking for listings in a good, old-fashioned newspaper. (There just so happened to be one on the porch—what luck!) There were only a dozen ads, and I called them all. Every one of them who answered said the exact same thing: the place was already taken.


Which left us meeting up with Brad—yet again—bright and early, on a crooked old street in Scrivener Village. Now there was a guy who knew how to exploit his loopholes. How could I possibly trust any kind of legal document knowing Brad the Cad was involved? Unfortunately, unless a magical apartment complex sprouted up out of the ground, it was Hunting Party or nothing.


Molly was back again for another round of apartment hunting, looking painfully chipper. Or maybe she just had resting cringe-face that she thought would pass for a smile. “Hi, guys! Today’s gonna be our lucky day, I just know it. I’ve been sending us all kinds of positive apartment-finding vibes.”


“How useful,” Yuri murmured.


“My Teddy was just beside himself last night. His inconsiderate neighbors were in rare form—stomping, screaming, throwing things around. I don’t know how much longer he can take it. Ohh, look—popcorn!”


We all turned toward a storefront with the smell of margarine wafting out the ventilation system. The Colonel’s Kernels was a mainstay of Pinyin Bay snacking. The shop did brisk business during the tourist season, selling popcorn and caramel corn and cheesy corn and, in a stroke of very creative upwelling, sunglasses. But we weren’t in tourist season, and their main product had a pretty ephemeral shelf life. Denizens of Pinyin Bay knew better than to shop at Colonel’s Kernels between November and May, unless they liked their popcorn chewy…or unless they misplaced their shades. 


Yuri scrunched his face. “Something is burning. Between that and the fake butter…this smell is turning my stomach.” 


“Are you hangry again?”


“What is this hangry?”


“’Cause I can go grab you a popcorn. Once that buttery chemical hits your system, you’ll hardly smell a thing.”


I was just about to sell Yuri on the virtues of traditional American artificial flavorings when the shop door swung open with a jingle of perky little bells, and a portly guy strode out with a family-sized bag of popcorn in his hands. It was the infamous Colonel’s Kernels “mixed bag,” an offering bigger than a small child, filled with popcorn of every flavor—basically whatever they wanted to get rid of, up to and including whatever they scraped off the bottom when they cleaned out the hoppers.


As the bag shifted, a familiar face was revealed—a face belonging to the guy who’d swept Aunt Rose off her feet once her relationship with Uncle Fonzo had “run its course.” There was a lot of the man to take in—let’s just say he could polish off the “mixed bag” without any help from anyone’s former aunt. I hadn’t remembered Ladin Silver being quite so rotund. Then again, I’d never spent much time with him, since whenever Aunt Rose stopped by for a visit, he’d stay out in the car studying the off-track betting forms. 


He ground his way through the handful of popcorn, then announced, “Chewy!” And then he took note of me and said, “Dixon Penn? Well! It’s been a few years. How’s your little ragamuffin of a cousin?”


“Sabina? Er…all grown up.”


“Glad to hear it. I was always pretty fond of the kid. Park her at the kitchen table with a few plastic dinosaurs and she could entertain herself for hours—and she didn’t ask any awkward questions. Now my last Handless lady-friend—you wouldn’t believe the doozies her rugrats come up with.”


“You dated a woman with no hands?” Molly said with dismay.


Ladin blinked, not having realized he was in mixed company, then recovered. “Industrial accident. Resilient girl, though, never let it keep her down. As long as you left all the doors slightly ajar, she did just fine.”


Luckily, before his story got out of control, Brad the Cad butted in. “So good of you to join us, Mr. Silver. Now, before we get started, name tags.” He passed out the pins, which were the same ones from yesterday, given that mine was still the one I’d hand-written. 


Again, Molly had trouble with her pin, and again, Brad pinned it to her lapel, then herded us all toward the door. “Everybody brace yourselves for the apartment of a lifetime. This building was one of the first constructed in Pinyin Bay—back in the 1800’s, when it was known as Eel Harbor—and it served as a boarding house for pioneers working on the railroad.”


Molly said, “But there is no railroad in Pinyin Bay.”


“And you can thank Des Moines for that. But in the age of steam, there was a man with a dream. And that man built the stately structure that stands before you. Let’s head inside.”


I’m not sure if the Scriveners of yore had any particular feelings about handcrafted goods. After all, back before the Industrial Revolution and the printing press, everything was done by hand. But nowadays, with most everything standardized and mass produced, it’s a novelty to find something individually crafted. And as a people who take pride in writing things by hand when a fancy font will do, we Spellcrafters tend to appreciate anything handmade.


Apparently, we weren’t the only ones. “What a beautiful railing,” Molly exclaimed.


The handrail leading up the stairs was hewn from a tree that was felled long before any of us were born. The wood was worn smooth from more than a century of hands gliding up and down, and it glowed with a gentle patina that could never be replicated by synthetic stain and polish. Most people are too caught up in their busy, day-to-day lives to notice those kinds of details. Heck, I might have missed it myself, had Molly not pointed it out. And that would've been a real shame. It truly was one handsome railing.


At the top of the stairs, we found ourselves in a long, narrow hall with so many doors up and down each side that when I tilted my head, the perspective swam. Brad the Cad paused beside the first door and said, “If you’re looking for convenience, look no further. This unit is the epitome of time-saving ergonomics, with everything in reach.”


“Unless you’re like that poor amputee,” Molly murmured with a shudder.


As Brad searched through his keyring, I took the opportunity to get the scoop on Ladin’s current living situation. “I heard you were in the market for a place. How come?”


“I’d been calling Bayview Park my home for as long as you’ve been alive.”


“That trailer park out by defunct strip mall?”


“That’s the one. Cheap rent and a stunning view of the Bay…when you could manage to crane your neck around the county detention center. But a few days ago, every trailer in the park had an eviction notice tacked to the door.”


“Couldn’t you just take your trailer and go somewhere else?” I wondered.


“It’s not as easy as you’d think—it’s a mobile home, not a winnebago. And, unfortunately, when I tried to pry it off the foundation, the whole darn thing fell in on itself. Probably should’ve hired professionals instead of a group of panhandlers willing to work for five bucks apiece. Anyway, what’s done is done, and once the trailer collapsed, I figured it was a sign for me to move on.”


He sucked a few popcorn kernels out of his teeth, then said, “I had no idea it would be so hard to find a rental. I called every ad in the paper and came up empty-handed. I’ve got to find my own place. Living with my new lady-friend is getting old, fast. How can we keep the magic alive if I’m depending on her to keep a roof over my head? A man needs a place to hang his hat. A place to claim as his own. Otherwise, the next thing you know, he’s standing outside a fitting room holding someone’s purse.” 


Brad unlocked the door and the five of us piled in, Ladin Silver chomping contentedly on another handful of popcorn, Yuri walking silently on the creaky floors. The apartment door let into the kitchen—at least, that’s what I thought. 


“Where’s the rest of it?” Ladin asked.


I wasn’t sure there even was a “rest.” With a bathtub slotted into the corner between a two-burner stove and the world’s smallest cafe table, this room took multi-functioning to an entirely new level.


“Oh, it’s just like those old-time efficiencies in New York City!” Molly exclaimed.


“That’s right,” Brad said. “Every inch of space is maximized so there’s zero waste. It’s the perfect milieu for the new minimalism.”


Ladin strolled over to the tub and shot a dubious look inside. “In other words, it’s smaller than a wool sweater that went through a hot wash.”


Unruffled, Brad strode to a low cabinet and swung it open. The space beyond was tucked beneath the stairs to the third floor, which made for a diagonal ceiling and a triangle of a space...with a toilet wedged inside. “Back when this property was built, it was a luxury to have your own water closet.”


Yeesh, “closet” was right. I wasn’t sure I could squeeze myself in there, let alone Yuri. He’d have to go easy on the resistance training if he was hoping to fit on the commode. And no way would Ladin be able to cram his bulky self in there, especially with a popcorn shop at the foot of the stairs.


Frankly, I couldn’t imagine anyone in this day and age who’d want to live in such a cramped apartment, minimalist or not.


In the main room—the only actual room—Brad was giving a demonstration of how a murphy bed folded down from the wall. “Tiny houses are all the rage these days. So are historic homes. This tidy unit combines the best of both worlds.”


Brad would say anything to unload the apartment. That much was obvious.


“Isn’t it romantic?” Molly asked me.


That hadn’t exactly been the way I would describe it. “Romantic, how?”


Molly took in the tiny room with a sweep of her hand. “Wanting your own place, like Mr. Silver says, has nothing to do with gender roles. Showing your loved ones you care is universal. The setup here—the tub, the stove, both in the same room—it’s the perfect place to luxuriate in a bubble bath while your main squeeze cooks you a romantic dinner. And then, when things get interesting, a bed folds right out of the wall.”


When she put it that way, it almost sounded fun—and, frankly, until Uncle Fonzo went back to work, my chances of scoring some alone-time in the attic with Yuri were slim. When I took another look at the bed, I couldn’t help but imagine how much fun it would be to see just how much pummeling it could take. Yuri and I hadn’t had any privacy since we’d found his cardboard box sitting outside the cabin door. And the more I thought about that, the more eager I was to try out that foldaway bed.


Hold on a sec, what was I thinking? Neither Yuri nor I could cook worth a darn, and it was highly unlikely he’d woo me from the stove while I was scrubbing down my nether regions. Besides, was that a little sparkle I glimpsed over by Molly? I thought it might be. But where?


There’s an old Scrivener game called “Spot the Splot,” where the first one to pinpoint the stray ink spatter in a big sheet of elaborate calligraphy wins a shiny new pen knife. Finding a Crafting is a lot harder. Because while it’s most likely a tiny slip of paper, there was nothing preventing a Scrivener and a Seer from working their magic on any surface capable of holding paint and ink. And looking for basically anything in a room that might or might not contain a Crafting is a pretty big challenge.


Why bother? Obviously, apartments in Scrivener Village were more than likely to house at least a few bits of Spellcraft. But the question was, what were those spells meant to do? After the whole Precious Greetings debacle, I was a heck of a lot less cavalier these days around other people’s Craftings.


On a narrow set of shelves beside the stove—barely enough for salt, pepper and a single place setting—I reached overhead and ran my hand along the highest shelf to see if any telltale slips of paper fluttered down. All I got were a few stray pieces of very old popcorn.


Had I felt Spellcraft at work or just imagined it? I scanned each of the four walls in turn, looking for the telltale sparkle, which can be pretty darned subtle.


Nothing.


Since the five of us were shoehorned into a space barely big enough for one, it was hard not to overhear Ladin chatting with Yuri. While Ladin tried the taps—apparently, they worked—Yuri frowned down at the bathtub. “Of course, my lady-friend has a pretty nice setup in those senior condos out by the box factory. But a man needs his own space if he wants to be taken seriously. Know what I mean?”


Molly tipped up her chin. “It’s not about being some kind of provider. It’s about making space for someone you love.”


Yuri was looking at her very closely, and I was truly curious what he had to say on the matter. But before he could explicitly agree nor disagree, Brad the Cad whipped out a familiar-looking sheet of paper.


He slapped the lease down on the countertop and said, “Don’t deliberate too long, because a place like this won’t stay on the market forev—oof!”


One minute he was spouting his trumped up sales pitch, and the next he was flying aside like a skinny girl in a roller derby as Ladin Silver made a grab for the lease in a burst of stale popcorn. Brad bounced off the Murphy bed and the springs squealed like a banshee in a car crusher. But before I could conjure up any mental images of the spring symphony I’d be subjected to if I ever got up to any sexytimes on it, I realized that Ladin wasn’t the only one going after that contract.


Ladin had one side of the lease, but Yuri had the other. They each paused just long enough to size one another up...and then they both pulled. Yuri ended up with only the top corner of the document, while Ladin got the rest, which he immediately yanked out of the way, then turned to shield it with his bulky body.


Yuri grabbed the big red marker. If he couldn’t snag the lease himself, he could at least stop Ladin from signing. But Ladin is a Scrivener—and we never go anywhere without a good pen. Smiling triumphantly, he whipped out a heavy silver fountain pen, pulled off the cap with his teeth, slapped the contract on the rim of the tub and signed on the dotted line. The signature was crooked, smeared, and practically indecipherable. But unattractive or not, it was still a legally binding document.


Brad levered himself up off the squeaky mattress and plucked the lease from Ladin’s grasp. “Now there is a man who knows how to get what he wants! I’m sure your lady-friend will be very pleased.”


Ladin hoisted his massive bag of scrap popcorn. “I’m sure she will.” He a took good look around, somewhat dazed. “It’s so…romantic.”


You’d think I’d find it a relief that Yuri didn’t manage to grab that lease. He was no stranger to living in a cramped space, what with the cabin being barely large enough to hold a bed. But for such a fearless guy, he’s easily squicked. I knew that eventually, the smell of fake butter would get to him. Especially whenever the popcorn downstairs burned. Was I disappointed he couldn’t cook me a romantic breakfast while I lounged in the tub? And, more importantly, would I need to break into the building to get another look at that gorgeous railing in the stairwell? It seemed like I should be more devastated…and yet, once I’d mentally conceded the apartment had gone to Ladin Silver, the appeal of kitchen-tub and the handcrafted railing began to fade.


Brad handed us an address on the opposite end of Scrivener Village with a triumphant little smirk and said, “The spoils go to the victor. Maybe next time you’ll be a little quicker on the draw.”


Yuri and I headed downstairs and climbed into the truck. “I’d love to wipe that smug look off Brad’s face,” I muttered.


Yuri pulled on his driving gloves. “It’s better to show your displeasure with something that doesn’t leave a mark.”


I was about to clarify that I didn’t mean physically when my phone rang. It was Uncle Fonzo. And he sounded pretty frazzled.


“We should have known Biff wouldn’t have the good sense to feel the same aversion to Scriveners that every other Handless in Pinyin Bay seems to. In fact, I think the whole confession only brought him and Sabina closer together. After the two of you left this morning, they rolled out of the bedroom together. And on top of spending the night, he stayed for breakfast.”


“The toaster pastries with the little frosting packets?”


“That’s right. Not only did he finish off every last one, but he oohed and ahhed over the way Sabina swirled on the frosting.”


Sabina always was pretty snazzy with her freeform cartouches.


“Don’t worry, Uncle Fonzo. We’ll think of something.”


“I sure hope so, kiddo.” And muttering something about world’s dumbest grandkids, he hung up.


I turned to Yuri. He was deep in thought, with a stark frown line etched between his brows and an intense squint that had nothing to do with the sun slanting through the windshield. “I’m sure there’s nothing to be worried about,” I said. “Biff seems basically harmless.”


Yuri made a dismissive gesture. I love it when he gestures. He always makes it look so European. “I care nothing about Biff, so long as he does not interfere with us. Your cousin is a strong woman and she can make her own decisions.” He frowned even more fiercely, drummed his fingers on the steering wheel, then said, “Here’s what I cannot fathom. Somehow, even Biff has a home to call his own.”


Had Brad the Cad managed to get inside Yuri’s head? Maybe I did want to treat him to a comeuppance after all—right in the nose. But my mother always says, “Punching something might feel good—but you know what feels even better? Not breaking your Scrivening hand.”


I pried Yuri’s fingers off the steering wheel and squeezed them in mine, then drew a little swirl on the inside of his wrist with my forefinger to get his attention. Yuri looked down at our hands, and his gaze softened. I said, “The hunt’s not over yet. And frankly, in retrospect, I’m relieved you didn’t pull the trigger on any of the places we’ve seen so far. Maybe the housing market is a little wonky right now—I’m sure it hasn’t helped that both Pinyin Inn and Bayview Park closed down—but there’s bound to be a place where you can stand up straight and turn around without running into a hot stove or tripping over the bathtub.”


Yuri scrunched his face even harder. He does that when he’s feeling emotional, while I act like I don’t notice.


I said, “Let’s just ditch the Hunting Party. After all, it was Biff’s idea, so what does that tell you?”


“I need to find a place,” he said. I would have recognized that tone even if he wasn’t squeezing my hand hard enough to crack my knuckles—let’s just say it’s a good thing it was my non-dominant hand in reach. “It is important….” He trailed off and shrugged—which also manages to look European when he does it—then said, “It’s important I make space…for us. At least, if you were planning to spend any time there.”


What on earth? “If? What do you mean, if?”


Another shrug, this one less European, more pensive.


“Yuri.” Gingerly, I extricated my hand from his vise-grip and cupped his jaw, running my thumb along the corner of his frowny mouth. Something was screwy. And if Spellcraft was at the root of the problem, someone was going to discover the business end…of my left fist. Which probably wouldn’t make very good contact, given how right-handed I am, but it would certainly prove a point. “Why would you think otherwise?”


“I heard what you said to Molly. About people needing their ‘alone-time.’”


“People, Yuri. Not me. I was just trying to soften the blow for when her smush-bear leaves her high and dry in the apartment he’s never had any intention of moving into. Heck, I was so sure of my welcome, I didn’t even question whether or not you wanted to move in together. Not that you should actually put me on the lease. If they ran a credit check on me, let’s just say my record might leave something to be desired.”


Yuri wouldn’t look me in the eye. But his shoulders did unhitch. Marginally.


“You are not worried about ‘keeping the magic alive?’”


“Pretty sure the magic’s as vigorous as the victim of a regrettable spray tan with a rough washcloth.”


Yuri grunted something that could be construed as agreement.


“Everything will work out,” I reassured him. “So long as we stick together, how can it not?”


I must have expected him to shrug me off for seeing him get so verklempt, so I was surprised when, instead, he turned and breathed a kiss into my palm. A shiver raced all the way up my arm and settled in my molars. It almost felt like Spellcraft…but wrong arm. And a thousand percent sexier. I knew full well what that mouth was capable of. And I was eager to see if there were any other intriguing tricks it might yet reveal. My voice was a little breathy when I said, “Let’s head over to the next apartment so Brad the Cad doesn’t start without us. We’ve seen apartments too ugly, too short and too small. With any luck, this next place will be just right.”
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YURI


I once suspected Dixon’s relentless optimism was a charade. Who could possibly maintain a positive attitude in the face of such adversity? But he is nothing if not sincere. Whenever he said everything would work out, I might not quite believe it…but he believed enough for both of us.


What a relief.


We would find a place. For the both of us. And while I have never had much use for hope, determination would suffice. 


Dixon slipped on a new pair of sunglasses, pointed toward a narrow driveway and said, “Hang a left up there, we’ll save a few minutes while the Handless are stuck at the four-way stop sign no one pays any attention to. But watch out for the potholes. There’s a real doozy up behind the mechanic’s shop. I almost lost the Buick to it last spring. Say, d’you think the grease monkeys keep the hole there on purpose? And do you even call them grease monkeys in Russia? Speaking of monkeys, I wonder what that stinky little guy we liberated from Precious Greetings would have thought about that table. I hope he’s happy at the zoo….”


I found the address and pulled up in front of a tall, narrow building just as old as the rest of the neighborhood. This one had a florist on the ground floor. They should make for reasonable neighbors, unless the florists took to pounding on the ceilings like the intrusive tenant back at Fonzo’s house.


The building itself was understated—pale brick with sedate, neutral blues and greens for the window casings and shutters. Scriveners tend to gravitate toward vibrant color and pattern, so the subtle decoration made the building visually recede among the garish paint jobs on either side. I did not share the same aesthetic as those born into the Spellcraft, so to me, the building looked reasonably appointed.


Every property we’d seen had been so unsuitable—albeit strangely compelling—I presumed there must be something horribly wrong inside. Slanting floors. Crumbling walls. A total lack of stairs or a hole in the ceiling that looked up into the apartment above. Still, I was running out of options. No matter what the place looked like, if it even remotely resembled a dwelling, I was determined to claim it for Dixon and me.


As I put together my plan of attack—keep one eye on Brad to snatch the lease from him as soon as he pulled it out—Dixon looped an arm through mine, took a deep breath, and exhaled. “It really is for the best you didn’t end up above the popcorn shop, Yuri. I think the smell of fake butter is still clinging to the inside of my nostrils. It’s just too bad Ladin was the one who got it. No way would Uncle Fonzo think about moving in with him now. The two of them would never fit! Unless they slept in shifts—I’ve heard the sailors do that in submarines. Do you have submarines in Russia, Yuri? Or are they called U-boats? Actually, I’m pretty sure that’s—”


He sucked in a breath and nearly choked on it, and I doubt it had anything to do with marine vessels.


I turned to see what was going on. A massive white Rolls Royce had pulled up to the curb. It must have been grand once—maybe twenty years ago—but there were hints of rust around the undercarriage now. An old woman climbed out, dressed in finery that was even older than her car. Some eighties fashions have made a comeback, but not this wool coat with padded shoulders, or the sagging, floppy hat…all in purple. 


Her single long braid was the gray of Pinyin Bay on a winter’s morning, but I strongly suspected it had once been black. She had the bone structure of a Scrivener. “Who is it?” I asked.


“Morticia Shirque—the head of the whole circuit. I haven’t seen her since—” he broke off mid-sentence, huffed into his palm to check his breath, then smoothed his eyebrows. “Do I look okay? I should have shaved.”


“You look fine.” Actually, he looked adorable when he was flustered—and when he did shave, his five o’clock shadow came back in before he finished breakfast. But I doubted the old woman would notice. “Some relation to Vano?”


“His great-grandmother.”


That explained Vano’s status—and Dixon’s nervousness around both of them. Many words don’t quite translate from my native tongue to my adopted land, and many customs, too. But this so-called “pecking order,” I understood. Scriveners come into power not because they have bribed or blackmailed the right person, but because they are better than others at bending the volshebstvo to their will. Those who are born with such talent only get better with age.


Anyone who knew the place of this Morticia Shirque in the local circuit would be a fool to underestimate her.


If the old woman was Vano’s great-grandmother, she must be at least eighty. She looked closer to a hundred. But she still drove (although she parked nearly a meter from the curb) so her mind must be intact. When she climbed from the car, she walked with a strange, scuttling gait, as though her joints might complain, but she wouldn’t let that keep her from getting where she needed to be. 


Most importantly, her eyesight was still sharp—perhaps because the volshebstvo required that she be able to see the words. Even from a distance, she zeroed in on us and called out, “Dixon Penn! I need to speak with you.”


I would have thought Dixon might drop my arm under the scrutiny of his elder, but he clutched tighter instead. I might have been holding him up, I realized, as his knees began to shake. I gave his hand a surreptitious pat, though it didn’t seem to help.


Morticia toddled over with great purpose, then squinted up at him. Her dark eyes were still canny. She cleared her throat elaborately, then said, “Is it true what they say? You found your quill after all?”


A deer in headlights…yet another useful American expression. I jostled him with my elbow, and he said, “Y-y-y-yes?”


“I’m relieved, for you and for your family—what with your uncle out gallivanting around—that the quill business is settled and done. Have you managed to figure out why the quilling failed?


Dixon’s mouth worked helplessly. No one could know Fonzo had lost his quill to a Handless. Not without ruining the Penn family.


“Bird was in captivity,” I said. Not only was that explanation plausible, but it was true. And if there was any Spellcraft on the woman to alert her to a falsehood, it should have no issue with that statement.


“The quill chooses the Scrivener,” Dixon said brightly. “Says so right in the ceremony.”


She narrowed her eyes. “I see. Then the ceremony itself was not at fault.”


“Circumstances being what they were, there was no good way the quill could have found me. I’m sure it’s for the best that the laws of nature conspired to leave the poor bird intact.”


Morticia turned her sharp eyes to me. “And you are?”


“Yuri. I am Seer. From Russia.”


Obviously.


Dixon’s nerves must be contagious.


“What an interesting development.” The old woman sized us both up, missing nothing. Her gaze settled on Dixon’s hand wedged into the crook of my elbow. “Very interesting, indeed.”


Dixon said, “Were you looking for Vano? He won’t be here—at least, he shouldn’t be, unless he tours random vacant apartments for fun. He signed a lease yesterday.”


Morticia gave a rattling sigh. “No, I’m looking for a place myself. Moving into that senior condo was the worst decision I ever made—all those old Handless men trying to seduce me with their Aqua Velva and their dentures and their tedious descriptions of their aches and pains. I never should have sold my house, but what’s done is done. At the very least, I need to live among my own tribe.”


We were saved from making any more “small talk” with the old Scrivener by the arrival of Molly. She said, “The driving around here sure is aggressive. I never thought I’d get through that stop sign, but it’s a relief to be here now. Oh, what a charming old building!”


Brad was right behind her. He swept past us all and said, “Listen up, folks, enough lollygagging. It’s time to hunt.” He led us up a narrow set of stairs that were old and slightly shabby. “You’ll notice the rent in this particular unit us unusually low...” he unlocked the front door and pushed it open. “But I’m required to disclose that this block has the highest concentration of Spellcraft shops in Pinyin Bay, which always drives down the property value.”


What a relief. I’d been worried he was about to say that someone had been killed there…unless murders were just something he wasn’t required to disclose. More Scriveners meant more potential income for me. But I did not want to get my hopes up without seeing the place—Brad was still blocking the doorway. And for all I knew, we’d find the floors were missing…and he had no obligation to disclose that, either.


I had steeled myself for something truly awful. I realized this when the door swung open to reveal a sitting room. Smallish. Plain. With hand-plastered walls and hardwood floors. And nothing collapsing, disintegrating or disturbing in any way.


Brad strode to the window and yanked open the blinds. Not only did they not fall down…they opened smoothly. “The walls are thick, so noise isn’t an issue. Pets will be considered on a case-by-case basis. And there’s off-street parking available just off the alley.”


Strange. The features Brad was talking about sounded like actual features, and not contrived benefits to camouflage the fact that the apartment was practically unlivable. Unless there was Spellcraft at play, and I was only seeing what I wanted to see and hearing what I wanted to hear. But as Brad walked us from room to room, I searched hard for that subtle bending of the light around him that revealed the volshebstvo, and I saw none. 


The bedroom was large enough for a double bed. The bathroom contained all the fixtures you would expect…and nothing you wouldn’t. Since boiling water was the extent of my cooking skill, the galley kitchen would suffice. When Brad opened a door in the far wall, I presumed it would be a pantry, and was surprised to be led into yet another room…a room that was all windows, flooded with natural light. “This three-season porch gets the afternoon sun, so it’s reasonably comfortable on all but the coldest days of the year.”


The florist downstairs must have been using the space to keep their greenery green. Several big potted plants were stationed around the room, which made it look lived-in and inviting. But most appealing of all was the huge potting bench that stretched across the far side of the room. The perfect place to paint.


The apartment was on the small side and slightly shabby, with chipped woodwork, worn carpets, and windows beaded with condensation. It would not be to everyone’s taste. But to me—it actually seemed rather…charming. 


I took in the room and tried to see myself living there. The image came readily enough. And then Dixon crossed the floor and stood at my side, matching my gaze. The view was nothing special, what little we could see through the haze of moisture, just the alley and backs of the apartment buildings across the way. It was not the view that made my heart swell with dangerous hope, but the light. And the imagining of Dixon sitting beside me at that old potting bench, practicing his calligraphy while I daubed my paintings.


Dixon leaned forward and squeaked away some condensation with the side of his palm. I peered through and said, “Is that Vano?”


“Sure looks like it.” Across the alley on a fire escape two floors up, Vano lounged on a stack of plastic milk crates, in corduroy slacks, a woolen scarf and a heavy sweater, looking surprisingly comfortable with a drink in his hand and his feet propped on the railing. “One of the doors in his office wall must’ve still been functional. But…is that fire escape made from old doors, too? That doesn’t seem altogether safe….”


I hadn’t realized we had circled round so close to that first apartment, but I wasn’t surprised. Scrivener Village was not that big.


At the sound of her great-grandson’s name, Morticia Shirque hobbled over and joined us at the window. Dixon, who treated her with the utmost respect, sidled over to make room. “Why, it is Vano. Of all my family—five great-grandkids—he’s got a special place in my heart.” She cut her eyes to the Handless, who were too close to miss our conversation. “Even if he hadn’t inherited the talent for the family business, he’d still be my favorite. Young people these days don’t respect their elders like they used to. But not my Vano. He’s always been sweet to his Nana.”


We all watched as he sipped his drink and thumbed around idly on his phone, oblivious to the fact that he was being gawked at by a roomful of apartment hunters across the way, or possibly just not caring.


“Still,” the old woman said, “it was time for him to spread his wings and leave the nest. Have a life of his own. Maybe even allow me to meet a great-great-grandchild before my name is written in the stars. Even so. I do miss that boy something fierce.”


And even though the two of them no longer lived under the same roof, if Morticia took the apartment, at least she could still see him from her porch, and they’d only be a short walk apart.


Brad noticed the three of us gathered at the window and presumed we’d discovered some flaw. “The condensation is just a result of all the humidifiers and plant sprayers downstairs. Most people consider the moisture to be an asset, what with static electricity and the drying effect of winter heating systems on the sinuses.”


Again, I searched for volshebstvo as he spoke. And again, I saw none.


Molly joined us at the window, where she drew a heart in the condensation with the tip of her finger. “I think this sunroom is absolutely wonderful. It’s the perfect place for an early morning cup of coffee with your loved one. And look how the potted plants are thriving! I’ve always felt guilty about throwing out poinsettias after New Year’s, once all their leaves start dropping. But here, I’ll bet I could keep them alive all the way through to the next Christmas. If only it weren’t for all those Spellcraft shops. Don’t get me wrong—I have no problem with those people myself. They’re only trying to earn a living, and they provide a real service. But Teddy’s just convinced they’re all bad news.”


“It is a wonderful room,” Dixon said, mainly to himself. “And with the way real estate is being snapped up left and right, a place like this might never come along again. And I’ll bet you can score poinsettias dirt cheap after Christmas.”


As he said this, Brad reached into his jacket. When he pulled out a folded sheet of paper—its shape now familiar to most of us—everyone in the group turned to face him, and all of us tensed in anticipation. Molly was the farthest, and would need to shove past everyone else to get to the paper. I could stop her from reaching it without even trying. Dixon was in front of me. But closest of all was Morticia Shirque. And while she might not have been privy to the whole competitive nature of the lease signing, if she wanted that paper, all she had to do was take a few steps forward and grab it.


I glanced down at her orthopedic shoes…which was why I noticed Dixon’s foot shooting out to trip her. It was tempting to let him have his way—and the image of a sunroom filled with poinsettias nearly blotted out every other conscious thought—but word of his successful quilling was just now getting around. I simply couldn’t let him demolish his precarious reputation. It was no easy task. But somehow, I managed to resist the urge to fight for the apartment so I could stop him from making a terrible mistake.


I hauled him to one side before he sent the head of the Pinyin Bay circuit sprawling, which would seal his family’s fate just as surely as revealing their secrets to Emery Flint. Dixon staggered, righted himself, then swung around to give me a look of affronted dismay.


Unaware that she’d nearly been knocked to the floor, Morticia took the lease from Brad and toddled over to the windows to look it over.


Dixon strained toward her, but I had a good grip on his arm. He snapped back against me and said, “Hey—what gives? Can’t you see this apartment is perfect?”


I pitched my voice so that only he could hear. “I see that you are about to create a bigger scene than you did with your quilling ceremony. One which will be much harder to recover from.”


He shook his head, confused. “But it’s such a wonderful room. And…poinsettias! Yuri, you need to sign this lease.”


So very tempting. Still…. “There will be other rooms,” I said firmly.


Though given the current rental climate, I could not be sure those rooms existed in Pinyin Bay.







9

DIXON


When Yuri shoved me into a booth at the Pinyin Vittles diner, it took me a few seconds to realize that we were no longer standing there in the world’s most wonderful three-season porch watching the head of our circuit pen her name on the lease. “You let that place get away?” I demanded. “Yuri—did you not see the natural light?”


Yuri crammed into the seat across from me, grabbed both my hands, and dragged me forward across the tabletop to face him. “You almost broke that old woman’s hip. Think for a moment, Dixon. You might be enthusiastic, but you’re not a violent man. And no apartment is worth hurting someone over. Not in front of all those witnesses.”


It was almost as if my mind was just as steamed up as those windows, and slowly, as I focused on Yuri and reoriented myself to my surroundings, the haze began to clear. My breath caught as I realized that I’d almost sent Morticia Shirque sprawling. And I would’ve done it, too, if Yuri hadn’t held me back.


“Brad is using Spellcraft,” he murmured. “I am sure of it.” He let go of my hands, laced his fingers, and flipped his hands inside out. His knuckles gave off a muffled crack inside his leather gloves. “We need to expose him. But to do that, we must find the Crafting first.”


“I thought the very same thing. In fact, I was looking for sparkles—at least until I found myself mesmerized by that wonderful room with all those windows—and I didn’t see the little telltale glitters that usually give it away.”


“And I did not see the light bending around the volshebstvo. But that only means he was clever when he hid the Spellcraft.”


Or…that it really was a wonderful apartment. Or…was it? Because now that I really thought about it, the place was okay, and the light was nice, but it wasn't worth tackling someone’s great-grandma over it. “We could just ditch the whole Hunting Party plan and move on to plan B.”


“What is plan B?”


“No idea. But we’re bound to come up with one sooner or later.”


“True, we could walk away.” Yuri steepled his fingers, looking vaguely sinister and intriguingly butch. “But I do not appreciate being manipulated.”


“Then it’s settled!” I squirmed against the booth in anticipation, because Brad the Cad’s comeuppance was long overdue. “The Crafting is probably in his jacket, so if we admire the tailoring, maybe we can get him to show us the lining. Or, even better, maybe I mess up his hair and you go through the pockets like you’re looking for a comb. Or—ooh, I know—we find a roach and plant it in the apartment, and then…well, I’m not sure. But it works in the movies when people sneak them into a restaurant to scam free food.”


When I paused to take a breath, Yuri fixed me with a meaningful look and said, “Or…we Craft.”


“Are you sure?” I asked playfully—because Yuri wouldn’t have said it if he didn’t mean it. “Countering Spellcraft with Spellcraft is tricky business.”


The corner of his mouth curved into a secret smile. Because if harnessing the Spellcraft together has taught us anything, it’s that while loopholes can definitely trip you up, they can also be turned to your advantage.


It gets me so incredibly fired up when Yuri looks at me like that. We’re living proof that opposites attract, especially when we’ve got the same goal in mind. Uncrafting was my specialty, but without the spell in hand, there was nothing to Uncraft. And Scribing something to try and counter the effects of the magic already in play would only make things worse.


But I could deal specifically with Brad.


I mashed myself into the table so hard, the edge dug into my diaphragm. Yuri leaned in, too. When we were practically close enough to kiss, I said, “What did you have in mind?”


Yuri gave another delightfully European shrug. “The trick to Seeing is to let the volshebstvo do what it will.” And with that pronouncement, he pulled out his paintbox and settled his water glass within reach. But he looked pretty annoyed when he patted down his pockets. “My paper is back at the attic. I put it in my box under the plastic to keep it from getting wet.”


My eyes went to the chrome napkin dispenser. Those napkins always felt tough as nails when I wiped my mouth with them. But as I spread one open on the formica tabletop, I could see there was no way it would survive me writing on it. Especially not once it was all moist from Yuri painting his Seen.


I glanced around to see if our waitress had a notepad. Unfortunately, Ethel had been schlepping burgers and hash since I was just a gleam in my father’s eye, and she kept all her orders in her head. Maybe the cash register could spare some receipt tape…but when I craned my neck to see if someone friendly was working the till, where the big old cash register used to be was now just a little tablet on a stand.


Seriously? The diner picked now to go digital?


“There must be something. Maybe in the truck.”


Yuri shook his head. “I found the paper I kept in the glovebox covered in the urine of a squirrel, so I threw it away. There is nothing.”


I could see where the rodent pee wouldn’t make for a very good Crafting, but seriously, you’d think the two of us would be better prepared. I could tell Yuri thought so too, but he patted himself down again, and brightened when something in the jacket’s inner pocket gave off a papery crinkle. He drew it out and placed it next to the open napkin.


Your manor…Your home.


“Wow,” I said. “That’s one very pink wreath.” I opened the brochure, which was clearly a home desktop publishing job, and found a gap about the size of a business card between the weird photos of Strange Manor. “What do you think, Yuri—is this enough space to Craft something?”


He rolled a kink out of his neck and flexed his left arm as if it had fallen asleep. “It had better be.”


I pulled out my pen knife to trim the square from the rest of the paper, but Yuri stopped me before I could pry the thing open. “Any ragged edges you create will warp the volshebstvo. We must leave the paper whole.”


“O-kay. You’re the Seer.” I carefully tucked my pen knife away, worried that I’d manage to cut the air around the magic and wreck our only sheet of paper.


Yuri checked to make sure no one was paying us any attention, but we were in an out-of-the-way corner, and everyone in the diner was focused on their lunch. He scowled even deeper than usual—his glasses were back at the attic, too—and focused in on the blank spot as he tugged off his gloves, then swirled his brush in his water. Ice tinkled gently against the glass. I watched, fascinated, feeling a tug of recognition at the gesture created by his stirring, like it echoed the sort of flourish that would flow from my pen.


He drew his wet paintbrush through the gouache. The colors were close together, and Yuri will capture the mixed and melded shades between the pans as often as he takes the pure colors themselves. In a hand less skilled, the paint would look muddy. But not Yuri’s. Instead, he achieved a subtlety of tone you just can’t find in a premade color, and a range you’d never find without carting around a paint set ten times as big.


He painted something that was soft in tone, but angular in shape. Pale and abstract…at least until he turned it to face me, and I saw it was actually a windowpane with light streaming through.


It would be easier to achieve the tones he’d created with lots of water, but that’s not what Yuri’d done. He’d used very little water, in fact, but the most delicate touch. The paint was practically dry before I even blew across the surface.


And the whole thing was crackling with Spellcraft potential.


Brad the Cad deserved a taste of his own medicine, and I was more than eager to dish it up. I cast around for just the right words—things like boomerang and retribution and vendetta. But none of them made for very good rhymes. Rhythms, either. And more importantly, anything I could think of that would allow my glorious dreams of vengeance to play out? It simply didn’t sit right on Yuri’s delicate Seen.


I wanted to stick it to Brad so badly I could taste it—figuratively speaking, of course, since mostly I was tasting the chocolate malt Ethel’d brought over—but Yuri was right. If Spellcraft were a dance partner, it was best to let it have the lead.


With no little amount of regret, I released my notion of Brad getting his just desserts and opened myself up to the painting instead. It wasn’t actually moving, but in my mind’s eye I could picture the light. The same light shone through windows all across Pinyin Bay. And, surely, one of those places would be one we could call home.


The cockatoo quill was capable of very fine lines, and the letterforms flowed from its nib just as I envisioned them.


No more quarry


No more chase


Instead we find


Our perfect place


I went easy on the flourishes, since there was hardly enough room to ink the words themselves. But the way that special tingle shivered all through me and out onto the page, the flourishes must not have been necessary.


There was a rightness to the words. Just like there was a rightness to the painting beneath them, the simple translucent strokes that evoked the feeling of light. “We’re right on the brink of finding our perfect place, Yuri. I just know it. Though after all this time crowded into the attic, it’ll be weird waking up all by ourselves without Sabina and Uncle…Fonzo?”


Even before I got his name out, the Buick pulled up behind Yuri’s pickup truck and my uncle slipped out from behind the wheel. Sabina hopped out of the passenger seat, and the two of them headed right for the diner. Until Sabina looked like she’d forgotten something, turned around, and went back to the car.


Apparently, Biff was no better with car doors than he was with door doors.


Uncle Fonzo brightened when he saw the two of us, ambled over and plunked down into the booth beside me. “I thought I’d find you boys here—I tell you, this whole Biff situation is driving me nuts. He came to work with us, and now he’s been looking at her with goo-goo eyes all morning.”


Yuri said, “Maybe this is how he always looks.”


“I’d like to think so, really, I would. But telling him about the family business didn’t do a darn thing to get rid of him…so we need to pull out the heavy artillery.”


While it was no fun seeing Uncle Fonzo beside himself over Sabina’s choice in men, the idea of Crafting her love life—at least without her permission—didn’t sit well with me at all. “We’ll talk about it later,” I said, as Sabina and her beau got tangled up in the entryway both trying to get through the door together. “In the meanwhile, let’s see if we can get Biff to put his money where his mouth is.”


Uncle Fonzo went a little green. I probably shouldn’t have picked such a loaded saying.


I hastened to add, “Make it sound like dating Sabina will hit him where it counts: right in the wallet. Tell him Scriveners are super traditional, and it’s bad luck if the guy doesn’t pay for the meal.”


“Not bad.” Uncle Fonzo cut a look across the diner to Biff brushing off Sabina’s jacket and tweaking her fauxhawk into place. “Since he obviously doesn’t have a job—I mean, who would hire the guy?—he can’t play the gravy train for long. Order yourself another malted, kiddo. Let’s see if we can break the bank.”


My cousin and her boyfriend joined us, holding hands, and crammed into the booth beside Yuri with Sabina squashed in the middle. “How goes the apartment hunt?” she asked as she reached across Yuri and yanked a dozen napkins out of the dispenser like a stage magician performing some kind of trick.


I made a hands-empty gesture. “We lost the last place to Morticia Shirque.”


“I thought she lived with her creep of a grandson, Vano.”


“Great-grandson,” I said, still marveling over the fact that I nearly trampled an old lady to get to that contract. “And, no. He grabbed a place of his own yesterday—surprisingly quick on the draw for someone who could barely be bothered to show up.”


Ethel swung by to take the newcomers’ orders. My uncle’s always had a prodigious appetite, but today he ordered enough to feed not only himself, but every tapeworm in the city. Sabina’s eyebrows twisted up—she knew her dad well enough to know he wasn’t just especially hungry—but other than a little side-eye, she didn’t question the order.


While we waited, Sabina and Biff sure did seem to get along. And he was a nice enough guy, even if he did need to ask three times how they managed to refill the salt shakers through those tiny little holes.


Once the food came, Uncle Fonzo dug into his chicken-fried steak (and a side of fried chicken) with great relish—I always get a kick out of it when someone eats “with relish,” especially if there’s no actual relish involved—while I indulged in a second malt and Yuri embarked on yet another plate of dry toast. Sabina and Biff split an enchilada platter. The enchiladas in Scrivener Village are about as Mexican as I am, but melt enough cheese on top and nobody complains.


While Sabina picked up her cutlery from the table, Biff whipped out a fork from the inner pocket of his jacket. Plenty of folks think it’s weird that I carry around a quill, but you never know when you’re going to need an emergency crafting. But…a fork? He didn’t strike me as a germophobe—not if he was willing to split a big, sloppy plate of pseudo-Mexican cheesiness with Sabina.


Weird enough that Biff brought his own fork. Even weirder when he sliced into the enchilada with it…and a blade shot out from one of the tines.


“What’s with your fork?” I asked.


“It’s not a fork. It’s a f’knife.”


“A…f’knife?”


“You’ve heard of a spork—a spoon and a fork. It’s like that, but with a fork and a knife—which is way more useful, if you ask me. Because there’s so many things you need to eat with a knife and fork, and nearly nothing you eat with fork and spoon.”


Huh. He had a point. And not just the one jutting out from his fork tine.


He speared a hunk of enchilada and the knife tucked itself away. “It’s a great conversation starter. Plus, it’s a lot more convenient. No more trips to the emergency room to get my tongue sewed up.”


My second malt did a little flip flop in my stomach over the thought of Biff mixing up his silverware and assaulting himself in the mouth, but I managed to keep the gag reflex in check. Whoever invented the f’knife might not have a large customer base, but undoubtedly the ones they had were very loyal.


We finished our food. Uncle Fonzo somehow packed in the last morsel, and said, “What a delightful meal.” Then he gave Biff a conspiratorial look and added, almost reluctantly, “My daughter’s told you about the Scrivener restaurant etiquette, hasn’t she?”


“I don’t…think so.”


Sabina’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t challenge her father.


“Well—she probably didn’t want to intimidate you, and really, it’s such an old-fashioned tradition. Time-honored and endearing…but totally archaic, really, in this day and age.”


He couldn’t have reeled in Biff any harder if he’d done it with a harpoon. “I’m all ears. What is it?”


“When a man’s courting a young Scrivener lady, he picks up the check. The whole check. For the whole family. A quaint custom, no doubt—”


Sabina couldn’t hold it in any longer. “What the heck, Dad? That’s not a thing!”


“—and no doubt you kids these days might even find it a bit silly….”


But before Sabina could protest, Biff was on his feet, scooping up the check. “Not silly at all! I wouldn’t dream of going Dutch…unless that was what Sabina wanted.”


She rolled her eyes and gave an exasperated flap of her hand, and he trotted off to the cash register, humming to himself.


As for me, I wasn’t sure how to feel. On one hand, Uncle Fonzo’s plan hadn’t gone so well, which meant he’d undoubtedly hit me up for some Spellcraft later. On the other…I did get two free malts out of the deal.


While Biff was occupied, Sabina leaned in and whispered, “Scrivener tradition, my eye! What on earth was that little stunt supposed to accomplish? Are you trying to scare Biff away?”


“Scare is such a strong word.” Uncle Fonzo laughed nervously. “I just don’t want my little girl dating a cheapskate, is all. And if he is a tightwad, better to find out sooner rather than later.”


“What reason could he possibly have to be a cheapskate? He doesn’t just eat with that crazy f’knife thing, he invented it. He’s got all kinds of cash. He’s loaded! And thanks to some shopping network licensing deal, more money rolls in every single month.”


There’s nothing Sabina likes better than to whisk off imperiously after she’s rendered someone speechless, and she wasted no time in flouncing away. She strode over to the counter, grabbed Biff by the arm, and hauled him out the door. He turned and gave us a bright wave goodbye as she hailed a cab.


Once they were gone, Yuri said, “Your daughter landed rich man who adores her, who is also too stupid to take advantage of her. Do yourself a favor and leave well enough alone.”


Uncle Fonzo gave a gusty sigh. “You’re right—I know you’re right. On paper, he’s not a bad catch. But he’s just so stunningly dumb.”


“Listen, Uncle Fonzo. I take back my idea of making up new Scrivener traditions to get rid of Biff. If he isn’t the right guy for Sabina, she needs to figure it out on her own.”


My uncle gazed down at the salt shaker with its tiny little holes. “Well, you can’t blame her old man for trying.” He pried himself out of the booth, let his belt out two notches, said goodbye to Ethel and headed back home.


Hopefully, they’d all work things out somehow—the attic wasn’t exactly big on privacy, what with its lack of actual walls. But with any luck, Yuri and I could turn the tables on Brad the Cad, expose whatever Spellcraft he had going on, score a decent apartment, and create a little breathing room back at Uncle Fonzo’s house. It was all a matter of getting that douchey realtor in the vicinity of the Crafting we’d just made….


I glanced around the table. There was a mostly-eaten enchilada platter, a plate with a few crumbs of rye toast, a heaping pile of dishes Uncle Fonzo had cleaned admirably, a bunch of paper napkins, half of them unused…but the Spellcraft?


Gone.


When Biff had jumped up and grabbed the check to pay it, there was no check to pay. It was all electronic. So the thing he swept off the table while Sabina was arguing with her dad? 


It could only have been the Spellcraft.
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YURI


Finding another slip of paper somewhere and try to Craft again should not be too difficult, but harnessing the volshebstvo is draining. It would take time for me to gather the strength to create another Seen—time we did not have.


Dixon was nervous. I can tell when he gets pensive—he tenses up all over and he pats the quill in his pocket to make sure nothing has happened to it.


“We can walk away,” I told him. “Head back to the attic, forget about Brad, and let the next apartment go to Molly.”


Even as I suggested it, I knew Dixon would refuse. “I wouldn’t feel right about it, leaving an innocent like her to the wolves. No, we need to expose Brad for the true cad he is. And then, if the apartment’s anywhere near as decent as the last one…you and Molly can draw straws.”


Brad and Molly were waiting for us on the sidewalk. The block was a typical Scrivener Village block—which is to say, the architecture was cobbled together, the traffic signal was blinking randomly, and the street numbers made no sense. Brad checked his watch pointedly, then shot us the look of a man with something to hold over our heads.


Being cognizant of the fact that he must be using Spellcraft to his advantage wouldn’t do us much good. Simply knowing the volshebstvo was in play was no defense against it. We could only hope that the Crafting we’d created at the diner would pull us in a more advantageous direction, despite the fact that it was no longer in our possession.


“So good of you to join us.” Brad oozed superiority. “The apartment nearly went to Molly by default. And as it’s the last available listing in your price range, it would’ve been a real shame if you didn’t get a crack at it.”


I knew exactly what he was doing—trying to stir up an inflated sense of competition between us. But when I cocked my head and looked for the telltale bending of the light around him, I saw none.


Molly fell into step with us and whispered, “I wouldn’t have let him start without you. It wouldn’t be fair.”


No one expected fairness but the gullible and the weak. The thought of this Brad person preying on someone as vulnerable as Molly made me twice as angry.


The building was covered in vines from top to bottom. Half as many vines might look picturesque. But we could literally not see the building for all the strangling greenery.


“I’ve always wanted to live in a vine-covered building,” Molly told me. “It seems like something out of a fairytale.”


One in which we ended up hanging in the larder of a crone with a taste for human flesh, perhaps. Still…if this was the last place I could afford, I should keep an open mind. And once we exposed Brad’s illegal tactics, we could really play hardball, as they say, in our negotiations.


We filed into the hallway and up the stairs, which all seemed slightly out of plumb, as though over the years, the vines had pulled the very framework of the building out of alignment. The apartment itself was small and worn, with old carpeting and older linoleum. It was dark inside like a cave. I pushed aside the curtains and found the window completely covered over by vines. Brad saw me noticing this and said, “Just think of all the money you’ll save on shades—a good night’s sleep, every night. And the natural awning keeps the place nice and cool all summer long.”


Molly peered out a second window and said, “So much better than sleeping with the air conditioner running. Not only are those things loud, but they can really dry out your sinuses.”


Maybe she had a point. And so what if it was dark inside? That’s what lamps were for. When it came down to it, I have lived in worse conditions. I would survive. And, really, were the vines not at least somewhat picturesque? I glanced at Dixon, who was circling the perimeter, searching for Spellcraft. As long as Dixon and I were together—what did the look of the place matter?


Dixon was in the dining room now, scoping out a hutch built into the wall. He struggled to open one of the doors, gave up, then tried to close another, which simply popped back open.


I checked the single bedroom. Small and dark. The closet door stood open. I tried to close it, but the latch would not catch. I have always been leery of bedroom closets—who knows what might lurk inside—but if I couldn’t force the door shut, I could always drag my bed out into the living room.


I rejoined Molly and Brad. He gave us both a predatory smile and said, “Anyone would be crazy to pass up the opportunity to live in such a conveniently located property…the very last one either of you can afford.”


As he reached into his jacket for the lease, I scrutinized him closely, certain I would see the telltale signs of volshebstvo. But I saw none. Too dark to tell? Perhaps. And as for me? Part of me was eager to snatch the lease from him and tear it up so no one would be able to sign it…but another part was calculating exactly what angle it would take to drive my elbow directly into Molly’s face to stop her from getting to that paper so I could sign the lease on my fairytale apartment.


Good thing Dixon chose that moment to shove between us all. “Everyone hold your horses!” he said, overly loud—and I saw his ears were stopped up with paper napkins from the diner. “I see the way you’re both so eager for him to whip out that lease, and something hinky is definitely going on here. No way would anyone pay good money to live here.”


“Wait!” Brad called out.


Dixon slammed the front door shut, then leaned back into it with his arms crossed triumphantly. “I don’t know where you’re keeping it, but there’s definitely Spellcraft in the vicinity. And no one here is signing anything under the influence of a Crafting.”


“You weren’t supposed to close that door. Now we’re stuck here till someone lets us out.”


We all pulled out our phones—except Dixon, who hadn’t quite heard Brad through all the napkins. No signal. I motioned for Dixon to move aside and tried to open the door myself. The frame creaked, but it held firm. I had a good grip with my leather gloves, though, so I pulled harder, until I felt something shift. One more good tug….


And the doorknob came off in my hands.


“So butch,” Dixon said with delight, then turned to Brad and shouted, “Now we’ve got you exactly where we want you. And unless you want Yuri to strip-search you in front of everyone, you’ll come clean with whatever Spellcraft you’ve got up your sleeve.”


Molly looked from Dixon to Brad and back again with alarm. “Spellcraft? Are you sure? Maybe it’s just a really great apartment.”


“What?” Dixon said, “I can’t hear you.”


A really great apartment.


It was a great apartment. Perfect, in fact. Fairytale perfect. And I couldn’t allow Molly to get to that lease before I did. I flung the doorknob to the floor and made a lunge for Brad, but Dixon was quick on his feet. He squeezed between us and said, “You’d better come clean, Brad. You can see how vehement Yuri is about this whole thing. I don’t know how long I can manage to hold him back.”


Brad held up his hands in exaggerated-surrender. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 


It took Dixon an extra moment to respond—I think he was lip-reading—but he got the gist. “Then let me take a good look at that lease. Without all the high-pressure tactics and manipulation.”


Brad handed the lease to Dixon with a careless shrug. My hands flexed within their gloves as I fought back the urge to snatch the paper away from Dixon. 


He unfolded the lease and held it up sideways to peer at it. Sometimes I think the volshebstvo must exist in some other dimension we can only see when we reduce the Spellcraft to a single plane. He scrutinized the paper hard, as did I. No distortion.


Undeterred, Dixon held the paper up to the light. I would not be surprised if some Scrivener was capable of inking very small letters which could blend into a printed page, but the ink itself would give away the Crafting. Hand-lettering ink is too different from that of a computer printer, and the lines would show some contrast, however subtle.


But the page was completely uniform.


Dixon wears his emotions on his sleeve—and all over his face. The moment he second-guessed his convictions was plain. But he had played his cards and would have to see his accusation through. “Fine. The Crafting’s not on the lease. But I know it’s here somewhere. And obviously we’re not going anywhere in a good, long while. So why don’t you just do yourself a favor and tell us where it is?”


“There’s not a single slip of Spellcraft on me.”


“What?”


Brad rolled his eyes, pitched his voice louder, and declared, “I. Have. No. Spellcraft!”


I didn’t believe him, and neither did Molly. She said, “I can’t sign a lease if there’s Spellcraft involved—if I did, my Teddy would never even consider moving in together. We need to make sure this guy’s telling the truth!”


We absolutely did.


I shouldered Dixon out of the way, grabbed Brad by his lapels, and stripped off his jacket. I went through all the pockets while he looked on with a smug little smile on his face. And then he turned out the pockets in his trousers, too, then hitched up his pant legs to show there was nothing in his socks. Molly and Dixon turned to searching the apartment itself, but there weren’t many places to look. Stove, refrigerator, toilet tank, medicine cabinet. They pried open the built-in buffet and found that empty too.


Meanwhile Brad, in his shirtsleeves, gave the occasional pound on the front door, calling out, “Hello-o? Is anybody out there?” But he seemed more amused than threatened. He watched. We searched. Long minutes passed. Minutes that stretched into hours. Eventually, every square inch of the apartment had been scoured. Short of prying up the floorboards or cramming a hand down Brad’s underwear, there was nowhere left to look. And still, we found no Spellcraft.


Eventually, a neighbor responded to the knocking and came to our rescue. The old Scrivener had to remove the door’s hinges to set us all free. As we spilled out from our confinement onto the sidewalk, frustrated and dazed, Brad said, “Given that fruitless little show of distrust in there, I’m making an executive decision to forego the competition and offer the lease directly to the one member of the Hunting Party who wasn’t threatening me. Namely…Molly.”


But his pronouncement was interrupted as our phones all registered that they were receiving signals from the cell tower again. Everyone’s pockets or purse began to ping and vibrate with the incoming calls and texts which had built up all afternoon.


Dixon pulled a wad of napkin from his ear and said, “Uncle Fonzo called me half a dozen times.”


I glanced at my phone. He’d called me as well, but hadn’t left any messages. This was for the best. I was in no mood to hear more complaints about Biff.


Brad had the lease in one hand and a pen in the other, extending both of them toward Molly. But all of Molly’s attention was focused on her phone, and her blue eyes went wide. With a delighted squeal, she said, “My sweet Teddy-bear texted me. He says he found a wonderful new home—and he wants me to move in with him!”


I may never be sure what compels certain strangers to fling their arms around me—perhaps giddiness due to a lack of oxygen in the brain. Or too much air, if that were possible, since Molly was now hyperventilating with glee. She squeezed herself against me, added a heartfelt snuggle, then, thankfully, released. “You guys are such an adorable couple! I sure hope everything works out for you two—just like it has for my Teddy and me!”
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DIXON


I’m not sure whose expression was more priceless: Brad, as he realized we were the last people in the “party,” and no way could he could offload that terrible apartment on us—or Yuri, as Molly hugged the living daylights out of him.


We might not have found the Crafting, but thanks to the fact that I couldn’t really hear Brad’s obnoxious spiel back at the apartment, I saw the place for the hovel it was. It might take some time for us to find some new digs, but I’d rather be crammed into the attic with my uncle (and all his furniture) until something suitable came along than to try and make the best of such an awful hole in the wall.


With a bright wave, Molly let go of Yuri, whirled around, and skipped away. But it seemed she’d left a little something behind. Her name tag. Which was stuck to Yuri’s lapel. I wriggled the pin free, and as I did, I realized the paper tag had slid partway out of the holder. And there was writing on the flipside.


No, not just writing. A painting of a bunch of green dashes that looked like a swirl of cash money, too.


Spellcraft.

Create a sense of 

scarcity

SELL

SELL

SELL





No wonder we hadn’t been able to find a Crafting on Brad the Cad! He’d stuck it to Molly and made her an unwitting shill. 


Yuri and I both turned toward Brad—who naturally tried to deny what we all knew it to be.


“A positive affirmation,” Brad claimed. “Silly, I know. But setting a helpful intention can be such a motivational boost.”


Of all the nerve, trying to pass off a Crafting as an affirmation. To a pair of Spellcrafters, no less! I knew I should have Scribed a good comeuppance for him back when he’d bilked me out of my prompt WheelMeal delivery. Then again, at the time, I hadn’t been quilled just yet, so maybe the point was moot. Did the word moot have a Russian equivalent? I’d have to ask when I wasn’t so darn angry.


And I wasn’t the only one who was angry. Yuri’s leather gloves gave off an audible creak as his hands curled into fists…but before he did anything in broad daylight that might end up with him getting deported, Brad’s phone dinged again, and he glanced down at his messages.


I noted with no little satisfaction that it looked like unwelcome news.


He jabbed his phone’s call-button and turned away from us—as if that ever stopped anyone from eavesdropping on a conversation—and said, “What’s this about an eviction?”


Not one of the renters he’d placed. But him.


Yuri met my eyes and bit back a rare smile.


The person at the other end of the line said something, lost to the ambient street sounds of Scrivener Village, but hearing Brad’s side of the conversation was more than enough. “No, I mailed my rent three days ago. You can even check the postmark for yourself…when it shows up.”


While Brad tried to convince his landlord that his payment was on its way, I smiled back at Yuri, caught his left hand in my right, and gave it an affectionate squeeze. If Brad mailed his check from Scrivener Village, who knows when it would show up, if ever. “Yuri, do you think he has anything to do with the whole apartment shortage?”


“A man like him? No. A truly powerful man does not need to play up his own importance. He is just a vulture circling for scraps.”


“I hope he does get evicted,” I decided. “Maybe that’s petty of me.”


Yuri cut his eyes to Brad, who was gesticulating at his phone. “It would serve him right. Besides, he wouldn’t be on the streets for long. Not with such an affordable apartment just waiting for a new tenant.”


We both turned to the crazy mass of strangling vines that engulfed the building. Hard to say if it was Spellcraft sparkling among the leaves, or just the sunlight catching on a bit of dew. But if Spellcraft was as sentient as Yuri made it out to be, I’d like to think it favored those of us who treated it with respect.


We left Brad on the sidewalk arguing with his landlord and climbed into the pickup truck. “This is the disturbing part,” Yuri said. “Even though I know I was under the influence of the volshebstvo, part of me still longs for that apartment.”


“The one we’ve been trapped in all afternoon?”


“The very one.”


“So whatever Molly said about it really made an impression. And she was such an upbeat person, she couldn’t help but play up every last feature…even if it was really a stretch. I thought it was Brad I was blocking out with those napkins, but it was actually Molly.”


Yuri nodded. “I can see this. Why else did I not turn around and leave when I noticed those carved monkeys? And why else would I have thought the place over the popcorn shop was romantic? When I think back on it now, all I remember was how the carvings made my skin crawl. And how nauseating was the stench of fake butter.”


“It must be the way the Crafting was phrased: sell, sell, sell. Maybe once it was sold—or at least signed for—the compulsion wore off.”


“Until we entered the next apartment. And the cycle started all over again.” He glanced at the viney building. “The awareness that I was under the influence of the volshebstvo is not enough. If you put that lease in front of me and thrust a pen into my hand, even knowing what I know, I would still sign it. Even now.”


I watched Yuri gazing longingly at the vines, and decided that any amount of time he spent pining over that dark, dingy death-trap of an apartment was far too long. 


Molly’s name tag was in my pocket. I pulled it out and looked at the back. I didn’t recognize the penmanship or the Seen, not that it mattered. It was a real bear of a Crafting, and not just because it was on such a tiny slip of paper. I couldn’t think of many words that started, ended with or contained the word sell. And it appeared not once, but three times.


Undersell that weaselly chiseller came to mind…but I’d become pretty good at reading the furrows in Yuri’s brow, and the current furrow was troubling. As much as I wanted Brad the Cad to get his just desserts, I was more worried about releasing Yuri from the compulsion to sign the lousy lease. My yen for the other wonky apartments we’d seen had faded once someone else signed the lease—once they were sold. But without Molly to convince them, I don’t think anyone would actually want a pitch dark, vine-covered apartment they might never be able to leave. No, it was up to me to unravel this Crafting.


Was unsell a word? Even if it was, what good would it do? Ditto with sellout. And tinselly.


Yuri tugged off his leather glove and placed his big, warm hand on my shoulder. “You can fix this. I have faith in you.”


Gah. Leave it to Yuri to make my heart feel too darn big for my body. I looked even harder at those words, really focused in, and suddenly realized that the way the word SELL had been written—in block capital letters—I could alter the letter Ls to be some other letter. A capital E? Easily. A capital Y? If I played fast and loose with the descender, then yes. And could I cram a pair of letter Ts between those blocky letters? It would take a lot of creative license and a really delicate touch…but I’d give it my best shot.


The Crafting was tiny, and what I was attempting to do was dubious at best. But my cockatoo quill was phenomenally precise. And when the new Scrivening formed in my mind’s eye, the words began to flow.


I held the tiny card against the dash, and I Scribed. In and around the existing Craft, I changed letters and added words. Until eventually, the following Spellcraft took shape. 


I fit much nicer words in and around create a sense of scarcity.


Create a sense of Calm.


No Scarcity.


And the SELL, SELL, SELL part? I tweaked it to read:


IMMENSELY


SELECTIVE


and SETTLED


Something shifted in the air. Maybe it was the vol-shep-shi-bo…or maybe it was Yuri’s tense shoulders unhitching. He gave me a small nod, then put the truck in gear and headed back toward the attic. 


I could have offered some word of encouragement about how I was sure we’d find the perfect place anytime now, but somehow, it didn’t seem like I needed to. I squeezed Yuri’s knee instead, and he answered by settling his hand over mine and squeezing back.


And maybe it was a good thing that I didn’t offer any platitudes. Because when we pulled up in front of Uncle Fonzo’s house, we found the curb piled so high with garbage bags we could barely see the porch. The whole house was lit up like a beacon and the front door was open.


I crept up to it and peeked around the doorjamb, expecting to find that Mr. Greaves had pounded on the ceiling one too many times, my uncle had stomped downstairs and done away with him, and now we were dealing with the fallout. But instead of a bunch of crime scene investigators snapping photos, I saw the davenport was back in its proper place. In the living room. Where it belonged. With all the rest of Uncle Fonzo’s furniture.


My cousin called out, “Look who’s here!” She edged around me with her favorite pink and purple throw rug slung over one shoulder and her toaster dangling by its power cord. As she passed, she leaned in and said, “Whatever convinced you to make Greaves take a hike—especially after you stopped me so many times from doing it myself—I have no idea. I’m just glad someone finally got rid of that nasty ceiling-pounder once and for all.”


“But I didn’t do anything.”


Sabina gave me a sly smile and said, “No more quarry, no more chase, instead we find our perfect place. Even if I didn’t know your handwriting, the rhyme would be a dead giveaway.” She walked me inside and pointed to a familiar brochure stuck to the fridge with a Niagara Falls magnet, then plucked it off the fridge and handed it to me. “I don’t know where you came up with this pamphlet or how you talked Biff into passing it along, but Greaves took one look at it and fell in love with Strange Manor. He couldn’t break the lease with us fast enough. Before I knew it, the movers were here—and the best part is, we don’t even need to give him his security deposit back! By the time we have another mortgage payment due, Dad should be back at work and we won’t need his stinkin’ rent money. Good riddance!”


It takes a lot to render me speechless. Like, a lot. But it has been known to happen. “Um…wow.” 


“But here’s what I wanna know, Cuz. In your Crafting, you wrote, we find our perfect place. That’s we, plural—not I, singular. How on earth did you figure out Ed Greaves was angling to move in with his girlfriend? Frankly, I can’t picture anyone in her right mind letting that nasty ol’ undertaker stick it to her—”


“Hold on. Mr. Greaves is a mortician?”


Beside me, Yuri made a weird noise and shuddered.


“I thought you knew!” Sabina said. “Creepy job for a creepy guy. But his little blonde chickadee looked surprisingly normal—and weirdly ecstatic. Guess it just goes to show there’s someone for everyone.”


Speaking of which…evidently, Biff had proven himself phenomenally helpful in hauling furniture downstairs. Once they propped the doors open, it was smooth sailing.


Yuri and I headed up to the attic. The walls in the stairwell were still stacked all the way up to the ceiling with family photos, but I no longer felt a twist of anxiety seize my gut every time I placed my foot on a creaky step.


I paused at the top landing to take it all in. Without my uncle’s furniture packed inside, the attic looked huge. My futon over in the corner, surrounded by bookshelf and clothing-rack walls, seemed very far away. Other than mismatched salt and pepper shakers, the folding card table that served as the kitchenette was empty. Yuri’s box sat in the middle the floor. And beside it, Meringue dozed in her cage with her head tucked under her snowy wing.


I tore the Crafting in half and shivered as a breath of magic played down my spine. “This might not be as nice as the apartment with the sunroom,” I ventured. “The one that Morticia Shirque ended up with. But I’m guessing my Uncle will be more than reasonable with the rent. Especially since we recovered his quill.”


The corner of Yuri’s mouth quirked. “Are you officially asking me to move in with you?” he asked, as if it wasn’t obvious.


“Were you hoping for an engraved invitation?” I said playfully. “Or do you need me to perform a strip-o-gram? Because I totally will.”


Yuri snagged me by the jacket and pulled me up against him. The spent Spellcraft fluttered to the floor. When he pressed his lips to mine, I caught the faint scent of cedar in his coat. I would miss the days (and especially the nights) we’d hunkered down in that snug little cabin together. But we’d always share those memories, and now we could make some more.


He scrunched up my lapels in his hands, and he kissed me. Tenderly. But intense.


When we work our Spellcraft together—when the tip of my quill touches his enchanted painting—I get an inside scoop as to what’s going on in his head. But when we connected like this, just two guys making our way through the world, I’d have to extrapolate. 


His kiss tasted like relief. That we hadn’t ended up in a sketchy apartment. That Brad the Cad’s Spellcraft hadn’t snared either of us for long. And most of all…that the two of us were actually making our living arrangement official.


Awww.


As we lingered over each other’s mouths, Meringue stirred. We came up for air, and Yuri stooped down to hand her a peanut from his pocket.


I rounded the cage and dropped, cross-legged, to the floor. Yuri folded himself down beside me and I snugged up against him. We both looked on, smiling softly, as Meringue prodded the nut from the shell with her funny black bird-tongue, clucking happily to herself. 

___





The next few weeks were a flurry of activity—loud activity that involved lots of hammering and even a few power tools. Not because Uncle Fonzo was fixing the ceiling in the master bedroom, which bore the marks of constant pummeling with a broom handle—he just stapled a sun-and-moon tapestry from a nearby head shop over it and said he’d deal with it later. Maybe he would, maybe he wouldn’t. The tapestry did lend his room a certain exotic flair.


No, the activity was mostly in the attic. I might have been the kid who flunked out of shop class—mainly because my mother gave so many dire warnings about getting my hands anywhere near the bandsaw—but Yuri could really rock a tool belt. And when I offered a nearby hardware store a Crafting to help them move their leftover stock of last year’s topsoil, they expressed their appreciation with a pretty nice discount.


Sabina had moved back into her bedroom downstairs, and the half-finished walls that framed her old room in the attic were fully finished now. Not just with drywall, but actual paint. Yuri’s a lot better at painting paintings than he is at painting walls—but he looked so sexy doing it, I had no complaints. There was a lot of work to do, but we tackled it a bit at a time, tucking extra insulation between the joists and drywalling the ceiling. The space looked a lot more clean and inviting.


It looked like a home.


“Knock knock,” Sabina called from the top of the stairs. It was midmorning on a Saturday, and Yuri and I were ensconced at the kitchen table. Mr. Greaves hadn’t cancelled his subscription to the Pinyin Bay Journal, so Yuri had made a habit of immersing himself in the local news every morning. He looked absolutely adorable in his glasses, reading his paper and sipping his strong black tea, tattooed muscles bulging everywhere and a crease between his brows—but I didn’t comment on it. Wouldn’t want him to feel self-conscious.


Sabina poured herself into the plastic folding chair we all thought of as “hers,” namely because it was so rickety it wouldn’t have held anyone else without collapsing, and Yuri set a cup of tea in front of her. She claims he boils water better than anyone else in the house. I suspect she may be right.


“Did you hear Morticia Shirque is in the hospital?” she asked.


“Really? Huh. I always thought she was pretty spry for her age, but I guess she’s not getting any younger.”


“It’s not old age that got her—it’s black mold. Apparently her new apartment was crawling with it.”


Yuri met my eyes over the top of the newspaper. We exchanged a meaningful look. Maybe I’d been lenient about serving Brad the Cad his comeuppance, but I doubted the head of the Pinyin Bay circuit would be quite so merciful.


Sabina propped her feet on my knee and began scrolling through her phone…with a sort of left-swiping pattern I knew all too well. “Are you on a dating app?” I asked her.


“Same old, same old.”


“But…what about Biff?”


“We decided to just be friends.”


Clearly, there was more to the story. Even Yuri thought so. I could tell by the way the corner of the newspaper drooped ever so slightly so he could keep an eye on my cousin. I stopped what I was doing and waited expectantly. Eventually, she caved in to the stare of scrutiny and said, “Okay. Fine. Remember that warm snap last week? Guess who came strutting out of the house in a pair of freaking sandals? And you know how I feel about gnarly manfoot.”


Big time. Whenever she caught me with my shoes off, she’d force me to shave my toes.


“Too bad,” I said. “He did seem like a genuinely nice guy.”


“Flip-flop weather is coming,” she said ominously, and got back to rejecting a swath of potential suitors on her phone.


Flip-flop weather was coming. And that meant sharing all those beachy things with Yuri I’d always loved—things we could only dream about when we’d snuggled together in his cedar-scented cabin on those frosty spring nights. Cooking hot dogs over an open fire and eating them before the seagulls dove in. Picking sand out from between our toes. Finding rare coins and jewels washed up on the beach. Okay, that was something I’d never actually done—yet—but I was still open to the possibility. “Say, Yuri, why don’t we head back to your old digs today and have ourselves a nice picnic on the beach? You do have picnics in Russia, don’t you?”


“No picnic.”


“Then you’re in for a real treat! I’ll call Mom—she’ll make us some sandwiches. If we drive really fast, they won’t be too soggy by the time we get there—”


“Dixon—yes, we have picnic in Russia. But you and I will not be picnicking at Pinyin Beach.”


“You’re not still mad about that eviction notice, are you? Because you’ve gotta admit, everything did work out in the end.”


Yuri moved aside his mug and flattened the newspaper on the card table. As a Scrivener, I’m not bad at reading upside down. But my eyes were more drawn to the accompanying photo of a bunch of big, heavy equipment—massive trucks and bulldozers and diggers. In the very corner of the shot was a line of vulnerable-looking cabins that I knew all too well. One even had an eviction notice still tacked to the door.


And the headline? 


Historic Pinyin Beach Is History.










Don’t miss the next Spellcraft adventure - sign up for JCP News today!
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The ABCs of Spellcraft Series
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1.5 All that Glitters

2. Trouble in Taco Town

3. Something Stinks at the Spa

4. Dead Man’s Quill 

5. Last But Not Lease




ABOUT THIS STORY







I’ve looked at a lot of apartments and houses in my time, and as I dreamt up places for Dixon and Yuri to view with their Hunting Party, I flashed back to some properties I looked at ages ago that were too bizarre to forget.

One particular place that stands out in my memory was a flat owned by some folks who didn’t speak English, so they had their eight-year-old son show the apartment. He led me into the kitchen and proudly pointed out a sheet linoleum floor. “This is new linoleum,” he told me. “We put it in ourselves.” That they did. In several sheets. With metal joining strips criss-crossing the floor at all kinds of crazy angles.

I saw another apartment in that neighborhood that really embraced the DIY spirit. All the interior doors except the bathroom had been removed, and the walls were gooped thick with a “stucco” finish—one in which you could see the swoops of finger-marks everywhere.

Turns out, I moved into that place and lived there for seven years. What can I say? The rent was really reasonable. I didn’t move until the leaky roof got so bad there was water spraying out of the kitchen light fixture like a shower head.

To this day, stucco makes me shudder. Even if it’s original to a historic home. You had to be really careful not to brush up against the walls in that flat or you might really hurt yourself.

Converted attics, on the other hand, I like a lot. My grandmother’s house had a semi-finished attic where my great aunt stayed when she was in town. It was also where we kept my dollhouse, so my best friend and I spent lots of time up there entertaining ourselves. It was a DIY job too, but finished a lot nicer than the stucco apartment I called home for the majority of my twenties. 

I got the idea for the final apartment Dixon and Yuri view from my current house, which is an older home that’s full of endearing wonkiness. None of the internal doors except the bathroom door shut. But I guess if there’s only one functional door in the place, that’s the one you’d want working!




ABOUT THE AUTHOR




Jordan Castillo Price pens the Spellcraft tales from a quirky old house near Lake Michigan. There’s a big pile of disembodied doors in the basement…none of which seem to fit any of the empty doorways upstairs.




Connect with Jordan:

Facebook - https://www.facebook.com/Jordan-Castillo-Price-257078438055

Twitter - https://twitter.com/jordancprice

Bookbub - https://www.bookbub.com/profile/jordan-castillo-price

Blog - http://jordancastilloprice.com

And explore her other stories at http://jcpbooks.com
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