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			ELIZABETH BEAR

			“This,” said Brazen the Enchanter, dropping something to the slates with a crash, “is not one of yours.”

			It twitched erratically, whatever it was, and rattled against itself while it made as if to crawl away. Bijou rose from her workbench and stretched the creaks and cracks from between a spine that was beginning to bend with more than middle age. She pushed her locks away from her seamed face and craned to get a better look at the whatever-it-was. Her vision blurred; in a moment she remembered she was still wearing the quartz lenses that Brazen had made her for close work, and dropped them to the end of her chain.

			Several of Bijou’s more crablike creations scuttled across the floor to investigate. Bones, long and ivory. Metal with the look of silver, but it had not rung cleanly when Brazen dropped it. Jewels that did not flash quite as enticingly as the real thing.

			Bijou frowned at it, and then at Brazen. “I haven’t seen you around here for a while. Shouldn’t you be off with that lady friend?”

			“I broke up with what’s-her-name almost a year ago.”

			“Najma.” Bijou shook her head. “I should have raised you better.”

			Her former apprentice, now a master wizard in his own right, shrugged and grinned. “You can’t amend a man’s basic flaws of character, no matter how early you apprentice him. Besides, haven’t I always been dutiful to you, my old master?”

			
			Bijou, despite herself, felt a smile elevate one corner of her mouth—just the one. The left one.

			Brazen stood behind the tawdry heap with his legs braced wide, his arms crossed over his barrel body so his biceps strained the brocaded sleeves of his flaring coat. His skin was of a rare, florid paleness; his hair gray-blond and waving to his shoulders. Copper wire, braided into lavish sideburns, ended in sapphires at the level of his jaw. He looked as smug, virile, and disreputable as any tomcat who has brought home the back half of something unspeakable and dropped it in his owner’s lap.

			“Are you suggesting I’ve been neglecting you?” There might have been a little guilt in his sidelong glance.

			“On the contrary. I had been getting an extraordinary amount of work done.”

			She missed having him around, but she wasn’t going to say that. Could barely admit it to herself. Bijou’s early experience of expressing vulnerability in her family of birth had not been the sort that encouraged repeat offenses.

			Bijou came around the table. She picked up the cane hooked on its edge and, rather than as a prop, used its silver ferrule to poke the twitching pile.

			“You are correct,” she said. “This is no work of mine. And thus, what concern is it to me?”

			“I shan’t have to salt my meat for a week, if you’re going to take that tone.” His beard broke into a grin. She refused to be irritated by him; he had been the son of her dearest friend, the wizard Salamander, and she would have forgiven him anything just on those grounds alone. Hell, she forgave him the painful fact of his paternity, and she had forgiven it to Salamander, too.

			She thought of Salamander for a moment, the little crawling and slithering creatures that whispered secrets to her, the smile she kept just for Bijou. It was odd, Bijou thought, that though Brazen’s mother had been an ophiomancer and a speaker to arachnids, and his father was a necromancer, his magic was enchantment, and more like her own artificing than the wizardry of either of the people who had given to him blood and bone. She would not think that in some way her spirit animated him a little, too—but she would, perhaps, have liked to think it.

			
			Bijou’s own mother, in the distant land of her birth, had not been a faithful parent. Bijou had chosen not to become a parent at all, but this son of her best-beloved friend, whom she had raised as her own…He was, she thought, all the son she needed.

			All the son, realistically, that she could stand.

			The fact that he had a good deal of native charm to soften his teasing just meant that refusing to be irritated by him was easy.

			She said, “And you shall never learn the answer to your question.”

			She poked the sad pile of bones and paste and painted tin once more. It rattled plaintively, as if it wished she could help. There were bits of lemur skeleton in there, she thought, surveying it with the practiced eye of a natural philosopher. But not just one lemur. Not even just one species of lemur. And some monkey, too.

			She stopped poking it long enough for it to reassemble itself in some sort of rational shape. A little monkey-shape on a golden chain, like the capuchins people in the market fed on dates and slices of Song orange. The armature that held the bones together was tin, or bits of it were, and some others were brass or copper. Bright enough, to be sure, but just pressed and snipped sheets of the stuff: not work-hardened and not strong. Paste jewels had cracked from various settings where they had been cheaply glued rather than set with prongs, leaving tattered foil backings that had been meant to make them sparkle like real stones. One orange stone remained in the skull, to regard her blankly as she levered herself down to crouch closer to the little thing’s disjointed level. The other socket gaped, showing a yellowish stain of poorly prepared hide glue.

			“Aren’t you a mess, little monkey?” Bijou said. “I’d whip any apprentice that threw together a thing like you.”

			It scrabbled at the floor with little tin mittens. Whoever had constructed it hadn’t even bothered with the fussy work of threading the finger bones together to give it usable paws. There was no spark in the gaze it gave her: not even confusion or fear. It was an animate heap of bones and trash, to be sure, but not well animated. And already falling apart, as the crudely constructed magics that had informed it were dissipating. It had been imbued with no will, no essence that would sustain it.

			
			She looked up at Brazen. “If you brought it to me so I could put it out of its misery, I’m not actually sure it has any. There’s no consciousness in this. It’s just a…windup toy.”

			“No,” Brazen said. His sweeping gesture took in the wide-open, arch supported spaces of Bijou’s stone workroom. The forge, the jeweler’s table, the racks of drying bone. The shapes of her various creations as they ranged observantly around the periphery of the room, watching the conversation with impassive, jeweled eyes and dreaming their bone-and-jewel dreams. Light from the big many-paned clerestory windows slanted in dusty rays through the slatted ribs of Hawti, the elephant; struck a sprinkle of dancing reflections from the shards of glass and mirror paving the skull of the sloth, Lazybones, from his haunt in the rafters; wavered in the translucent watered-silk pinions stretched over the enormous wing bones of Catherine, the giant condor; sparkled and gleamed in the facets of enough fine jewels to pave the temples of the Mother of Markets herself, the city of jackals, this great metropolis Messaline.

			Bijou followed his gesture and frowned, but did not speak. He had a sense of the dramatic. But he was like a son to her—a middle-aged, sometimes irritating son—and she knew he’d get around to the useful information shortly.

			“When was the last time you stepped outside?” he asked.

			“I have my work,” Bijou answered. “I’m very busy. Also, this morning.” Surely the walled garden behind her studio counted as “outside.”

			“Well, you’d better put something better on, because we’re going outside now,” he said, as if pronouncing sentence from a magistrate’s bench. “Because someone is selling these pathetic forgeries as the creations of Bijou the Artificer.”

			

			—

			Messaline was the Mother of Markets, and it was to one such market that they went. Bijou awoke the oldest and least refined of her surviving creations, the centipede Ambrosias—a creature cobbled together from the spine of a cobra, ferret ribs, and the skull of a cat. She coaxed Ambrosias to link himself about her waist as a double loop of belt, his topaz eyes glittering over her middle as if his skull were a clasp. He snuggled quite comfortably there, and looked, she thought, quite dashing. Then she draped herself in a pale-blue cloak against the gaze of the lion-headed sun of Messaline, although it did not trouble her half so much as it did the blue-eyed Northerner beside her. She herself was from the south, where the sun had enameled her birth people in shades of red-black like dark wood and blue-black like dark stone, but it never hurt to be a little comfortable.

			
			She thought about a disguise, but who could disguise the Artificer Bijou in her adopted city of Messaline? She was as well-known here as the Wizard-Prince herself, though Bijou’s countenance did not appear on coins. She did not actually expect to find some little man in a tent along one of the many markets’ many winding ways with a string of tin monkeys glittering cheaply on a pole, singing out her name as his supplier. Her work sold to private collectors, and there was a waiting list for commissions that would stretch to the likely end of even a wizard’s life, if she were to permit it. But her pocket clicked with a fistful of paste jewels, and she thought it likely that she might be able to find out who had created them.

			They stepped into the street, greeted by a chatter of brown and black songbirds.

			“It’s not a very convincing forgery,” she said. “Who would pay for such a thing? With”—she snorted—“little tin mittens, no less? What good is a monkey that can’t even climb?”

			“Easier to keep off the curtain rods, I suppose. Besides, it did look a little better before I broke the glamour on it.” He looked straight ahead, not admitting anything with a sidelong glance.

			She sighed. Of course he had. When she might have recognized the signature of such work. Well, probably not; she hadn’t been able to make head nor tail—so to speak—of the pathetic attempt at imbuing the creature with life. Which meant the perpetrator probably was not a wizard of Messaline, because there weren’t that many, and she thought she knew them all, though people did release apprentices into the wild with alarming regularity these days, and the older she got, the harder it was to keep track of them all.

			If it wasn’t a wizard, that was something of a relief. The politics would be easier, and she hated to think of one of her own debasing themself so. Also, she hated to think that anybody with any self-respect would turn loose an apprentice that couldn’t do any better.

			
			“Well.” Brazen spoke defensively into her silence. “I wanted to see what it looked like underneath, so I would have a better idea of what to tell you.”

			“Then wouldn’t they just come to me and ask me to repair it? Or take it back to their broker and do so?”

			“Really,” Brazen said, shaking his head so his blond mane fluffed and settled. He understood her change of subject as forgiveness. “Would you turn up to dun a wizard of Messaline for repair of inferior work?”

			“Oh, probably,” said Bijou.

			He grinned and rolled his eyes. So would he, of course. Which was why he and she were wizards of Messaline, and not among the brightly garbed pedestrians in their striped linen robes and saffron dresses sweeping rapidly aside to make way.

			“How many of these forgeries do you think there are?” she asked suspiciously.

			He shrugged.

			“So they’re not just trading on my good name,” Bijou said. “They are debasing it.”

			She had begun receiving a lot more public attention some years before, after the work she did for the museum in restoring the enormous, petrified skeleton of an ancient monster called a “dinosaur.” The exhibit was still quite popular, she was given to understand, and had led to the reconstruction of the museum’s rotunda into a larger, taller space—to accommodate the crowds, and also to give the Tidal Titan that she had named Amjada-Zandrya more space to perform, as performing was the creature’s great delight. Especially if there were small children around.

			Her reconstruction had not, in particular, helped to alleviate the academic dispute between Dr. Azar and Dr. Munquidh, the two quarrelsome paleontologists involved, but you couldn’t have everything.

			“When you wish to order the miscreant’s liver roasted in the marketplace, seasoned for your pleasure, my dear Bijou…I know an excellent kebab merchant who can provide just the sauce.”

			Liver kebab didn’t sound very pleasant. But food did—and, as Brazen pointed out, they weren’t in any particular hurry, and justice could be dealt out on a full belly more comfortably than a flat one.

			
			They were entering the temple precincts where the market was most populous. A number of merchants selling spices and food clustered not far from the temple of the Goddess of Death, bright Kaalha. Bijou, happily pulling shreds of highly seasoned lamb from a shard of palm stem, supposed that funerals did tend to make people hungry. Starlings swooped overhead and darted down to snatch horrible mouthfuls from the pavement underfoot.

			“The city has been infested with those things lately,” Brazen said, parrying a rose-and-black bird that whizzed too close to his mustache.

			Bijou licked cumin-scented grease from her mouth and gazed around. Brazen was far taller than she was, though they both had an advantage in that the throng broke around them, creating a moving buffer where no one pushed, jostled, or shoved. They flowed through the mob as a droplet of oil smooths bubbling water, always at the center of a zone of peace enforced by the occasional more-alert friend or relation’s quick yank on a distracted marketer’s collar, cuff, or elbow.

			Bijou’s heart quickened with scents, sounds, colors. Perhaps it had been too long since she had made such an excursion.

			“Silks and floss are over there,” she said, steering Brazen around the distinct aroma of a picket of horses and a camel or two. The dung smell mingled foully with her luncheon, and anyway camels could spit, and mares could pee dramatically backward—and had no respect at all for the trappings of human social authority. “That fellow in the rose-colored turban has excellent wire. Drawn very smooth.”

			“Excellent wire is not, today, what we’re searching for. I see a jeweler or two. Proper jewelers, though.”

			They dodged the sounds of an escalating dogfight, quickly overmatched by the crueler sounds of human wagering. The cries of sellers of water, wine, and ink-black coffee cajoled them; the honey and nut aromas of cooling pastries beguiled them. Brazen gave a penny to a man who stood alone on a corner, atop a little painted pedestal, wearing a felt cap and holding a parasol over his head.

			“Paste gems,” he said.

			The directory raked them with a glance, gaze not needing to linger to assess fabric, cut, jewels, the quality and age of boot leather. “Surely, honored master wizard, you can afford better for such a beautiful lady than paste?”

			
			Bijou tilted her head, long locks sliding under her pale-blue hood. “Surely, honored master directory, you are able to provide the knowledge my friend has paid you for?”

			She had to admire his spunk; he didn’t even sigh. He just smiled slightly and directed them down a side street shaded by date palms, if palm trees could really be said to shade anything. Heavy with fruit, they fluttered with the wings of birds. “Look for Azif at the orange-and-blue tent,” he said.

			“Look for Azif,” Brazen mocked, dawdling along. “Let us go to Song and look for a Chu, as well, and a Tsering in Rasa.”

			“Well, there is the orange-and-blue tent,” Bijou said, pointing. “And the thing about common names is that a lot of people do have them.”

			She had a suspicion of what she would see when they came up to the tent, but it was good that her only wager on it was a private one—because there was a shop there, and it was open for business, striped awnings propped high to shade the interior but allow the sun to sparkle on his gaudy wares. Gilded tin badges, paste jewels, cameos molded and carved into layered ceramic rather than gorgeous agate stone.

			The Azif in charge was a slender man, wiry. He had the look of a Messaline native, which was less common every year in this cosmopolitan city of markets and immigrants. His buzzing presence combined with his physique to make Bijou speculate that most of his sustenance came in the form of syrup-sweet coffee. He turned when they came up, and she saw the instant when he assessed who they were, and his manner transitioned from obsequious to crestfallen. “Surely, great wizards, my poor wares cannot interest you. You flatter Azif!”

			“Here now,” said Brazen, stepping up to the glass-topped display boxes that served for a counter. Tawdry treasures winked on threadbare velvet under the shadow of his hand as he spread a few flaking paste jewels on scratched glass. “Are these your manufacture, sir? Or, if not, can you name the artisan? No penalty, whatever you answer, and there may be coin in it for a helpful one.”

			Azif reached out slowly, glancing up at Brazen’s face for permission. He lifted a bit of gaud that gave back flashes of copper, blue, and violet and turned it slowly in his hand. “Who made this, pardon my saying, was a careless artisan. The glass is a mix of good quality, but there are bubbles in it, and the backing, while of decent materials, was not carefully applied. See here?”

			
			He shook his head and reached for his loupe. “I should hate to belabor any of my colleagues with such poor workmanship. And see, there is no maker’s mark applied around the girdle, here.”

			Bijou took the loupe, and looked where he indicated while he sorted through the remaining gems. The narrow band around the widest part of the paste jewel was polished and smooth, without any brand.

			Brazen, almost naturally, remarked, “But the quality of the materials is good, you say?”

			“This looks as if it might have been the effort of an apprentice left alone with his master’s tools. The mold was a good one, but badly poured, and the facets were not polished at the correct angles.” He held out one of his own pieces for comparison, and Bijou could see plainly how superior the stone was, in sparkle and flash and evenness of edge, and how the mirrored foil backing was neatly adhered. There was skill in anything, even fakery.

			“I would say,” Azif finished, “that all of these were made by the same person. And that his master is going to be displeased with the theft of materials at the next inventory.”

			“How many makers of paste jewels are in Messaline?” Bijou asked. “Who use materials of this quality, and can support an apprentice or two?”

			Her earlier irritation had waned, and she was starting to appreciate the humor of the situation enough to play along. When Azif named three men, however, she fixed Brazen with a steady glare and said, quite calmly, “I do hope we shan’t have to visit every one of them.”

			Brazen’s sun-flushed face might have paled a little, but it was hard to tell. He said, “What if we visit Yusuf, here? He’s closest. If we get lucky, we’ll have had the shortest walk.”

			Keep stalling, Bijou thought. And nodded.

			

			—

			Yusuf did not work in a market stall, but rather in a little mud-brick building that was part of a similar, single-story row along the back of a rank of much taller and better-built houses that clustered in the shadow of one of the ancient, colossal ruins that dotted the precincts of Messaline. This one, of blue-green stone that shrugged off weather and the tools of those who would disassemble it for building material, was a long, curved channel, lofted atop a series of arches that soared perhaps five or six stories into the air.

			
			It might have once been part of an aqueduct, for the ends were ragged as if broken. Some said it had been built during the reign of the Eyeless One, the so-called Wizard-Prince of Messaline, centuries before. Others said it had been destroyed then. Bijou’d never seen fit to research it properly.

			Predictably, the neighborhood it cast its shadow on was known as the Five Arches.

			Yusuf’s apprentice was not in, though Yusuf—perhaps having a higher opinion of himself than Azif, though from what Bijou could see of his work in comparison, it was not quite warranted—did not seem at all dismayed by the appearance of two wizards at his door. He was a younger man, well built, clad mostly in trousers, boots, and a leather apron, and it seemed from the items on display at the front of his shop that paste gems were more of a sideline to his business of little glass knickknacks and sculptures.

			He frowned when Brazen held out the bits of paste.

			“Those could be my molds,” he said reluctantly. “But that’s not my casting. Nor my polishing either.” He glanced over at the stocks of glass rods ranked on the walls, the barrels of colored powders, the rolls of foil. They were in some disarray, and Bijou didn’t think he could judge what might be present or missing at a glance.

			“Your apprentice?”

			“Reza.” He huffed through his nose like a snake. “He’s taken a delivery to the Museum of Natural History, if you wish to speak to him.”

			“Huh,” Brazen said. “Both Bijou and I have some work on display there.”

			

			—

			
			Brazen stumped along, limiting his stride automatically to make it easier for Bijou to keep up. They walked in more or less companionable silence for a while. The museum wasn’t far, and they soon found themselves within sight of its sweep of low steps and the square before it, which bustled with activity—human and avian. The people moved more at random and cross-purposes than the pigeons and starlings, who flocked in great swoops and spirals and concordances of wings.

			The museum itself rose opposite them, its approach flanked by a great fountain on the left and a life-size brass statue of a camel on the right. The camel was some of the work of Brazen’s he had alluded to. It was designed so that the right side seemed to show a breathing animal—nostril flared and great padded foot uplifted, head thrown back as if it had been caught in the middle of a startled response to some predator. But if you approached it from the left—the interior, the side toward the museum approach—what you found was a surgical cutaway, with every specimen organ intact and visible in its place, all differentiated in colored crystal so the lungs were violet, the heart red, the liver liver-colored, the intestines ivory, and so forth. Its limbs and torso also revealed representative examples of the bones and muscles, ligaments and tendons enameled in different brilliant colors.

			Bijou’s contribution to the museum was not visible from the outside, except in the evidence of the recently enlarged and reconstructed atrium dome. Still, she felt a little swell of pride in her breast at the sight. Academic feuds or no, that had been, she judged, a job well done.

			Brazen, in his own case, paused to contemplate his camel as they came up on it. He inspected it and nodded with pursed lips, as if in retrospect he too felt that he’d done a pretty good job on the commission. The camel blinked at them languidly and shifted its dramatic pose fluidly, revealing different aspects of its construction as it turned around upon its pedestal; it had been constructed by Brazen the Enchanter, after all. Any decent sculptor could have built a startlingly detailed anatomical study of a camel. This one was interactive.

			Brazen turned to glance up at the front of the museum. Its white marble façade had elements of Aezin and Asitaneh architectural styles—gold and lapis tiles, pointed arches—and managed to evoke the great universities and learning of ancient civilization without ever quite tipping over into looking like a temple to foreign gods. The designers had meant to evoke a sense of permanence and history with this edifice of scholarship. “You don’t suppose it was one of the good doctors behind all this, do you?”

			
			Bijou shrugged. “I didn’t leave either Dr. Azar or Dr. Munquidh any happier with me than they were with each other.”

			“Academic rivalries do get nasty.”

			“On the other hand, neither one of them is a wizard. Or even a sorceress.”

			“People can surprise you,” Brazen remarked casually, crouching down to examine the camel’s metal feet—whether to inspect them for wear or contemplate the details of his work, Bijou was not sure.

			“Or perhaps,” Bijou said, dry as paper, “it’s time you admitted that this whole series of errands has been a jackal hunt you set up for me specifically, and that you’ve been deliberately spending my time.”

			Brazen looked at her calmly, ingenuously. Then he sighed, and said, “What gave me away?”

			“You were my student for fourteen years,” she reminded him. “And your mother was the best friend I ever had. And you are, after all, Brazen the Enchanter. You could animate a little creature like that as an automaton, which is rather different than the self-willed artifices I create but would serve as a plausible ‘forgery.’”

			He made a disgruntled moue.

			“So. Are you going to tell me what we are doing at the museum and why you needed to get me out of my workshop for half a day to set it— Duck!”

			“What?”

			“Duck,” she yelled, and grabbed his ear to pull him down.

			Something small, rose-colored and black, aerodynamic, whistled over their heads. At first she thought it was a missile of some sort, but as it crashed into the façade of the building behind them, she saw that the body tumbling to the dusty street, leaving a red smear behind, was that of a starling. She’d been seeing them all day, and in the back of her mind they had become a worrying omen. Now, the chattering flock on the parapet of the building opposite lifted into the air, and Bijou said, “Does anybody want to kill you this week?”

			
			Brazen rubbed his smarting ear. “Other than you? We’d better run.”

			Bijou grabbed his hand, pulling him toward the arched façade of the museum. A few people loitered on the broad steps, but there was no other destination toward which she could run without equally endangering civilians, and the plaza itself was full of people—and of birds.

			She sprinted up the steps, Brazen thumping along beside her. Her hip hurt, and the muscles beside her spine told her she’d be paying for the desperate exertion later, but at least the physical nature of her daily labor made her strong and gave her a good wind. And Brazen, while barrel-shaped, was as tough as the oaken staves of said barrel. He kept up.

			Something sharp and hard struck Bijou between the shoulder blades as they gained the top step. She felt a stabbing pain, and then the sudden release of Ambrosias unclasping himself at her waist and uncoiling. She staggered. Brazen’s support wrenched her shoulder but kept her from going to a knee.

			Another starling swooped by. Brazen ducked aside—it might have taken him in the eye—and there was a horrid, brittle snapping sound like green twigs as Ambrosias lunged, snatched the bird from the air, and crushed the life from it.

			Bijou pitied the iridescent black rag that fell. It wasn’t the starling’s fault it was ensorceled. But who on earth might be doing the ensorceling? She did not know of any wizard in Messaline who could command animals, not since the death of Brazen’s mother, who had never had much to do with birds anyway.

			The attacking flock was all starlings—but there were two kinds of starlings represented, the plain black and the ones that were black and rosy. They did not usually flock together: another mystery.

			Around Bijou and Brazen, the relaxing holiday-makers were scrambling out of the way, running up the steps or down, flocking like birds themselves in their attempts to avoid the murderous starlings. Ambrosias reared over Bijou’s head like a cobra crown, fending off birds as the swarm made another pass. She could, she thought, call the creature within the museum—the Tidal Titan, great Amjada-Zandrya. In summoning it, it would come.

			But in coming, it would destroy the museum’s dome, and Bijou could not even begin to guess how many lives.

			
			She would not call.

			Ambrosias was her resource now. They had been together through so much; a flock of birds was nothing, with Brazen at their side. Blood trickled down her back, under her robe. This would be a ridiculous way for two of the finest wizards in Messaline to die.

			They ran for the overhang beneath the arches, but the birds circled and cut them off. They stood exposed on the steps, back to back, beneath the lion sun and the unsheltering sky. Ambrosias swatted about himself, missing, as the flock swung through again. Birds left beak- and talon-streaks on Bijou’s face; yanked and tangled at her hair. They swirled around Brazen, pecking and savaging.

			Brazen dropped his grip on Bijou and threw his own arms wide, brocaded cuffs falling back from broad, hairy wrists. He made a gesture of summoning and spoke five ancient words of mystery.

			Bijou covered her ears with her hands.

			Bijou’s wizardry allowed her to animate her bone-and-jewel constructions, to give them a semblance of life, personality, and will. They were unique from her, once they were done, and suffered under their own personalities. She could create automata out of once-living things, but it required a constant expenditure of effort and concentration to keep them at work.

			Brazen too could animate—but his artifices were machines, without agency of their own. They were made of metal and stone, and without the whispers of animating force remaining from the fled life of the creatures that provided Bijou with their bones, Brazen’s creatures did what they were told. Independently, once released—but they could not innovate as did Bijou’s creations.

			They could, however, be given new orders. And Brazen, with all the barrel-chested strength in his lungs, bellowed those orders now.

			The half-dissected bronze and crystal camel at the foot of the staircase twisted its head—half dopey and jaded-looking, after the manner of camels, and half skeletal—around. It focused its glass eyes up the steps. With haste, with surprising grace, it departed its pedestal.

			The clattering and clangering split Bijou’s skull even through the protection of her palms as the automaton came up the stairs at a marble-chipping run. The birds wheeled and dive-bombed it, the collective beating of their wings like the piston stride on a locomotive, like the thump of marching boots. Bijou flinched in anticipation. But either the birds or whoever was responsible for their ensorcelment, had enough sense not to send them plowing into the automaton. They broke around it, surfed over it, and came on in a river, a black mass growing in numbers as more and more flocked to it from all over the plaza. All over the city, as far as Bijou could see.

			
			The birds were upon them, jabbing and gouging. Bijou protected her eyes, cursed as she saw the starlings turn on Ambrosias and begin picking and pecking the smaller jewels from his settings. Those were easy to replace, but if they went for his eyes, they could blind him.

			He killed a few. The camel clattered up the stairs, slowed by the mass of birds swirling around it. Blinded, and picking its way.

			Brazen whistled, and bellowed again. The camel accelerated through the flock, batting the starlings aside when they did not avoid it quickly enough.

			“Not sure how a metal lab specimen is going to help us,” Bijou said over her shoulder.

			“Hang on,” Brazen instructed, and threw an arm around her and Ambrosias both. His grip, hard and strong, pressed the centipede’s bony appurtenances into Bijou’s flesh. She yelped and heard a couple of Ambrosias’s fragile leg-bones crack. There was an impact and a yank, and they were moving fast, unevenly, pelting through a flurry of birds that struck their ducked heads and hunched shoulders and cascaded off and away around them.

			With every stride, Bijou and Brazen slammed into the camel’s unforgiving flank. Bijou buried her face in Brazen’s shoulder to protect her eyes. She looked up again, though, when the camel veered. Perhaps bewildered by the storm of birds, it was being pushed back from the arches of the entryway, and its metal feet slipped on their tiny, crushed corpses. It paused, bewildered, casting about for direction, as tiny beaks scratched and jabbed at Bijou’s hands and hood and scalp.

			“Go help,” Bijou told Ambrosias.

			His cracked legs impeded him, tangling in their rippling neighbors. But he scrambled from his post around her body, clinking up the camel’s side and neck, to crouch atop its cast skull and lunge and snap at starlings. There was a terrible moment where Bijou thought he would lose his grip and be trampled and shattered, but Ambrosias hung on. He reared up like the cobra his vertebrae had been taken from, and struck, lightning fast, knocking cheeping, flurrying birds from the air—and, more importantly, away from the eyes of the mechanical camel.

			
			The camel whipped its head around and spit.

			Not frothy saliva, but thick black oil. The reeking stream struck a dozen or so starlings and knocked them from the air. This pause in the attacks, and Ambrosias’s protection, allowed the beast to get its bearings. Bijou braced herself as she felt the metal muscles gather, the concealed pistons creak.

			It began again to run.

			Bronze feet thundered onto the landing at the top of the stair, and the next Bijou knew the shadow of the portico fell over them and they were within the museum’s atrium.

			Bijou heard the whittering of the angry birds in close pursuit. “They can follow us in—”

			But the camel wasn’t slowing. It thundered up another flight of steps, through another scattering throng—of people, this time, rather than starlings—down a short, broad hallway, and hurdled a velvet rope to crash through a carefully lettered sign that read, “Closed for private party.”

			They were under the raised and reconstructed dome. Fleet as the camel was, its metal pads were not ideal for turning—or braking—on marble, and Bijou legitimately shrieked when she felt the camel slip and begin to slide and topple. Her body tensed instinctively as she awaited the crash and the bruising agony, the snap of hers and Brazen’s bones that must inevitably follow.

			She—and Brazen too—were plucked out of the air by a powerful, bony grip, as a shadow and the rippling flap of heavy cloth passed over them. A moment later, there was a terrible, clattering kebang!

			Bijou looked down, and found herself embraced by the coils of a constrictor’s articulated vertebrae. The wires and jewels and tiny gears were her own work, though for the moment she stared, too stunned to really take it in.

			
			She gasped, bruised ribs aching, as Hawti set her and Brazen down—slightly willy-nilly, as they hadn’t been perfectly aligned along the same axis when she grabbed them. They managed not to fall over, however, clutching and steadying each other and the skeletal elephant.

			Before she had even properly found her feet, Bijou glanced around. The tremendous flapping sound had been Catherine the condor, flapping to the entrance, where she sealed the door against the squeaking flock of starlings with her reinforced silk wings. In the other direction, the museum’s pride, Bijou’s reconstruction of the Tidal Titan, was grinning with skeletal delight as it set the brazen camel on its feet. As Bijou watched, Amjada-Zandrya lifted the head on the mighty neck and danced a little jig.

			“Somebody shut the damned doors,” said an auburn-haired woman wearing a tidy jacket and long skirt, comprising a very businesslike suit. Her manner was very businesslike as well, from her polished appearance to the click of her heels. This was Dr. Azar, the paleontologist who believed in a theory of agile, active giant dinosaurs.

			She swept across the floor toward those doors, as if she meant to perform the office herself—but before she could get there, a docent leaped in front of her, bowed awkwardly to Catherine, and edged behind her wing to seal the rotunda. There was Dr. Munquidh, over there with a broom—broad and dark, she was Dr. Azar’s academic rival. She stepped in to defend the docent as Catherine pulled back enough to let them in. The birds didn’t seem interested in attacking either the docent or Dr. Munquidh, however, and when he was done, Catherine waddled awkwardly away.

			Bijou reached out and patted Hawti gently on the skull. The elephant rocked in pleasure, the belled cuffs on her ankles jangling.

			Brazen regarded Bijou with pursed lips and a suspicious expression. “You’re not surprised to see her here.”

			Now that things were quieting a little, Bijou had the leisure to glance around the rotunda and notice tables of snacks and beverages, clusters of colleagues and old acquaintances, and the presence of—as near as she could tell—every one of those of her creations who lived with her, and quite a few of the ones she’d sold, over the years.

			
			It was a reunion, of sorts.

			She had suspected something like this as the reason that Brazen had been so determinedly leading her around Messaline and stalling her.

			“I was expecting a surprise party,” she admitted. “But not a surprise assassination attempt.”

			He smirked, dabbing blood from the corner of his mouth. “Well, if you expect it, it isn’t much of a surprise.”

			“You chose your wizard’s name aptly.” Dourly, she shrugged out of her ruined sunrobe and let it fall to the floor. Her former apprentice dabbed at a syrupy white smear on the shoulder of his gaudy coat. “Brazen you are. Was that part of your plot to get me out of my workshop as well?”

			“No,” he said. “I’m afraid my little toy mystery has grown into an actual one. But who would want to kill you?”

			“Besides your father?”

			He laughed humorlessly. “Flocks of starlings. Not a necromancer’s style.”

			“Why the museum?”

			Brazen gestured around to the glittering throng, interspersed with well-dressed humans. Even Lazybones glittered in mirrored splendor, slung on a support beneath the encircling mezzanine. “I thought a reunion of your creatures would cheer you. And the Titan is difficult to move, without tearing the entire building down.”

			Meanwhile, Dr. Azar and Dr. Munquidh walked over. Bijou was shocked to realize that Dr. Munquidh had draped her arm quite affectionately around her romantic rival’s shoulders. They walked up, smiling and quite relaxed in each other’s company.

			“I thought you didn’t get along,” Bijou said, which was a foolish comment, given some of her own romantic choices.

			“We don’t,” said Dr. Munquidh, and kissed Dr. Azar on the top of the head.

			Dr. Azar, who was quite as pale-skinned a foreigner as Brazen, despite her name, blushed a pleased crimson. “Actually, we were both so upset with you, Wizard…”

			“We found things to talk about,” Dr. Munquidh said firmly.

			Bijou actually laughed, despite the shadows of circling starlings crossing the glazed windows high overhead that admitted natural light to the rotunda. “I see you’re taking fine care of your namesake.” She gestured to the Tidal Titan, which made a pleased sort of wobble with its enormous head.

			
			“We want to apologize for tricking you, Wizard,” Dr. Azar said. “But you have refused every invitation any of us have sent you for the past ten months.”

			Bijou blinked. Surely not. She looked down and counted on her fingers. “Well,” she allowed, when she had adjudicated twice and realized that the count was correct, “it was a good trick.”

			Had she really been closing herself off so thoroughly? Becoming reclusive and weird? So reclusive that Brazen spent his own valuable time constructing a cheap forgery in order to lure her out?

			That might be a little too much self-defense.

			On the other hand, apparently somebody was trying to kill her. And had taken this first opportunity in a year to try to see it through, which argued either patience or inside information.

			Not Brazen’s father Kaulas the Necromancer, for no little bird was likely to whisper secrets to him—or answer his commands, for that matter. Not Brazen himself, because he was the one person in all the world who could probably just put a knife in her back. Not Dr. Azar or Dr. Munquidh—at least not until they started having lover’s spats and blamed an old wizard for their suffering.

			So, who?

			“A little bird told them,” Bijou muttered.

			“Pardon?” Brazen said.

			“Never mind,” said Bijou. She shook herself into a smile. “Come on. Let’s enjoy the party, shall we, Master Wizard, sir? These starlings will probably disperse once night falls.”

			“Owls are bigger,” Brazen said cynically, as he lifted a drink from a passing tray.

			

			—

			“Not to interfere in a feud between two other wizards, but I’m here to tell you that I don’t appreciate you trying to kill my former apprentice.” Bijou took a seat in the comfortable armchair beside the brazier. She sat carefully, so as not to discommode Ambrosias at her waist, with his recently repaired legs, or the several crab-shell artifices tucked inside her robes. Morning light streamed into the pleasantly appointed little parlor. “Although, believe me, I understand why you might feel the urge to.”

			
			The woman opposite brushed long, fine, black hair from her oval face with a suggestion of a smile. Her forehead was high, her cheeks full, the embrasure of her eyes narrow under a hooded lid. Her hands rested in her lap with her knitting, an elegant openwork tangle of rough-spun white and crimson silk yarn.

			“I should have realized that you’re a wizard,” Bijou continued. “ ‘Najma.’ Star. But that’s an odd wizard-name for someone who talks to animals.”

			“Just birds,” Najma said. “They too decorate the sky.”

			“Brazen didn’t know it?” Bijou asked.

			Najma shrugged. Behind her, in a cage, a canary twittered. His wings were the clear variegated red of precious agates. Bamboo cages full of white and stripe-winged finches sang in the open window arches that led out to a garden balcony. Beyond, the city stretched into the distance, under a morning haze of smoke as people warmed their bread and boiled their tea. “He could have paid close enough attention to learn.”

			“So he’s a terrible boyfriend. Is that worth murdering for?”

			“Well.” Najma seemed to do almost everything judiciously. It was certainly how she sipped her tea. “If I’d really wanted to murder him, I probably could have done better than starlings.”

			“Starlings,” Bijou said, and put her hand to her eyes.

			“The tea really is very nice,” Najma said.

			“So you were…just trying to get his attention?” Bijou, as directed, sipped the tea. It was, really, very nice.

			“Just trying to remind him that there are consequences to his poor choices.” Najma set the tea aside and picked up her ball of yarn. “Out of female solidarity. For the sake of the next girl.”

			“And perhaps a little bit of revenge?”

			Najma’s smile revealed white teeth and wickedness. Bijou…liked her. “Some men are slow to learn.”

			Bijou thought of Kaulas the Necromancer, and sighed. “Some men are.”

			
			“I realize that he was orphaned of his mother, and that his father is an evil necromancer. But couldn’t you have…”

			“Raised him better?”

			Najma saluted her with the ball of yarn.

			Bijou thought about that. About her own mother, standing and watching, arms folded, as Bijou walked away from her birth village into the desert, under a hail of stones. About Bijou’s own choice to keep affection—oh, call it love, after its own fashion—in one hand and sex in the other, firmly separate, forever. If it had been a choice, and not just the way she were made. Or bent so early she might as well have been made that way.

			About her best friend, and the man they had sometimes shared and sometimes quarreled over, though neither one had particularly liked him.

			If somebody had managed to like him, would he have turned out better? Was that really even their problem, or was it his own?

			“Perhaps,” Bijou said cordially, “blaming a woman for the failings of the man is not, in itself, constructive?”

			Najma pursed her lips. She tilted her head and raised one finger as if about to make a point—and perhaps she whistled, too high to hear. A little dappled brown wren, least colorful of songbirds, flitted in the window and perched on her finger, chirrupping. Najma, without taking her gaze from Bijou’s, tilted her own face down and brushed her lips lightly across the bird’s small head. It turned to her like a nestling seeking feeding.

			Ambrosias stirred at Bijou’s waist. Bijou stroked him silent again.

			“But it is a woman who has come to see me,” Najma replied.

			Bijou paused with her tea at her lips, once more. “It is.”

			“Have you discussed this with Brazen?”

			Bijou shrugged the question away.

			“So you are trying to solve his problems for him.”

			“I may also enjoy still being a little more clever than my apprentice.”

			The wren flew away, twittering. Bijou wondered that Najma could treat it as such a pet and spend the lives of her other familiars so profligately. That was a thing to remember, even when she found the young wizard charming. Just as there were things to remember about Brazen, even if they did not affect Bijou personally.

			
			But one wizard did not avoid feuds with another—and the concomitant collateral damage to property and bystanders—by correcting her—or his—ethics continually.

			They enjoyed their tea. A heavy scent of flowers—jasmine, ylang-ylang—drifted in from the balcony as the breeze shifted.

			“Do me a favor?” Najma asked. “One woman to another?”

			“Perhaps.”

			“Let him figure this one out on his own.” The younger wizard smiled. “It will do him more good in the long run.”

			“It is not my job to watch him.” Bijou set her empty teacup down and slipped a folded paper under the saucer.

			“What’s that?” Najma asked.

			Bijou smiled as she reached for her cane. “It is my cleaning bill.”
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