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PRAISE FOR THE INK & SIGIL SERIES

“You are in for a great treat. Ink and Sigil is great escape reading, and I loved every word”
Charlaine Harris, New York Times bestselling author

“Kevin Hearne’s Ink & Sigil is a novel that will transport you right in the Scottish realm of fey and fairies and have you thinking the ‘other’ is real. The magic is both familiar and new, believable and extraordinary”
Charlie Holmberg, author of The Paper Magician

“Kevin Hearne has used ink and paper to craft his own brand of magic. Ink & Sigil is filled to the brim with the Hearne-anigans we’ve all grown to love. Fans of ribald humor, literary puns and the odd hobgoblin will be enchanted by this paranormal mystery”
Jaye Wells, author of the Prospero’s War series

“A delightfully grimy journey through the hidden underworld of Glasgow, Ink & Sigil vividly blends Kevin Hearne’s unique take on urban fantasy with the grit of Scottish magic”
Adam Christopher, author of Empire State





 

 

BY KEVIN HEARNE

The Iron Druid Chronicles

Hounded

Hexed

Hammered

Tricked

Trapped

Hunted

Shattered

Staked

Besieged

The Iron Druid Chronicles novellas

Two Ravens and One Crow

Grimoire of the Lamb

The Seven Kennings

A Plague of Giants

A Blight of Blackwings

Ink & Sigil

Ink & Sigil

Paper & Blood

Candle & Crow






[image: Illustration]






ORBIT

First published in Great Britain in 2024 by Orbit

Copyright © 2024 by Kevin Hearne

Excerpt from The Monsters We Defy by Leslye Penelope

Copyright © 2022 by Leslye Penelope

The moral right of the author has been asserted.

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

eISBN: 978-0-356-51526-7

Orbit

An imprint of

Little, Brown Book Group

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

An Hachette UK Company

www.hachette.co.uk

orbit-books.co.uk





For Dirk, Nick, & Abe:

Thanks for all the shenanigans.




CONTENTS

Author’s Note

Chapter 1: A Pint at the Place Where They Met Last

Chapter 2: The Importance of a Good Alibi

Chapter 3: The Case of the Missing Receptionist

Chapter 4: Fierce Druid

Chapter 5: Pompous Government  Bastards

Chapter 6: The Blue Men of the Minch

Chapter 7: A Crow in the Necropolis

Chapter 8: The Paragon of Hobgoblins

Chapter 9: Nine Ways to Nancy

Chapter 10: A Rose in the Presence of Greatness

Chapter 11: Fight on the Faraglioni

Chapter 12: The Holy Writ

Chapter 13: A Step into Mortality

Chapter 14: The Double Date

Chapter 15: The Football Match

Chapter 16: Wide of the Mark

Chapter 17: The Hobgoblin Hootenanny

Chapter 18: The Legendary Meltdown of Percy Tempest Vane

Chapter 19: Of Cheesedicks and Chess

Chapter 20: The Gob of Lhurnog

Chapter 21: Red Roxanne

Chapter 22: The Golden Frame

Chapter 23: Barhopping in California

Chapter 24: Bears and Brass Knuckles

Chapter 25: The Whisk(e)y Kiss

Chapter 26: The Unbearable Hardness of Softwood

Chapter 27: The Key to a Warlock

Chapter 28: The God of War

Chapter 29: Fear and Dread

Chapter 30: At Lhurnog’s Table

Chapter 31: The Eighth Apprentice

Epilogue: The Librarian

Acknowledgments

About the Type

Extras

about the author

1: The Crossroads




AUTHOR’S NOTE
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For those of ye who are completists, ye may wish to know of a story that occurs contemporaneously with the beginning of this novel: It’s called The Chartreuse Chanteuse, and it basically gives you the happy-ever-after for Atticus, Oberon, and Starbuck from the Iron Druid Chronicles. It’s narrated by Oberon, and its events play out over the same weekend as Chapters 1 and 2 of this book. By the time Al sees them again in Chapter 10, they’re already in their happy place. You can find The Chartreuse Chanteuse in print, ebook, or audio in a wee collection of novellas called Canines & Cocktails.

As in the other books of this series, you’re going to encounter a fair amount of Scots language and spellings. I did not attempt to accurately portray the fullness of Weegie Scots but rather give you just enough to ground you in that sense of place without drowning you in unfamiliar language. There is also a character from Stornoway, which is a different dialect with its own distinct accent, but their spellings are typically standard.

Here we go:

Ye is not pronounced with a long e sound. It’s more like yuh, never yee. This changes to ya when calling someone a name, as in “ya shite bastard.” Occasionally you will also see you, when the speaker wishes to emphasize it or be formal. Your is spelled yer to reflect its pronunciation, as is ye’re, because otherwise ye might think it’s pronounced like yore, and we cannae have that.

Cannae is pronounced like canny and it means cannot. Not is rarely used. If at the end of a contraction such as didn’t or wouldn’t, the contraction is eliminated and a suffix is appended instead; it’s spelled as nae, pronounced like knee. So didn’t becomes didnae, and wouldn’t becomes wouldnae. Exceptions are don’t and won’t, which are used as in standard English. (Dinnae is used throughout much of Scotland instead of don’t, but not in Glasgow, which has a well-documented exception known as “the Dinnae Gap.”) If the word not would normally just be doing its thing solo, the t is often eliminated at the end and it’s pronounced as you might imagine, as no. To make up for these extra no’s which are nots, Weegies often opt to say naw when they mean no.

The v is sometimes omitted from the word give and you’re left with gie, pronounced as ghee. Shall we practice what we’ve learned so far? “Naw, ye didnae gie yer wee brother a beer, did ye, ya daft choob? That’s no right.”

To is spelled tae and pronounced like tea. For fun, this is changed when used in verb phrases like going to. In U.S. English they’re contracted into gonna, but in Weegie, Scots pronounce that ending vowel as a long a, so I’ve appended a y to the end to indicate that. “Gie me a fiver, I’m gonnay go tae the store.”

Head and dead are spelled as heid and deid and pronounced as heed and deed. “Yer pet rock is deid. Happened so suddenly, I cannae get ma heid around it.”

My is often pronounced as ma, so it’s spelled accordingly.

The abbreviation for mother is maw; for father, we have two options: da instead of dad, and faither instead of father. Pronounce that like feather, but with a long a sound: FAY ther.

Ready for some slang terms?

Dingie is a verb meaning to ditch or snub someone; it’s often used in the way that Americans use the verb ghost now.

Grass you up means to snitch or inform the police of someone’s activities.

Up tae high doh means that you’re very excited or keyed up about something—sometimes with the connotation of being nervous or anxious. “I’m up tae high doh about that exam; no sure I did well.”

Dae ma heid in means that you’re annoyed or exasperated.

Hackit means ugly; crabbit means crabby.

Clatty is an adjective meaning disgusting.

Howling has nothing to do with wolves or noise; it means smelly.

Lavvy heid means toilet head, because of the abbreviation of lavatory. This is an excellent way to call someone a shithead, and I think we should all start using it.

A roaster is a person who makes a fool of themselves.

A stooshie is a minor row or commotion.

Get tae fuck is the Weegie method of telling someone to fuck off.

And my favorite is coupon, pronounced like coup-in, which means face. This is very specific to Glasgow, owing to the old tram cars in the city where tickets—called coupons—would have to be punched. And since the thing most likely to be punched besides a coupon in Glasgow was a face, coupon came to mean face in that city.

Shall we review? “Shut yer hackit coupon and get tae fuck, ya howling, clatty lavvy heid!”

Late in the book you’re going to run into some Polish names, which to the English reader can look impossible to pronounce. They’re full of digraphs like sz and cz, they switch the pronunciations of w and v, and ł is also pronounced like a w. One fellow’s surname is Szczygiel, and you might look at that and think I’m trying to mess with you. I swear I’m not. I’m trying to mess with my audiobook narrator. I mean, I picked a school named Szczebrzeszyn. He might actually sprain his tongue on that one, but probably not, because he’s awesome.

Hope you enjoy this conclusion to the Ink & Sigil series. Thanks so much for reading.




CHAPTER 1
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A Pint at the Place
Where They Met Last

The thing nobody tells you about having a hobgoblin contractually bound to your service is that you can’t make plans. Well—you can make them, I suppose. But following through is going to be difficult, because you’ll find that he’s smeared bacon grease in the underwear you put on after showering, and now you have to shower again and resign yourself to being late. (I pride myself on punctuality, but when the choices are to be late or to be on time and sit down with greasy bacon bollocks, the schedule’s going out the window.)

The reason nobody told me about the thing with hobgoblins is that nobody has them in their service anymore, and I was learning why almost daily.

Hobgoblins were expected to take the piss out of their employers a little bit; there had to be a downside to employing them, or else everyone would want a teleporting errand boy. The problem was that a little bit was very subjective, and Buck Foi and I had vastly different ideas about what it meant. Buck wanted to become a legend among his kind and make service to humans common again, so he approached all of his duties—including piss-taking—with the idea that it had to be legendary. It did mean that he did what I asked him to do infallibly, albeit with much complaining. But it also meant that I could never, ever relax, because he was always planning how best to mess with me next.

I’d demanded that he must be creative and nondestructive in his piss-taking, in the hopes that my property would survive and perhaps it would slow him down. He was proving to be more creative than I’d anticipated. And largely nondestructive, I must admit, save for that pair of ruined underwear.

Though I feared he might be destroying himself. He’d been drinking an awful lot and had recently discovered that hobgoblins could get high on capsaicin, the chemical that provided the heat in any pepper you’d care to name. He’d never enjoyed a curry in all his many years or he’d have learned it earlier, but a trip to a Mexican restaurant in Philadelphia revealed this one weird trick to get a hobgoblin smashed. Between salsa chugging and whisky guzzling, he was often off his nut. As he was now, giggling at his prank until he fell over, all too easily.

[You need to cut back on the bottle, Buck,] I told him, or rather typed into my text-to-speech app. [I’m getting worried. There has to be some reason you’re doing this to yourself. Should I make an appointment with a therapist?]

“Wot? Naw. Wait, are ye serious? Naw, I know what’s in ma heid. I mean, everybody’s staring at their future and wonderin’ if their past is gonnay be a good show or a laugh, in’t they? There’s no need to state the obvious to a stranger.”

That was not anything close to the sort of answer I expected. [Are you saying you’re worried about your legacy and that’s driving you to drink?]

“Naw. Yes? Naw! Well, maybe.”

[We’ll talk more later since I have to go, but in the meantime, consider the possibility that your legacy might become “drunken sot” and whether you have any power to ensure that doesn’t happen.]

He scrunched up his face in annoyance. “God’s grundle, ol’ man, can ye be any more of a wet grey sock?”

[I’m being a friend to you now. If you don’t have any power to stop, we’ll approach it differently.]

“Are ye ordering me tae stop?”

[No, I’m ordering you to think about it. Be self-aware and honest about what you’re doing. We’ll come back to it.]

He might well be in the grips of alcoholism already, but his answer—a bit vague—hinted that he had a trunk of feelings to unpack and he was drinking to avoid doing that work. If I could get him to begin, there was a chance he’d realize he could simply leave the booze out. That might be considered foolish optimism by some, but it was born out of personal experience. In the aftermath of Josephine’s death, I gulped down way too much whisky, making the same mistake countless others had, thinking that I could drown my grief in alcohol. But three straight blackout nights had me feeling worse, not better, and the grief was still fresh and relentlessly pummeled my spirit. I had to try something different. It hurt, feeling so raw and bereft with nothing to dull the pain, but I didn’t touch a drop for a year and came out the other side confident that I could manage myself. After that I only drank socially, never getting drunk again. I wanted Buck to have the chance to fix it himself, but if he couldn’t, I’d help—or get him help—as needed.

I left him cursing and shut the door to my flat, because I did have a meeting to attend. He’d think about it for sure, though, and I would no longer take clean underwear for granted but consider them the sweet blessing that formed the basis of all my prosperity. Look at the two of us: growing.

The meeting was thankfully the informal kind, and my lateness would be excused. I had hoped to have a long, full weekend after my return from Australia to work on the problem of my twin curses, but an unexpected text came through Friday morning before I could fully dedicate myself to research.

Al! Saxon here. I’m back. New number. Fancy a pint this evening at the place we last met?

Saxon Codpiece, returned already from his self-imposed exile? I’d expected another month of radio silence at the least, since he’d mentioned that he may have accessed some government files in addition to doing some highly illegal hacking for me. I gave it a think before agreeing.

Friday night, the pubs would be crowded full of the young, drunk, and horny, though if we went early enough people shouldn’t be too sloppy. Once in a while a young woman would take in my cashmere topcoat and impeccable tidiness and flirt with me, briefly, before realizing I was not the sugar daddy she was looking for. Those ephemeral interludes weren’t bothersome in themselves, but more than once they had spurred a young man nearby to challenge me, since he had already decided the young woman was his and therefore she could not flirt with whomever she chose. It never ended well for the young man, but neither did it end well for me, as it robbed the evening of any meager pleasure I might have wrung out of it. But the place we’d last met, the German Bier Halle, was more about the food and beer than hookups. It should be safe.

Sure. Seven? I asked him. The reply was immediate.

Stonking, mate. See you then.

Having been thus derailed, catching up with the minutiae of the printshop consumed my day, and I resigned myself to working on my curses over the weekend. There was plenty to do, since both Nadia and I, as well as Gladys Who Has Seen Some Shite, had been absent, and the latter wasn’t to return until Monday.

Since Saxon was a wanted man, it behooved me to be circumspect, so when the hour arrived, I donned my bowler hat painted with the black Sigil of Swallowed Light, which disabled cameras, and I took my cane, a carbon-steel number, which was a weapon that a man in his sixties could carry around in plain sight and not cause comment. I didn’t expect to need it, but one never knew.

On my way down to the street, I made sure to check my coat pocket for the particular fountain pen and sigil supplies I’d brought from the office, because I knew that Saxon would want a certain sigil in payment for any service he rendered me. Not that I required his services at the moment: It was simply best to be prepared. I was relieved to find everything in place, including the sigils I called my “official ID” and some others that I took with me wherever I went. Buck wasn’t supposed to mess with my inks and sigils, because they kept us safe and paying the bills—it was a red line he couldn’t cross. I worried he would cross it anyway.

The red line I wasn’t supposed to cross with him was to mention his former name: Gag Badhump. He never spoke of his family—I didn’t even know if they were alive—and I wondered if that might have something to do with his frequent inebriation. It was something to pursue, if I could manage it discreetly.

A few minutes’ brisk walk brought me to the Bier Halle on Gordon Street, a green-awninged affair that proclaimed in punny white letters that it’ll all end in biers! This was the place where we last met, before Saxon scarpered off to lay low. The entrance was a staircase leading down to the underground establishment, and it occurred to me that, more often than not, Saxon preferred to meet me in subterranean digs.

He was easy enough to find, since he was taller than nearly everyone, even while sitting, and he waved at me from a corner booth. I removed my coat, folded it over my left arm, and joined him.

“Awright, Al?” he said, offering a hand to shake. I nodded and shook hands, taking him in. He was dressed smartly in what looked like tailored business attire of light browns and blues, and that was unusual enough that I wagged a finger up and down and raised an eyebrow. “Oh, this? Bit different from ma anarchist kit, eh? Yeah. I’m rebranding. It’s why I wanted a chin wag.”

He already had a beer on the table, and when the server swung by, I pointed at it and gave a thumbs-up to indicate that I wanted the same. While she went to fetch that, we had a look at the menu and upon her return ordered a couple of pizzas, which were small enough for one or two people. Saxon ordered for me so I didn’t have to speak—the curse that made people despise me after hearing my voice for too long wouldn’t affect the server anytime soon, but there was a chance it would trigger with Saxon if I wasn’t sparing with my words around him. I got the pepperoni and hot honey, and he asked for a Balmoral, which included haggis, roast chicken, and parmesan.

Once that was taken care of, I got out my phone so I’d be able to talk to him. I used Signal instead of my text-to-speech app, because the phone’s weak speaker might not be heard well above the din of the bar. Thought you’d be gone longer, I typed, and his phone lit up and pinged.

“Naw, I just needed time tae disappear without a trace and set up a new operation, in case anyone was on tae me. Basic criminal hygiene. The paranoid lads stay out of the clink, aye? If any coppers got a whiff of ma trail, they’ll have tae start all over, because Saxon Codpiece has gone dark. I’ve got new businesses, new shell corporations and accounts, and a new name. Check it out.” He produced a business card from his waistcoat pocket and placed it on the table. It said, Norman! Pøøts! Which made me snigger involuntarily, and that may have been the point. Saxon may be rebranding, but in terms of choosing a strange yet memorable name he remained consistent.

I appreciate the joke in going from Saxon to Norman, I sent to him, but I am pretty sure that surname is not allowed.

“How d’ye mean, not allowed?”

I mean your spelling. You’re using the Swedish o with a slash through it, and that is never doubled.

“It is too! In the credits for Monty Python and the Holy Grail there’s a whole section about møøse.”

Is it pronounced any differently?

“Of course! If you use regular o’s it’s just poots, which rhymes with boots and toots and fruits. But use the o with a slash and it’s pronounced like bleu in bleu cheese. So listen, Al: Poots. Pøøts. Hear the difference?”

That’s a very subtle distinction.

“And one that I’m gonnay have endless fun with, making people say Pøøts over and over until I’m satisfied. Or not. If I tell someone they cannae say it correctly and tae just no even try anymore, I bet that’ll do lasting damage tae their psyche.”

You have ID with that name on it?

“Oh, aye. Got back intae the country on a new passport. Saxon Codpiece is never coming back from Argentina.”

Impressive. I tapped the card a couple of times and typed quickly. I note you have changed your profession.

On his old card, he’d proclaimed to be a professional wanker. The new card said, Security Consultant.

“Yeah, it’s ma legal fig leaf for all the illegal shite I can do for ye. I’ve been learning a lot about money laundering from the trafficking numpties ye had me track down—and I’ve got some new ones for ye, by the way.”

He produced a folder that was fairly thick. “This is all obtained illegally, so ye have tae say this is an anonymous tip. But these guys are just a shower of bastards. Ye get them, that’s probably half of Glasgow’s trafficking in one go. Frees a lot of people—they’re not all women pushed intae sex work. They got men and kids too in different industries. And that has tae be the focus, same as before: The victims get helped, no punished.”

I’ll pass it on.

“Grand. So what ye been up to?”

Shenanigans in Australia. Just got back yesterday.

“Oh, aye? Did ye see any of those huge spiders?”

We did see some unusually large animals, yes.

“And was it a profitable trip? Any contraband ye need washed clean?”

I don’t need anything done, but Nadia might soon.

“That’s some braw news! Nadia’s the best. You’ve seen her wizard van, right?”

Aye.

“I’ve been meaning tae ask: Ye know that god she has on the one side, and he’s eating guys on a skewer like they’re kebabs?” I nodded, because one could hardly unsee a painting like that. “Good. So I’ve been wondering: Why is he sitting on a throne of cheese?”

First, it’s delicious. And second, if you’re a god, you can sit on anything you like, so why not?

“Right, of course,” Saxon said, nodding agreeably. “I just wondered if there was a specific reason for it to be made of cheese rather than, say, chocolate, or Margaret Thatcher’s bones.”

Oh! Yes, there is. Nadia told me it symbolizes the fat of the land.

“Love it! That’s perfect. The more I hear about Lhurnog, the more I like him.”

I made no comment, content to let that part of the conversation die on the vine. Lhurnog the Unhallowed was not the sort of deity you wanted to wake up with offerings and prayers. He might want more offerings than one could reasonably provide—or, worse, decide to indulge his craving for the flesh of men.

Which, I supposed after further reflection, meant that there would be some people who might like to wake him up immediately.

Our pizzas arrived quickly, and seeing that the place was humming at capacity, we ordered another pint, since the server might not be around again soon. We tucked in, and I discovered that the pepperoni and hot honey was fantastic. I’d have to make the effort to visit more often, and not only when I needed to meet my freelance hacker.

Norman was entertaining me with stories of his ill-advised taco experiments in Argentina when a man entered the pub wearing a burgundy silk shirt open to his navel. Gold chains gleamed on his waxed chest, and a wholly unnecessary but clearly expensive watch on his wrist caught the light. He was trailed by three women in clinging outfits who could not possibly be interested in him for his good looks, because he was, in the parlance of Hot Fuzz, fuck ugly—the sort of misshapen visage you expect to see when you pull the shroud off the portrait of Dorian Gray. My suspicions were further aroused by men behind them with tailored jackets and earpieces; they were hired muscle, and the slick silk man had hired them.

Norman saw that my attention had drifted, followed my gaze, and made a small sound of surprise. “He’s in the folder,” he said, and tapped it for emphasis.

Which immediately clicked. Silk Man was a human trafficker, and the women trailing him were most likely working for him under duress. I wanted him taken down immediately, before even confirming who and what he was—he had the vibe of a truly evil wanker, because who else wears silk and gold like that? But it was crowded, and the likelihood of collateral damage was high. And furthermore, I’m not really supposed to use my powers as a sigil agent on mundane enforcement of human laws. The right move would be to make no comment, do nothing, and simply turn over the folder to the police—he’d be taken down properly.

Well, I made no comment.

But he saw Norman and me staring at him with looks of distaste and stopped his parade to scowl down at us, looking to his left while keeping his body on track. He didn’t think this would take long.

“What ye lookin’ at, ol’ man?”

I didn’t reply, but I deliberately put my phone away and sat up straight on the bench seating, eventually resting both my hands on top of my cane, which I stood centered between my knees. Nonthreatening, a bit defensive. Except my eyes never left his while I made these adjustments. He knew it was a challenge. Because if I was going to submit, I’d have looked away.

Since I’d squared up, he squared up too, turning his body to face me. I’d earned his full attention.

“Ye want that mustache punched off yer face?”

There was no way he could punch me that well. I simply kept staring at him with withering contempt, waiting for him to do something besides shout. Norman was playing along, saying nothing but laying down a pretty good menacing glare. When the bampot made a fist and pulled it back, I didn’t wait to see if he was going to let fly or try to make me flinch. I kept my left hand on top of my cane, dropped the right one down the shaft, and pushed up and out, delivering a quick strike to his undercarriage from below. He wasn’t wearing a cup, and he instantly forgot about my mustache. Reflexively, he curled inward and bent forward, which allowed me to shove the top of my cane underneath his chin, a neat uppercut trick that didn’t involve me bruising my knuckles. That got him to stagger back, but I didn’t want him to fall into the table across from us, so I rose and quickly administered a bonus tap to his temple—not enough to shatter his skull, but enough to knock him out and send him sprawling in the space between tables rather than into someone’s dinner.

Plenty of gasping and exclamations followed this, and Norman was quick to stand and use that height of his to bellow commandingly, “It’s awright! Nae bother! He just fucked around and found out, that’s all.”

Except there was a bother: The hired goons had become aware that this was the sort of situation for which they had been paid to be useful. Even if the boss was unconscious, they had to do something. And they were hyperaware of what I could do with the cane, so I couldn’t surprise them. They were pushing the women out of the way to get to me, but said women were just enough of an obstacle to allow me time to produce my official ID and hold it up in front of their eyes. Sigils of Porous Mind, Certain Authority, and Quick Compliance short-circuited their urge to violence, and, coupled with my growl, it saved me a messy fight.

“Leave it,” I said. “Get out of ma way and take care of yer boss.”

Phones were being pointed in my direction and then furiously tapped when the cameras failed to work. The sigils on my hat were doing their job. Norman threw some assorted notes down on the table, I picked up the folder full of incriminating evidence, and we exited.

I’d make sure to turn over the folder. The Silk Man might have been given a small taste of the justice he was due, but there was zero chance that I’d knocked all the bastard out of him.

“We never got our second round,” Norman said when we emerged onto Gordon Street. “Shame about that.”

I wouldn’t have minded getting a doggie bag for my pizza, I told him.

“Right? Well, that’s a Friday night in Glasgow for ye.”

Was he trying to do business in there?

“What, with the women? Nah. Too early. Probably he was buying them dinner tae show them what a kind and generous trafficker he is. A little team meeting before the shift starts.”

You didn’t bring me in there knowing he would show up, did you?

“Eh? Naw, naw, I’d no do that tae ye. Utter coincidence, I swear. I just recognized the face from his pictures, because it’s the kind of face ye remember in yer nightmares.”

That was true enough. Okay. We’d better go. Thanks for the pint. Catch ye.

We parted with a wave and went in opposite directions, the folder feeling heavy in my hand. Part of me wanted to turn it over straightaway, but it would be wiser to wait until Monday, providing a nice vague window of time in which I could have acquired it, should anyone look into it—and I was fairly certain someone would. Helping the police do their jobs often seemed to earn investigation instead of gratitude, but they did get around to doing the right thing when you gave them sufficient evidence.

It was good to have Norman back, and even better that he had tweaked his business model, but I hoped we wouldn’t need his services anytime soon.

And, of course, since I’d had the gall to go around hoping, I got a text that smashed my hopes to bits.
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