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        THE WITCH QUEEN’S RING

      

      

      

      A job well done had turned into a scut of a day, and Shadrak hadn’t seen the last of it. Six of Jankson Brau’s thugs lay sprawled in the dirt twenty feet below his ledge on the mesa. If only it had taken just six shots to kill them. One of Shadrak’s Ancient-tech flintlocks was clean out of bullets, and the other can’t have been far off. He reached behind to reassure himself his old “thundershot” pistol was still tucked in the back of his belt. It didn’t hold as many rounds as the faux flintlocks, and it wasn’t half as powerful, but it had gotten him out of many a tight spot over the years, and he was in one right now. He’d lost sight of the wizard and the last of the thugs. At this point, they could be anywhere.

      He pressed his back to the rock wall beneath an overhang. One of the suns chose that moment to pitch into its haphazard descent. He shielded his eyes against the sun’s glare, and when it was safe to open them again he could see nothing but white spots.

      A boot scuffed the ledge above him. Shadrak blinked rapidly to clear his vision then raised his flintlock and waited. One heartbeat. Two. Voices from up top, muffled, arguing. A man swore, then a pair of boots dangled over the edge. Shadrak shot one, and blood spurted. The owner screamed. He shot the other, and a man fell, flailing and wailing, till a thud from below shut him the shog up.

      “Move and I’ll fry you.”—The wizard’s voice, from behind.

      The scut had been a pain in the arse all the way from the Grinning Skull Tavern just outside of Malfen. It was his wards and cantrips that had cost Shadrak so many bullets, and he had a wand that spewed fireballs that threw up clods of earth and rocky shrapnel when they detonated.

      The boots had been bait. Obvious bait. Hindsight was a hundred percent.

      Shadrak started to turn, but the wizard said, “Uh uh. As you are. Just reach into your pocket very slowly and remove the ring.”

      Brau’s ring. The relic. Supposedly crafted by the Witch Queen of Tho’Agoth. The thing gave him the creeps so much, Shadrak would have gladly handed it over, only there was a slathian in Xanthus expecting him to deliver it. Not only was Jaltak Sahtis a formidable sorcerer, he had a reputation for eating those who failed him. And besides which, he paid extremely well.

      Shadrak slipped his free hand into the pocket of his jerkin, willing himself to relax, bide his time. He’d no desire to touch the ring again; when he’d stolen it from under Jankson Brau’s nose he’d worn gloves, but the contact had still made his skin crawl.

      “Did I fail to mention the tech-weapon?” the wizard said. “What do you call it?”

      “Gun,” Shadrak said, slowly withdrawing his hand from his pocket. As he did, he noticed the wizard’s shadow on the ledge. And then he realized: The shadow started in front of Shadrak’s position, and lacked the length of his own. It was an odd thing when you considered his height. Shadrak was a smidgen under three feet tall, the wizard almost six. It could only mean the scut was not just behind, he was above. Given the angle of the shadow, the position of the second sun that cast it, that was impossible… unless

      —Of course!

      The scut could levitate.

      “Drop it,” the wizard said. “Now.”

      The flintlock clattered as it hit the ledge, and like Shadrak knew it would, it discharged. Thunder boomed, rocks cascaded down from the overhang, the wizard squealed, and Shadrak spun, snatching a razor star from his baldric and flinging it higher than a man was tall.

      The wizard’s wand went spinning below. The man himself clutched his throat while he gurgled and frothed at the mouth. He was suspended in midair beside the sheer wall at the end of Shadrak’s ledge. No mean feat by any stretch of the imagination, but even meaner when you considered the shogger was in his death throes, blood seeping between his fingers.

      A bit too mean.

      With a frantic wave of his arms, the wizard plummeted to the ground.

      And that was that, as far as Shadrak was concerned: an aggravation he could have done without, but when all was said and—

      Something tugged at his pocket. On instinct he felt for the ring, but it wasn’t there. He swung round, pulling the thundershot from the back of his belt.

      Nothing. No one. Just the empty ledge.

      But the ring was definitely gone.

      He crouched down to peer over the side. Still nothing. Held his breath, listened. A squawk from up high. Vultures circling the bodies on the ground, clustered together in a tidy pile, the wizard on top, robe hitched up exposing his arse. Filthy bastard. What was the world coming to when a man wore nothing to cover his knackers?

      Shadrak backed away from the edge, stood, and drew his cloak tight.

      He didn’t know how he knew, but he knew. The prickling of the hairs on the back of his neck was warning enough. Something was on the ledge with him, and yet when he looked, there was nothing there.

      He was prone to jumping at shadows these days. No surprise there, after the life he’d led. But this was no phantom. What if the Witch Queen had sent one of her minions to reclaim—

      Shadrak’s shadow wavered.

      No, not his: another shadow crossing it.

      He leveled the thundershot and fired. Someone gasped. The scuff of a boot on stone, the flap and flutter of a cloak…

      Shadrak glanced up then down, waited for another sound, but whoever it was, they were good. He rifled through a belt pouch for his Ancient-tech goggles, fitted the strap around his head, adjusted the lenses, and looked again.

      At first the landscape was limned in stark green, but with a further adjustment, he began to see smudges of red and orange overlaying his vision, dashing, scampering, one coiled beneath a rock. All living, all hidden from normal sight; but there was nothing that could conceivably have stolen the ring.

      He scanned the surrounding area for a minute, then another. Finally, he shook his head, suppressing the urge to swear. Whatever magic concealed the pickpocket was apparently shielding him in other ways, blocking the heat the goggles detected.

      He snatched the goggles off and stowed them back in their pouch, all the while letting his eyes rove the ground below, hopping from body to body. Then he saw something and squinted to get a better look. There, weaving between the corpses: footprints in the sand.

      He tucked the thundershot back in his belt, re-holstered the flintlock he’d dropped, and lowered himself over the edge.

      At the bottom of the mesa, he stooped to inspect the prints. Human, judging by the size. Booted. Light on their feet. He began to follow the trail, sticking to the shade of the rock face, trusting his stealth would be a match for the invisible thief’s.

      The thief who’d come out of nowhere.

      Jankson Brau hadn’t shown his entire hand, it seemed. He’d kept an ace up his sleeve.

      Or had he?

      Shadrak stopped a moment to consider.

      The footprints weren’t heading back toward the brigand settlements outlying Malfen. If anything, they were going in the opposite direction, skirting the base of the mesa toward Ludnar, maybe even Brink. Then again, that was also the way to the Chalice Sea and Portis. But who in their right mind would go to Portis? All they had there was fish. Well, fish and connections…

      The twist of Shadrak’s guts told him intuition had just happened upon a truth, and an unpalatable one at that. Connections with the guilds of Jeridium, and with Shadrak’s old guild more than most, the Night Hawks.

      He shut his eyes and uttered a swift prayer to his foster mother, Kadee. He’d been doing that a lot lately, since he’d lost her. He never heard her answer, but she was at work somewhere, because he kept growing softer, less vicious; and it wasn’t through choice.

      When he opened his eyes, nothing had changed. Nothing ever did. It was still the same pile of shit he was stuck in: a year’s worth of pay taken from right under his nose, and a slathian sorcerer likely to turn him into a turnip for shogging up.

      But maybe something had changed, albeit something subtle. His sense of certainty, for one thing. His gut was right, no doubt about it, and not on account of anything superstitious. It was merely his mind drawing inferences before he’d had chance to sift through all the evidence.

      He knew with unshakeable certainty where the thief was from, and where he was heading. Assuming, of course, it was a he.

      Jeridium.

      The last place on Aosia Shadrak wanted to return to.

      His scut of a day was set to grow a whole lot scuttier. Not only was Aosia’s major city the site of old wounds, old losses, but it was the place he’d assassinated the First Senator, Mal Vatès.

      And ever since, the Senate had wanted him hanged.
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      The thief wasn’t just invisible, he was crafty with it. After the initial flight from the mesa, he’d made a good show of covering his tracks, or at least keeping to firmer ground when he could, so as not to leave any impressions.

      Shadrak lost the trail more than he’d care to admit, but as he came upon the sparkling waters of the Chalice Sea, the ground grew soft and sandy, and the footprints were the kind a blind man could follow.

      The only surprise was, the tracks went nowhere near the jetties and the boats that ferried people over to Portis. The scut had looped around the inland sea, bypassing the fishing town, rather than making a stopover. Either he had the stamina of a dwarf, or he was too scared to stop and rest. And if the latter, that made him wise as well as canny. He ought to be scared, with what Shadrak was planning on doing to him.

      Still, it was a blessing, in one way. The stink of fish was rank, even from this side of the water, and the chances of running into the past were just as strong in Portis as they were in Jeridium. Only, in Portis Shadrak ran the risk of being knifed in the back by some goon who thought he’d been ripped off, or by an ex-Night Hawk who blamed him for abandoning the guild and leaving a shogwit like Buck Fargin in charge. He couldn’t blame them for that. That dumb twat Fargin was the beginning of the end for the unified guilds. But there’d been no choice. Sometimes events moved too quickly, took on a life of their own. Some things just refused to be controlled. Apparently, Buck Fargin hadn’t made it through the last guild war. It would have been a miracle if he had. Most likely scenario: one of his own had garroted him while he was taking a piss.

      Shadrak took the opportunity to wolf down some jerky, and then he was back on the trail, assuming, when there were no signs, that the thief would take the shortest route to Jeridium.

      At the first sight of Raphoe, largest of the moons, Shadrak made camp a stone’s throw from the road to Brink. He busied himself with setting a fire, adding deadfall to the kindling from his tinderbox. He’d ceased caring if it gave his position away; he doubted the thief would be looking back.

      Truth be told, he’d ceased caring about the Witch Queen’s ring, too, but he knew that was on account of the tiredness that had set in from hours on the road. Come morning, he’d be fired up and ready to take back what was his—until he brought it to Xanthus and sold it for a tidy profit. Who was he to question what a slathian wanted with a dubious artifact crafted by the Witch Queen? A mummified hag, so they said. The last ruler of Tho’Agoth, the Grave City, somewhere within the nightmare realm of Cerreth.

      Shadrak shuddered and reached into one of his belt pouches for a weedstick he’d laced with somnificus. He’d not smoked before losing Kadee, and he’d scorned anyone who chewed or puffed on the drug. But Kadee had used it till she was black-eyed and vacant, like the rest of her kind, the Aculi people. Just another part of her he’d inherited, he guessed.

      With the fire keeping off the bite of the night air, he sat back against the trunk of a spindly tree and took a long draw on the weedstick, letting the somnificus muddy his thoughts then slowly turn them to mist.
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      Next morning Shadrak was up before dawn, with only Ennoi, smallest of the moons, still in attendance. Stars were scattered in unobscured constellations, some of them winking, all of them sharp and cut clear as diamonds. It was going to be a cloudless day, which meant it would be stifling when the suns came up.

      His cloak was damp with dew and something else that stank like the Abyss. The rustle of leaves in the treetop above where he’d slept told him it was squirrel piss. Sure enough, after he waited a while, one of the critters showed its twitchy little face, and Shadrak took a pop at it with a flintlock. It hit the ground, a bloody splatter where its head had been.

      He skinned the squirrel and baked it on the embers of the fire. When he’d washed it down with a slug of water from his costrel, he kicked dirt over the charred wood and ashes, then set back out on the trail.

      An hour later he was standing over the remains of another campfire. A flaccid wineskin lay discarded on the ground, and the air was redolent with dung. A quick survey showed him someone had done their business in too much of a hurry to bury it. The briefest of stopovers, then, but the thief was growing careless. He must have assumed Shadrak had given up the chase, but he was still keeping up a good pace.

      Presumably there was a buyer waiting impatiently in Jeridium, maybe the promise of a bonus if the ring was delivered in a timely fashion. Either that, or the thief was as uncomfortable around the Witch Queen’s handiwork as Shadrak was, and couldn’t wait to be shot of it.

      Of course, a third possibility was that the thief wanted it for himself, that he was some crazed sorcerer who’d caught a whiff of the precious relic when it dropped into the hands of Jankson Brau. Fool if he was. Wizard or no wizard, he didn’t want to be messing with anything out of Tho’Agoth. If the Witch Queen left things lying around, it was as bait. Shadrak had said as much to the slathian who’d hired him, but slathians were a law unto themselves. The man had merely shrugged, and there had been a malicious glint in his eye.

      Shadrak was about to move on when he noticed a crumpled scrap of parchment close to the fire. He crouched down and straightened it out. There was writing on it, stylish and cursive, but he only recognized one or two words. It was in Ancient Vanatusian, the language used in official documents by the Senate. Other than that, the only types who had use for it were academics and sorcerers.

      On instinct, he dropped it, in case it was some kind of magical trap or a page fallen from a spellbook; but when he looked again, picking out the few words he could read, he decided it was part of an essay, perhaps even a story.

      The title was Boraga Ealdorm. He knew Boraga meant dwarf—he’d seen the Paxa Boraga, the Axe of the Dwarf Lords. But Ealdorm? Something like “Lord?” Some letters were only half formed, as if they had been rubbed away. In other places, entire lines were missing, with only a faded smudge to indicate where they had been.

      A more pressing question was whether the parchment was worth anything. If by some chance he didn’t recover the ring, he stood to lose out on a wagon-load of shekels. He’d only taken the job because he was desperate. Destitute might have been a better word. All the real work was in the city, but with a price on his head, he’d avoided Jeridium like the plague.

      Until now.

      Now, it was either risk everything, or starve to death within a month. Unless of course he made a habit out of eating squirrels. But even then, the bullets would soon run out, and there was no way of replenishing them. One flintlock was empty, the other almost, and the thundershot’s sole remaining cartridge was a long way from being full. Once that was used up, it was back to crossbows, if he could raise the money to buy one.

      He shoved the parchment in his pocket and cut across country, parallel to the Jeridium road. If he could shave off a few corners, maybe he’d get there ahead of the thief and watch the gates till he arrived. No one got in or out of the city save through its barbicans, and the guards wouldn’t open up for someone they couldn’t see. If the thief was going to reveal himself, that would be the time.

      Of course, Shadrak had once escaped Jeridium on an air-raft of Magwitch the Meddler’s making, but unless the thief could fly, he’d never get over the city walls. They were unscalable. Mortared tighter than a virgin’s crack, Big Jake used to say. Not that Shadrak would know, and not that he was ever likely to. Any half-decent woman wouldn’t look twice at an albino midget, and even the whores turned him away.
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      Shadrak was in the shadow of Jeridium’s walls even a half mile out from the city. No matter how many times he’d seen them, he’d never grown used to the scale, the size of each individual block, the seamless masonry. The walls were Maldark the Fallen’s last gift to the human settlers from Vanatus, his way of making up for the devastation he’d almost brought upon them and his own people, the dwarves.

      Shadrak’s goggles whirred and clicked as he brought them into focus on the gatehouse. What if he was too late? What if the thief was already inside? How could he find someone he’d never even clapped eyes on?

      The gates were closed. It was an odd thing about Jeridium: the Senate were so paranoid, they only allowed people in and out of the city at set times throughout the day. Arrive in between those times, and you were in for a long wait. Then, of course, was the even longer wait inside as they herded you through checkpoints and administration. But the thief would be fast-tracked, so long as he belonged to one of the guilds. It was a longstanding arrangement with the Senate, unless they’d revoked it following the death of Mal Vatès.

      Sunlight glinted from atop the barbican. Shadrak trained his goggles on the spot, adjusted the lenses till it seemed he was mere feet from the battlements. A galea—the plumed helm worn by the city’s legionaries, an affectation of the Senate’s that harked back to the pre-Ancient culture of Vanatus.

      A soldier scanned the grassland skirting the walls, looked out over the fields being plowed by teams of oxen, and those lying fallow. Same routine, day in, day out. The sort of thing that bred carelessness. They needed to change things up from time to time, keep the men on their feet. That’s what Shadrak would have done, if he was in charge. Little details like that were what won him the guild war and made him top dog in Jeridium’s underworld. Back in the day.

      As the soldier ducked out of sight, Shadrak reset the goggles to pick out heat, but before he turned his attention back to the gatehouse he saw a blur of red high above the curtain walls. It just hung there, a shimmering oval. It must have been burning up inside to give off such radiance. He adjusted the goggles again, reset them to normal vision, but the oval winked out of existence. Back to heat mode, and it was there once more, suspended from nothing, invisible to the naked eye.

      Magic.

      He’d seen this sort of thing before, made use of it himself from time to time. A wizard eye.

      Question was, why was there a wizard eye in the sky above the walls? Added security? The Senate were wary, but a permanent spell was a bit extravagant, even for them. And it seemed redundant, given the impregnable walls and the vetting of everyone who entered the gates.

      So why, then? Or rather, who? Who had set the eye to keep watch over the entrance? Did someone know the thief was returning with a priceless artifact? You had to think so. Unless the eye was a fixed feature, it was too much of a coincidence, and Shadrak believed in coincidence as much as he did the Wayist god of peace and mercy.

      The eye would see him approaching the walls when the time came. A dimwit might assume he was a child, but after Mal Vatès the Senate knew just what he looked like, how small he was. They might even have worked out that he wasn’t human at all, that he was a faen.

      With practiced discipline Shadrak severed the train of thought. Knowledge of what he was hadn’t grown easier with the passage of time. It was a bad dream he wished he could wake up from. How could he go from being the foster son of a Aculi Dreamer to a creature formed from the very stuff of deception? How could he reconcile himself with being the spawn of Mananoc, Lord of the Abyss?

      He let his eyes return to the gatehouse, scouring the area for any sign the thief was about to show himself; because judging by the height of the suns, the gates were due to open any minute—if, and only if
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