

[image: image]




[image: image]




Dedication

TO THEO,
BECAUSE THE BIRD
WAS HIS IDEA




Maps

[image: image]

[image: image]




Contents

Cover

Title Page

Dedication

Maps

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

A Guide to People and Places

People

Places

Wellmet Runic Alphabet

    Recipes

Some Notes on Swordcraft by Rowan Forestal

Thanks to . . .

    Extras: The Magic Thief: Lost

Lexicon of Magic Words

Pages from Conn’s Grimoire

Conn’s Desert Survival Tips

Excerpt from The Magic Thief: Found

About the Author

Praise

Back Ads


Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]

“A wizard is a lot like a pyrotechnist,” I said.

“You mean magic and explosions, boy?” Nevery said from the doorway of my workroom. In one hand he held his gold knob-headed cane, and he had his flat-brimmed hat under his arm. He’d just gotten back from a magisters’ meeting, which always made him grumpy.
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“They’d be controlled explosions,” I said.

“Controlled explosions? That would seem to be a contradiction in terms, Connwaer.” He looked around my workroom and scowled.

Benet had helped me strip the faded wallpaper from the walls and whitewash them, and I’d swept the floor and scrubbed the grime and dust off the tall windows and set Lady, the white and tabby-tailed cat, to deal with the mice. A few books from Nevery’s library were stacked neatly on the shelves. After everything was ready I’d hung my picture of a dragon, the one I’d nicked from Nevery’s study, on the wall. The picture was so sooty and dirty from hanging over a fireplace that it looked like a dragon hidden behind a cloud, but I could make out a gleam of golden wing and a snakelike tail and a sharp eye, red like an ember in a hearth.

I’d been reading Prattshaw’s treatise on pyrotechnics. The book lay open on the table in front of me, along with some papers and a dirty teacup.

“Yes, this is a bad idea,” Nevery said. “What would pyrotechnics accomplish, hmmm?”

That was a very good question.

To do magic, every wizard had to find his or her own special locus magicalicus. It could be a piece of gravel or a small chunk of crystal or a rounded river stone or a pebble found in the street. When you found it you knew, for it called to you. My own locus stone had been the finest jewel in the city, the center stone from the duchess’s necklace, leaf green and glowing with its own light, and it had been my way to talk to the magic. It had been destroyed when I’d freed the magic from Crowe’s prisoning device. After that, I’d spent most of the summer looking all over Wellmet for another one. Nevery’d told me I’d find a new locus stone, but I hadn’t. Then I checked every grimoire in the academicos, and none of them said anything about wizards finding a second locus stone. If their first stone was destroyed, they died along with it. But I hadn’t died.

“Well, Nevery,” I said, “the magic talked to me when the Underlord’s device exploded.” Nobody except Nevery believed me, but I knew what I’d heard. “If I make a very small pyrotechnic explosion, it might talk to me again.” And then I could be a wizard, even without a locus stone.

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “Pyrotechnics is not a reliable method, boy.” He paced across the room and leaned over the table to lift the book I was reading to see the title. “Prattshaw,” he said, dropping the book. He shook his head. “I suppose you can’t get into too much trouble just reading about it. Don’t be late for supper,” he said, and swept-stepped out of my workroom and down the stairs.

Had I ever been late for supper? No.

I went back to the book. Tourmalifine and slowsilver, it said, were contrafusives; that meant slowsilver attracted and confined magic, and tourmalifine repelled it. When mingled, they exploded.

I closed the book and set it aside. In a box under the table where Nevery couldn’t see it, I had a stoppered vial of tourmalifine crystals. And I had a little lockbox with a few drops of slowsilver in it that I’d nicked from Nevery’s workroom.

I brought out the vial and the lockbox. The book said that very small amounts of slowsilver and tourmalifine caused very small explosions—just puffs of smoke, really. Clear as clear, Nevery didn’t want me doing pyrotechnics. But he wouldn’t notice a puff of smoke, would he?

With the raggedy sleeve of my apprentice’s robe, I wiped out the teacup and set it on the table; then I tipped in a few crystals of tourmalifine, careful not to get any on my fingers. I didn’t have a key for the lockbox, so I pulled out my lockpick wires, snick-picked the lock, and opened it. The slowsilver swirled at the bottom of the box. As I set the lid back, it crept up the sides, almost like it was trying to escape. I tapped the box, and the slowsilver slid back to the bottom again.

I dipped the end of one of my lockpick wires into the slowsilver. A mirror-bright bead clung to it as I lifted it out. Carefully—steady hands—I brought the slowsilver to the teacup and tapped it from the end of the wire. Like a drop of water landing on sand, it splatted into the center of the little pile of tourmalifine in the bottom of the cup.

I held my breath and bent closer to see.

The slowsilver soaked into the tourmalifine. I counted one, two, thr—

With a pop the cup shattered. A whirl of fizz-green sparks flung me away from the table and fountained up to the ceiling, then swarmed ’round the room, crashing from wall to wall. I scrambled to my feet. On the table, the vial of tourmalifine cracked open like an egg, spilling green crystals across the tabletop; the box of slowsilver tipped over, and a silver-bright snail crept out.

“No!” I shouted, and grabbed for the slowsilver. It squirmed out of my fingers and I ducked as the sparks flew over my head again, whoosh.

The slowsilver reached the tourmalifine. They mingled.

In a corner of the ceiling, a whirling ball of sparks and fire gathered, then streaked across the room, knocked the table over, and slammed into me.

At the same moment, the mingled elements exploded.

I lay flat on the floor and ducked my head. White fire and crackling sparks filled the room. And so did the voice of the magic. Damrodellodesseldesh, it began, the words vibrating low and slow in the bones of my arms and legs. Ellarhionvar, it went on, faster and higher, the words rattling around in my skull. Then a shriek that made my teeth hurt, arhionvarliardenliesh!

Then, silence.
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I blinked the brights out of my eyes. The floor of my workroom was covered with shattered glass and torn book pages. The table lay with its four legs in the air like a dead bug. Smoke and dust swirled around in the corners. A scrap of charred paper floated to the floor next to me. I squinted at it. A page from Prattshaw’s book, the part about contrafusive effects.
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The pyrotechnics had worked. The magic had spoken to me again—without a locus stone. But what had it said?

Step step tap. I heard the sound of Nevery hurrying up the stairs. He threw open the door. “Curse it, boy!” he shouted. “What are you up to?”

I coughed, brushed slivers of glass out of my hair, and got to my feet. “Just some pyrotechnics,” I said. I looked down at my apprentice’s robe. It had a few more scorch marks on it than before.

Nevery scowled. “A pyrotechnic experiment. I thought you had more sense.” He lowered his bushy eyebrows. “And where did you come up with the slowsilver, hmmm?”

I shrugged.

More footsteps, and Benet, Nevery’s bodyguard-housekeeper, loomed up behind Nevery in the doorway. His knitted red waistcoat and shirt were dusted with flour, and he had a smudge of flour on his fist-flattened nose; he’d been kneading dough. “He all right?” he asked.

“Yes, I am,” I said. “Nevery, the magic spoke to me.”

Nevery opened his mouth to shout at me some more, and then closed it. “Spoke to you? A pyrotechnic effect, then. You were right. Interesting. What did it say?”

“It sounded—” I shook my head. Had the magic sounded frightened? But of what? “D’you know this spell?” I recited the spellwords the magic had said to me: “Damrodellodesseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh.”

“No, boy. I’ve never heard those spellwords before,” Nevery said. “Hmmm. Say them again.”

I did, more slowly this time.

He pulled on the end of his beard, frowning, but not at me. “Something—,” he muttered.

“Dinner’s ready,” Benet said, and turned to head down the stairs.

“Well, boy,” Nevery said. “Come along.”

We went out and started across the courtyard that lay before Heartsease, Nevery’s cane going tap tap on the cobblestones.

Heartsease glimmered in the last bits of daylight. It was a wide mansion house built of sand-colored, soot-stained stone. Most of the house had been missing for a long time, as if someone had taken a huge boulder and smashed a hole through its middle. Blocks of stone and columns and tangled ivy and rosebushes spilled out of the hole, and the roof gaped open to the sky. At one end of the house left standing was my workroom. Nevery’s part of the house, along with the kitchen and storage room, Benet’s room, and my attic room, was at the other end.

“Nevery,” I asked, “how did Heartsease get the big hole in the middle of it?”

Nevery gave me one of his keen-gleam looks. “Quite a point on that question, boy.”

I nodded.

He paused and leaned on his cane. “Listen, lad. I have experimented with pyrotechnics myself, yes. But be warned. My experiments led to twenty years of exile from Wellmet. This sort of thing”—he pointed with his cane toward my workroom—“will get you into trouble if you’re not careful.” He spun around and swept-stepped away, across the courtyard.

Exile. I didn’t want to risk that. But my locus magicalicus had been blown into sparkling dust. That’d left me with no way to talk to the magic, even though I could feel it all the time, looking out for me as it always had.

I didn’t have any choice about it; I had to do pyrotechnics, at least until I found a new locus stone.

I started after Nevery and then, from the corner of my eye, caught a glimpse of a black flutter. The big tree in the middle of the courtyard had been empty of black birds ever since last winter, when Nevery and I had destroyed the Underlord’s prisoning device and freed the magic. But now something was different. Up in the tree, in the highest branch, perched a single black shadow, looking down at me with a glinting yellow eye.

“Hello up there,” I called.

The bird shifted on its branch. Grawk, it muttered, and looked away.

Just one bird. Had the magic called it back to keep an eye on things? Had it come because of the explosion? Would the rest of the birds come back, too?

Nevery stood in the arched doorway that we used to get into the house. “Come along, boy!” he called.

“Look, Nevery,” I called back, pointing at the high branch.

Nevery step-tapped back across the courtyard cobbles. “What is it?” he said, peering upward.

The night had come on; the black bird was invisible in the darkness. Never mind.

“Hmph,” Nevery said. “Come along.”

He crossed the courtyard and led the way inside and up the narrow staircase to the kitchen, where Benet had set the table for supper. I sniffed the air, hoping for biscuits and bacon. Fish and—I glanced at the table—stewed greens, pickles, and bread. Mmm. I took off my gray apprentice’s robe, hung it on its hook beside the door, and joined Nevery at the table.

Benet thunked a jar onto the tabletop. “Jam,” he said, then went back to the stove, where he fetched a pan, then scooped a steaming, bony fish onto each of our plates. After clattering the pan back onto the stovetop, he sat down and we started eating.

“You going to do that again?” Benet asked me. He pointed with his chin in the direction of my workroom.

I nodded and picked a bone out of my fish. I could feel Nevery glaring at me. All of a sudden I didn’t feel quite so hungry.

Nevery scowled and took a long drink from his mug of ale. “No, he is not.” He pointed at me with his fork. “If the magisters find out that you are conducting pyrotechnic experiments, my lad, they will throw you out of the city so fast your head will spin. They have other concerns at the moment, other problems to deal with than one recalcitrant apprentice.”

Right, then I would have to be more careful, that was all.

Staying quiet, I pushed stewed greens around my plate with my fork. I thought about the spellword the magic had said to me. Damrodello desseldeshellarhionvarliardenliesh. A warning, maybe. But a warning of what? I needed to learn the magic’s language. I’d have to look for the spellword in the academicos’s collection of grimoires. Or maybe parts of the spellword.

Damrodell . . .

Odesseldesh . . .

Ellarhion . . .

Varliarden . . .

Liesh.

I took a bite of bread and jam and washed it down with a gulp of water. Lady came curling around my feet under the table and I reached down and fed her a few bits of fish.

When we finished dinner, Benet said, “Water,” so I carried the bucket out to the well in the courtyard and came back, and then helped him clean the plates. Nevery’d gone up to his study. I took an apple and climbed the wide, curving staircase to the next floor. I knew Nevery. Sure as sure, he’d want to shout at me some more about the pyrotechnics.

He was at the table writing a letter. The room was cozy in the pinkish glow of werelights set in sconces on the walls. The ceilings were high and had bits of frothy plaster in the corners; the walls were covered with faded flowery paper. On the floor was a faded, dusty carpet, and the table in the middle of the room was covered with books and papers.

“Nevery?” I said.

“Just a moment,” he said, not looking up.

I took a bite of the apple and went over to one of the tall windows. It looked out toward the Twilight, the part of the city I’d grown up in. The sky over the Twilight was purple, fading above to black. Only a few lights shone from the dark buildings stacked along the twisted, steep streets. Behind me, Nevery turned the page over and kept writing, the metal nib of his pen going scritch-scritch against the paper.

I finished the good part of the apple, then ate the core and flicked the stem out the open window.

Nevery set down his pen and held up the paper to let the ink dry. “You’ve been out of school since the Underlord business last winter.”

I had. Because I didn’t have a locus stone, the magisters wouldn’t let me take apprentice classes at the academicos anymore.

Nevery looked at me from under his bushy eyebrows. “You need something to do to keep you out of trouble, boy. I’m asking Brumbee to readmit you to the academicos for apprentice classes.” He folded the letter he’d been writing, pulled out his black and shiny locus magicalicus, and muttered a spell, sealing the letter. “If they’ll have you. Brumbee fears you are a bad influence on the other students.” He held the letter out to me. “I expect you are a bad influence on the other students. You’ve got your keystone?”

The stone to open the magic-locked tunnel gates between the wizards’ islands, he meant. I nodded.

“Good. Take this to Brumbee. Don’t talk to anyone else. And wait for an answer.”

Brumbee was in the magisters’ meeting room, sitting at the long table with his locus magicalicus set in a dish for light, and papers and open books spread all around him. He was writing in another book.

I stood in the doorway, waiting for him to notice me. I’d been in the magisters’ meeting room before. Once to spy on them, disguised as a cat; once when they accepted me as Nevery’s apprentice and gave me thirty days to find my locus stone; and once after we’d destroyed Dusk House and the terrible device Crowe and Pettivox had built to imprison the city’s magic. That time, they’d argued about what had really happened in Crowe’s underground workroom and they’d scolded me for losing my locus magicalicus. They didn’t seem to understand that destroying the device had made the city’s magic work again like they thought it was supposed to, though weaker than before, Nevery said. He measured the magical levels every day with the gauge he had built, and the levels stayed low. We were worried about that, thinking maybe Crowe’s device had hurt the magic somehow.

Then I’d told the magisters that the magic was a living being that protected the city. It had been like a pyrotechnic experiment. Take a room full of old croakety-croak magisters, add a new idea, and it was just like combining slowsilver and tourmalifine. They exploded, saying I was an ignorant gutterboy who didn’t know any better.

“I do know better,” I’d told them. “The magic talked to me. It’s always protected me, and it protects the city. It’s not just a thing to be used, and it needs our help.”

They didn’t like that, either. They shouted and shrieked and said I couldn’t be an apprentice anymore.

“You’re being stupid!” I’d shouted.

Nevery’d sent me out, and I’d stood outside the door shaking and angry, feeling my missing locus magicalicus like a hole in the middle of me, listening to Nevery shouting and Brumbee’s worried voice and other sharp voices arguing.

“What is it, Conn?” Brumbee said, looking up from his book and setting down his pen.

I went in and handed him the letter from Nevery.

He spelled it open and read it, shaking his head. “Oh, dear,” he muttered. He waved his hand at me, still looking at the letter. “You may sit down while I write a reply.”
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I gave Brumbee’s letter to Nevery and he spelled it open.
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“Hmmm,” he said, reading. “He won’t readmit you to the academicos, Conn.”

Oh. I didn’t say anything.

Nevery gave me a keen look from under his eyebrows. “Well, boy?” he asked.

Not really well, no. I wasn’t a gutterboy anymore, and I needed to be going to school.

“I will give you lessons,” Nevery said.

All right.

I sat up late in the study reading Nevery’s grimoire, looking for the spellword the magic had spoken. No luck. Maybe I could get Keeston to nick some books from the academicos library so I could keep looking.

For my first pyrotechnic experiment, I’d nicked tourmalifine and the slowsilver from Nevery’s workroom. To do more experiments I’d need more pyrotechnic materials, and that meant finding somebody in the Twilight to sell them to me, and that meant getting my hands on some money. Nevery wouldn’t give it to me, sure as sure. I wondered if Rowan would.

The problem with visiting the Dawn Palace, where Rowan lived, was that the guards, especially their captain, Kerrn, didn’t like me very much. The first time I’d been there I’d stolen the jewel from the duchess’s necklace because it was my locus stone. The duchess didn’t like me much, either. If I showed up without an invitation, they’d be likely to slap me in a cell and fill me up with phlister in order to find out what I was up to.

Because I’d been a thief, I was good at getting in and out of places without being seen. I went over the wall at the back of the palace, then, evading more guards than usual, snuck across the formal gardens, through one of the terrace doors, and into the ballroom, which was empty. Rowan’s rooms were up two floors and down at the eastern end of the building. I stayed in the servants’ hallways, picked a lock to go through an empty room, then eased out into a hallway, down two more doors, and into Rowan’s rooms. She had a study, a dressing room, a sitting room, and her bedroom, which had a wide bed in it, and pillowy, comfortable chairs.

She wasn’t there. I fetched a book off her bookshelves, flopped onto one of the chairs in the bedroom, and settled down to wait.

I looked up later when Rowan came in. “Have you been waiting long?” she asked. She was wearing a black wormsilk dress and a student’s robe; she’d been at the academicos, where she studied magic, even though she wasn’t a wizard. She was the duchess’s daughter and needed to know about magical things. Her red hair was tangled, and her fingers were smudged with ink.

I sat up and put the book down. “Hello, Ro,” I said.

Rowan tossed her bookbag onto her bed and flopped onto the chair next to mine. She glanced sideways at me. “Are you coming back to school, Connwaer?”

“No,” I said.

“They’re still upset with you, then.”

The magisters would never stop being upset with me. I shrugged.

“Mmm. I have a swordcraft lesson in a few minutes.” She bent to untie the laces of her boot.

Get to the point, she was saying. “Can I have some money?” I asked.

She looked up. “We-ell, I don’t know. What do you need it for?”

I took a deep breath. “Charcoal and colophony, sulfur and saltpeter. And slowsilver.”

“Explosive materials, I believe.” She sat up straight and gave me her sharp, slanting look. “From what I hear, my lad, wizards are not supposed to have anything to do with that sort of thing.”

Right, true enough. “Ro, I don’t have any choice.”

“Really,” she said, her voice dry; it made her sound like her mother. “What are your choices?”

“I have to make some explosions.”

“Indeed,” Rowan said.

“Small ones,” I said.

Rowan pulled off her boot and tossed it toward the door of her dressing room. “You do have another choice, Connwaer.” She started on the other boot.

“No, I don’t,” I said.

“You do,” she said. “You could choose not to do any pyrotechnic experiments.”

I couldn’t abandon the magic like that, not when it needed my help. “Ro, I’m a wizard. I don’t have a locus stone, so I have to find some way to talk to the magic.”

She pulled off her other boot. “Pyrotechnics?”

I nodded. I knew she’d understand, better than anyone except for Nevery.

There was a knock at the outer door. “Lady Rowan,” a deep voice called. “Are you there?”

Rowan sprang up from her chair. “Just a minute, Argent. I’m just getting ready.” She turned to me. “My lesson,” she whispered.

Right, time for me to leave. “Will you give me the money, then?”

She nibbled on her thumbnail, deciding. “How much do you need?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe eight silver faces,” I said, knowing it was a lot to ask for.

“Is that all?” Rowan said. “All right. Wait a moment.”

She went into her dressing room. I heard rustlings and the thump of a drawer opening and closing, and then Rowan came out wearing plain brown trousers, a white shirt, a long black coat, and, under the coat, a sword in a scabbard.

Her friend banged at the door again. “Lady Rowan, are you coming?”

She smiled at me. “Not today, Argent,” she called. “I’ll meet you at the salle tomorrow afternoon.”

What was she up to?

“I’ll give you the money,” she said, showing me a heavy purse string, which she put into her pocket. “But I’m coming with you.”
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Once Rowan and I had snuck out of the Dawn Palace, we headed down the hill toward the Night Bridge. “Pyrotechnics is illegal,” I said. “We’ll have to go to the Twilight to get what I need.”
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Rowan’s eyes brightened. “I’ve never been there before.”

“Really, never?” I asked.

“My mother says it’s too dangerous.”

It wasn’t that dangerous. You just had to know where it was safe to go, and where anybody smart would stay away from.

“You’ve heard about the strange attacks in the Sunrise?” Rowan asked.

Attacks? No. I shook my head.

“The magisters think they have something to do with magic. People have been found covered with dust, turned to stone in their beds, or outside their own front doors. It’s dreadful. Surely Nevery’s working on a plan to deal with them?” When I didn’t answer, she shrugged. “I suppose you’ve had your nose in a book and didn’t notice.”

I had been busy, true.

We stepped from the cobbled street onto the bridge over the river. Overhead, the sky was gray and the air felt thick with the coming rain. The houses crowded onto the edges of the bridge made the road dark, like a tunnel. A wagon loaded with coal bumped past us, and Rowan shifted to stay out of its way.

“My mother has a point about the danger,” Rowan said. “Strange shadows have been seen lurking around the palace walls at night. Maybe they have something to do with the killings, but the magisters don’t seem to know for sure. The guards chase them, but they always get away.” She glanced at me. “Captain Kerrn is worried—she’s even set two of her guards to look after me when I go across to the academicos. Kerrn’s worried that my mother is in danger, too. She thinks the lurkers could be assassins.”

So that’s what Nevery had been worrying about; he’d said the magisters didn’t want distractions. People turned to stone in their beds sounded something like misery eels, maybe. But I’d never heard of misery eels attacking people out in the street, not even in the worst parts of the Twilight. And shadowy lurkers. What were they, minions maybe? Had Underlord Crowe come out of exile, back to Wellmet? I shivered; I hoped not.

We came off the bridge and onto Fleetside, the main street leading to Sark Square. A shift was just changing at the factories along the river, so crowds of workers were heading home or in to work at the looms and bottle mills and spinneries.

We wouldn’t find anybody at the marketplace who could sell us pyrotechnic materials. I’d have to find somebody to ask, who might know somebody else who might know something about some stranger who might have a bit of blackpowder on hand.

So we turned off the main street onto one of the side lanes in the part of the Twilight called the Deeps. The narrow street was clogged with mud and garbage, the houses crowding together, and a grimy tavern sign creaking in the autumn wind. Not many people were about—there never were—just a couple of dirty kids, an old woman wrapped in a shawl, and a man carrying a broken-down bedframe on his back. Rowan stared at it all. I had to take her hand and guide her around a muddy pothole, or she would have stepped right into it.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.

“I didn’t realize it would be this bad,” Rowan said. She was staring at a soot-stained brick house with broken-out windows and a chimney spilling down the side of the roof. A little barefooted girl wearing a raggedy smock stood in the front door, sucking on her finger and watching us with big eyes.

It wasn’t so bad. The little girl probably had a mother or father who worked at a factory and brought home money for food. When she got big enough, she would work in a factory, too.

“Come on,” I said. This part of the Twilight was safe enough, but we didn’t need to stand around looking like we wanted our pockets picked. I led Rowan down a narrow alley, turned a corner—

—and somebody picked my pocket.

I turned back and—quick hands—grabbed the little ragged kid who was trying to slide past me and Rowan. He wriggled and kicked, but he was smaller than I was and not very strong. I held him by the shoulders and shoved him up against the crumbling brick wall to keep him from squirming away. He was a gutterboy, barefoot, dressed in tattery trousers and a man’s nightshirt tied with a rope ’round his waist.

“What’s the matter?” Rowan asked. She had her hand on the hilt of her sword, under her coat.

“Get anything?” I asked the gutterboy.

He looked down at his hand. A couple of lockpick wires. That’s what he’d gotten for his trouble. He looked blankly at them and dropped them to the ground. Stupid. A swagshop would’ve given him a copper lock for them. Oh well; he was probably being stupid because he was hungry.

“If you’re going to pick pockets,” I said, “you have to have quick hands.”

The gutterboy looked up at me; then his glance skittered over to Rowan, who was watching over my shoulder. He had watery blue eyes and teeth that stuck out. “Huh?” he said.

“Or you’re going to get caught with your hand in somebody’s pocket.” And he’d get the fluff beaten out of him if he did. “Look.” I took a step away from him. “You come up from behind. Make your feet feathers so the mark doesn’t hear you. Then quick-hands in, nick the purse string, and out clean.” I turned to Rowan and lifted the purse string from her pocket to show him how.

“Uh-huh,” he said.

He didn’t get it. But he’d get it eventually, or he’d get caught again.

Rowan held out her hand, and I gave her money back. “I’ll let you go,” I said to the gutterboy, “if you’ll help us find somebody.”

“Give me a couple of copper locks, then,” he said.

“Here,” Rowan said. She pulled out her purse string again and gave him a few copper lock coins.

“Now yours,” he said to me.

“I don’t have a couple of coppers,” I said.

“Give me one copper, then,” he said.

“I don’t have any money,” I said.

“You have to give me something, too.”

I didn’t have anything he’d want. Except maybe my coat. Drats. I took it off. “I’ll give you this if you’ll help us.”

He looked at it. “Don’t want it.”

“You don’t want it now,” I said, “but winter will come in not too long, and you’ll really want it then.”

He stared blankly at me.

I sighed. “If you take it to a used clothes shop, the shop lady will give you money for it, all right?”

He nodded.

“I’m looking for somebody who sells explosives,” I said.

“Give me the coat first,” the boy said.

Right. I handed it over. He put it on; the sleeves hung down over his hands.

“I don’t know what explosives is,” he said.

Beside me, Rowan laughed.

“Things that blow up,” I said. His face stayed blank. “Boom!” I shouted.

“Oh.” He nodded and picked his nose, then wiped his finger down the front of my coat. His coat. “Sparks.”

“Yes, sparks,” I said, bending to pick up my lockpick wires; I didn’t want to be without them. “D’you know anybody who makes sparks?”

He nodded again. “Sparks makes sparks.”

Right. Got it. “Where does Sparks live?”

“I could show you,” the boy said.

He led us back toward the river, beyond the docks and warehouses and ratty taverns that clustered in the shadow of the bridge. As we walked, the rain started, just a drizzle, and my hair hung down damp in my eyes. A chilly early-autumn breeze blew off the river. Rowan turned up the collar of her long coat. We walked for a long time, out to the mudflats, past the shacks where the mudlarks lived. I’d never been this far out from the center of the city. The magic was weaker here. Usually I felt it protecting me, like a warm blanket in the wintertime, but here the air felt thin. Most people wouldn’t want to live out here, away from the magic. I guessed the pyrotechnist did because otherwise the magic would set off the materials used to make explosions, because the magic liked explosions.

“Here,” the gutterboy said. He pointed at a long, windowless shack with a tar-paper roof
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